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Аннотация
Clever Italian art-history crime series featuring scholar and dealer Jonathon Argyll, from the author of the best-selling masterpiece �An Instance of the Fingerpost�.
The hardest part of being an art dealer is having to sell your beloved works. For Jonathan Argyll, the pain is soothed when an American billionaire agrees to pay a vast sum for a relatively minor piece.
Arriving in the Californian sunshine eager to collect his cheque, Jonathan bumps into one of his less scrupulous colleagues, and discovers he is not the American's only seller. A bust of Pope Pius V is being smuggled out of Italy, and trouble is following in its wake.
Within hours, Jonathan's billionaire is dead and both the smuggler and his bust have gone missing. Thinking things can't get any worse, Jonathan calls for the help of the Italian Art Theft Squad � and instead finds himself the killer's next target�


The Bernini Bust
(Jonathan Argyll #3)
by Iain Pears


To Dick

Author�s Note

Some of the buildings and paintings in this book exist, others do not, and all the characters are imaginary. There is an Italian art squad in a building in central Rome. However, I have arbitrarily shifted its affiliation from the carabinieri to the polizia, to underline that my account bears no relation to the original.
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Jonathan Argyll lay contentedly on a large slab of Carrara marble, soaking up the mid-morning sun, smoking a cigarette and considering the infinite variety of life. He was not a sun-worshipper � far from it � he was quite proud of his ultraviolet-free complexion, but needs must, despite the risk of wrinkles; his temporary colleagues looked upon his packet of cigarettes with all the approval of vampires presented with a clove of garlic and were prepared to cite innumerable Los Angeles County Clean Air Acts to force him into the open when his nerves required reassurance and sustenance.
He didn�t mind really, although all that moral fervour in such a confined space occasionally made him feel claustrophobic. He would be at the Moresby Museum for only a few days and his stock of moral relativism would last. The when-in-Rome syndrome. A bit longer and he would no doubt be reduced to hanging round the toilets, blowing smoke into air-conditioning vents. But he could survive for a few days.
So he was frequently to be found wandering down the highly expensive, mahogany-coated stairs, through the vast brass and glass doors and into the gentle warmth of California in early summer. And then on to his favourite slab where he performed the joint exercise of having his smoke, watching the world go by, and obscuring the letters which announced to the passerby � not that there were many, this being a part of the world where legs now served mainly a decorative function � that the Arthur M. Moresby Museum of Fine Art was located in the building behind him (9�5 weekdays, 10�4 weekends).
Ahead of him lay what he had come to accept as an almost typical Los Angeles townscape. A broad swathe of luxuriously tended grass � kept going by water piped nearly a thousand miles and then sprinkled in a fine mist � separated the white concrete museum building and the adjacent administrative block from the street. Palm trees sprouted everywhere, doing little but sway in the light wind. Cars drove with painful slowness up and down the wide boulevard ahead. From his well-placed vantage point Argyll could see everything but, apart from himself, there was not another living person visible.
Not that he was paying much attention to the street, the weather or even the palm trees. Life in general was much more on his mind, and beginning to get him down a bit. Success; that was what his presence on the lump of marble signified, and a very mixed blessing it was proving to be. He did his best to look on the bright side; he had, after all, just successfully unloaded a Titian for a client on to the museum behind him for an outrageous sum of money, of which he (or rather his employer) would collect 8.25 per cent. Better still, he had done almost nothing whatever to earn it. A man called Langton had turned up in Rome and said he wanted to buy. Simple as that. Apparently the Moresby considered itself a little short on sixteenth-century Venetian and wanted something by Titian to reinforce its credentials.
Argyll, quick on his feet for about the first time in his professional life, asked for a grossly inflated sum to start off the bargaining. To his immense astonishment, this Langton man had squinted, nodded and said, �Fine. Cheap at the price.� More money than sense, evidently, but who was Argyll to complain? Not even any haggling. Pleased though he was, he still felt slightly let down. People should bargain; it was only proper.
The whole sale went through at such lightning speed he was left breathless. Within two days a contract had turned up. All the normal business of examining and testing and humming and hawing was dispensed with. However, one of the terms of the sale was that the picture should be delivered to the museum free of charge, and that Argyll should be on hand to witness the authentication process � provenance checking, scientific tests, and so on � with museum staff. If there was any dissatisfaction, he would have to take the thing back. More to the point, it was strict payment on delivery � or rather acceptance.
As a point of principle he had protested about this, making vague complaints about honour and gentlemen and the like. No deal. The terms were invariable and set by the owner who, in forty years of collecting, had learnt not to trust an art dealer further than he could throw one. In his heart, Argyll sympathised. Besides, the important thing was to get his hands on the cheque. Essentially, he would have dressed up in Greek national costume and sung sea shanties in a public place if that was what they wanted. Times were hard in the art business.
He had arrived a few days back, alarming the museum staff by bearing the small picture wrapped up in a supermarket bag and transported as hand luggage on the aircraft. It was firmly removed from his care, encased in an especially designed wood and velvet box weighing an extraordinary amount, and carried in an armourplated wagon from the airport to the museum, where a team of six began to study it and another three considered where it might best be hung. Argyll was impressed. He thought one person with a hammer and nail would have done the trick well enough.
But it was the consequences of the sale that bothered him, and cooled off the warm glow of affluent well-being that should, ordinarily, have suffused him. If there was one thing worse than an unhappy employer, it was a happy one, it seemed�His thoughts returned yet again to the unwelcome generosity of Sir Edward Byrnes, proprietor of the Bond Street gallery bearing his name, and Jonathan Argyll�s employer. But, as he knew that no satisfactory decision was likely to result from thinking any more about Byrnes� offer � instruction, rather � that he return to London after nearly three years in Italy, he was not completely disappointed to be interrupted by the sight of a cab pulling slowly off the street, driving along the driveway of carefully laid, hand-fired terracotta tiles, through the mist keeping the lawn in fine fettle, and finally stopping outside the museum entrance.
The man who emerged was tall, excessively thin and had a carefully cultivated air of aristocratic fastidiousness combined with just a suggestion of aesthetic flair. The first side was indicated by the immaculately fitted suit and watchchain crossing his stomach; the second by a handsome ebony and gold walking stick in his right hand and a lilac handkerchief in his breast pocket.
As the taxi drew away, this man stood still and gazed imperiously about him, very much with the air of someone faintly surprised not to see the full welcoming committee that must be around somewhere. He also looked distinctly annoyed, and Argyll sighed heavily. His day was spoilt already.
It was much too late to escape. The man�s gaze, having little else to alight on, fixed on him and Argyll saw the look of recognition spread over the ageing but still handsomely chiselled face.
�Hello, Hector,� Argyll said, accepting the inevitable, but refusing to show any form of welcome by budging from his marble slab. �You�re the last person I expected to see here.�
Hector di Souza, a Spanish art dealer resident in Rome for longer than anyone could remember, walked over and saluted the Englishman with a well-practised wave of the walking stick.
�In that case, I have the advantage,� he said smoothly. �I fully expected to see you. Although not, of course, in such a languorous posture. I trust you�re enjoying your stay?�
That, of course, was Hector all over. Stick him at the North Pole and he�d act as though he owned the place. Argyll tried to think of a suitably cutting reply, but inspiration failed him, as usual. So he yawned, leant over and stubbed out his cigarette in an inconspicuous corner of the marble.
Fortunately di Souza neither wanted nor waited for a reply. Instead, he resumed his gaze around the landscape, looking with right eyebrow delicately raised to indicate a somewhat contemptuous disapproval of American urbanism. Eventually his eye came to rest on the museum itself, and he sniffed loudly in a fashion that was utterly damning.
�This is a museum?� he asked, squinting at the bland and anonymous building behind Argyll�s left shoulder.
�For the time being. They plan to build a bigger one.�
�Tell me, dear boy, is it as bad as they say?�
Argyll shrugged. �Depends what you mean. By bad, that is. The truly disinterested might say it�s full of tat. But as it�s just shelled out a large amount of money for one of my pictures, I am honourbound to defend it. But I think they could have spent the money better.�
�They just have, my dear, they just have,� he said with quite unbearable self-satisfaction. �Twelve of the finest pieces of Graeco-Roman sculpture on the market.�
�Provided by yourself, I suppose? How old are they? Fifty years? Or did you have them carved to order?�
Argyll�s sarcasm was perhaps a little heavy-handed, but to his mind it was perfectly excusable. If not one of the biggest rogues prowling the Roman art market, di Souza was at least one of the more consistent. Not that people didn�t like him; far from it. Admittedly, some had trouble with the way he would come over all a-quiver at the very sight of an aristocrat; others found his baroque gallantry with women (the richer the better) annoying. But, on the whole, once you got used to the arrogance, the affected accent and his uncanny inability to find his wallet whenever a bill for a meal arrived, he was quite good company. If you like that sort of thing.
The only trouble was he could never resist the opportunity to make money, and a na�ve and inexperienced Argyll had once come into his sights. Not serious, really; a little matter of an Etruscan figurine (fifth-century BC) cast in bronze a matter of weeks before Argyll was persuaded to buy it. It is difficult to forgive that sort of thing. Di Souza had taken it back � more than he had ever done for a real client � and apologised, and taken him out for a meal in recompense, but Argyll still nursed a certain grievance over the affair. The man had, after all, forgotten his wallet that time as well.
Hence his scepticism, and di Souza�s wish to brush the matter aside.
�Selling things to you is one thing; selling things to old man Moresby is another,� he said airily. �I�ve been trying to catch him for decades. Now I have, I don�t want to lose him again. The stuff I�ve sent here is perfectly genuine. And I�d much prefer it if you didn�t start casting aspersions on my integrity. Especially considering the favour I�ve done you.�
Argyll regarded him sceptically. �And what favour is that?�
�You got that Titian off your hands at last, didn�t you? Well, you�ve me to thank. That man Langton asked about you, and I gave you a marvellous write-up. Of course, a recommendation from myself carries considerable weight in the more knowledgeable quarters. I told him your Titian was superb, that you were a man of great integrity. And here you are,� di Souza concluded with a broad sweep of the cane around the landscape which implied strongly that he had personally called it into being.
Privately, Argyll considered that a recommendation from di Souza was no great favour, but let it pass. At least it partly cleared up the point of how Langton had come to him. He�d wondered about that.
�So,� di Souza went on, �your career in Italy is now on a much more secure footing. You may thank me later.�
Certainly not, Argyll thought. Besides, it looked like his career in Italy was drawing to a close, and he rather resented di Souza for reminding him.
How could he refuse Byrnes� offer? The art market hadn�t collapsed entirely, but it was shaky round the edges and even a well-established figure like Byrnes was having to draw in his horns. He needed his best personnel on hand to advise him, so someone, either Argyll or his opposite number in Vienna, was going to be summoned back to London. The sale of the Titian made him choose Argyll. It was a gratifying show of confidence.
But � and it was a big but � to leave Italy? Go back to England? The very idea made him miserable.
The same thoughts again. Di Souza�s garrulousness was proving useful for the first time in their acquaintance, taking his mind off matters.
�It�s a fairly new place, isn�t it?� he was saying, impervious to Argyll�s inattention. �Can�t say I�m all that impressed.�
�Nor is anyone else. That�s the trouble. Arthur Moresby spent so much money and this is all he gets for it.�
�Poor man,� said di Souza sympathetically.
�Indeed. I�m sure it must be terrible. So now they think it�s not grand enough to stand comparison with the Getty. They�re on the brink of an all-out construction war. You know the Getty Museum is a replica of the Villa dei Papyri at Herculaneum?�
Di Souza nodded.
�This lot are thinking of building a full-size copy of Diocletian�s Palace at Split. About the size of the Pentagon, as far as I can see, but more expensive. According to rumour, you�ll be able to put the entire Louvre in the thing, and still have enough room left to throw the Olympic Games.�
Di Souza rubbed his hands together. �And they�ll have to fill it, dear boy. How splendid! I got here just in the nick of time. When do they start building?�
Argyll tried to dampen his enthusiasm. �Don�t get too keen. I gather they�ve got to get Moresby to sign on the dotted line. And he�s not someone who�s used to being hurried along. Still, you may meet the architect. He wanders around with a fanatical look in his eye all the time, muttering to himself. He�s a sort of guru of what he terms the post-modern return to classical tradition. His roofs leak. Awful charlatan.�
Argyll had by this time reconciled himself to di Souza�s company, and they walked over the lawn together so that the Spaniard could present himself to the appropriate authority. He was still plainly irritated that there had been no one to meet him at the airport.
�What about these priceless objects of yours?� Argyll asked as they ignored the whistles and shouts of a guardian telling them to get off the grass. �Where are they?�
�Oh, at the airport. They arrived a couple of days ago, I gather. But you know what customs people are like. Same the world over. It�s all on account of the other pieces I brought over.�
�What other pieces?�
�Langton�s. He�s been buying stuff all over the place. Nothing important, I gather, but he wanted to get some of it back here. So he asked me to arrange shipment for him. Another healthy fee, and a satisfied customer. One should always be happy to oblige a man with access to so much money, don�t you think?�
Still in an effusive mood, Hector babbled on, hopping from topic to topic with the agility of a mountain goat. He burbled away about his important clients � all nonsense as Argyll knew; Hector�s career had always been more style than substance � and eventually broke off to point at a small figure emerging from the office block and heading in their direction. �So this place is inhabited, after all,� he said. �Who�s that odd little man over there?�
�That�s the museum director. Samuel Thanet. Pleasant enough, but the anxious type. Hello, Mr Thanet,� he continued, switching to English as the man came into earshot. �How are you? Enjoying life?� It is always a good idea to be nice to museum directors, especially if they command an acquisitions budget bigger than all of Italy�s museums rolled together. In this, at least, he and di Souza had a common outlook.
In making the characterisation Argyll was accurate, but a little unfair. If Samuel Thanet looked worried, it was mainly because he had a great deal to be worried about. It is not easy being in charge of a museum, but when it is owned and run in an almost medieval fashion by a man used to having his every whim treated like a heavenly command, life can become well nigh intolerable.
Not that Thanet bore any resemblance to the archetypal laid-back Californian even on his days off. Instead of the tall, lean, sun-tanned, jogging type the outside world is convinced lives in the area, Thanet was short, overweight, much given to highly formal clothes and was restrained to the point of neurosis. He was not one to waste energy on tennis or surfing; such as he had was divided equally between worrying and an almost fanatical devotion to his museum.
For which latter occupation he needed money, and for that he needed to be appallingly sycophantic to the museum�s patron and owner. There is nothing unusual about this; all museum directors have to be sycophantic to someone, be it patrons, donors or boards of governors. It�s part of the job; some might say the most important part. And everybody else in the museum has to be sycophantic to the director. By the time you make it to the top, you are well practised in the art.
Even for the practised courtier, however, Arthur M. Moresby II was a bit of a handful. It wasn�t just a question of telling him how wonderful he was; he knew that already. It was a given, like the sun rising, or the income tax form arriving. Rather, Moresby had whims. For a start, he was a businessman, and liked reality to be presented in terms of development concepts and budgeting proposals. Next he liked those around him to be lean, mean and hungry. And however ambitious Thanet might be for his museum, he was far from lean, could occasionally be mean, but was utterly hopeless at appearing hungry. It made him nervous, and the prospect of an encounter with the great man turned him into a chronic insomniac for weeks ahead.
�I�m afraid I�m having to deal with several crises simultaneously at the moment,� he said in reply to the question, sneezed loudly, and whipped out a handkerchief too late. He blew his nose and looked apologetic. Allergies, he said. Martyr to them.
�Really? I haven�t noticed any crises. By the way, may I introduce Se�or di Souza? He�s arrived with your new sculptures.�
The comment, innocent enough, clearly added another crisis to Thanet�s mental checklist. His brow furrowed mightily and he eyed di Souza with considerable alarm.
�What new sculptures?� he said.
This was more than di Souza�s ego could bear. Being ostentatiously ignored was one thing; at least that indicated people knew you were around. But to have Thanet appear genuinely oblivious of his existence was too much. In a clipped and stern voice, marred only by his limited English vocabulary, he explained his presence. Thanet looked even more irritated, although it appeared to be the content of the message, not the style of its delivery, which alarmed him.
�That infernal man Langton again. He really has no right to cut across established procedures like this,� he muttered.
�You must have known I was coming�� di Souza began, but Thanet cut him off.
�What, exactly, have you brought with you?� he demanded.
�Three cases of Roman sculpture, provided by myself, and one case brought for Mr Langton.�
�And what�s in that?�
�I�ve no idea. Don�t you know?�
�If I knew I wouldn�t ask, would I?�
Di Souza looked perplexed. All he�d done was arrange shipment, he said. He assumed it was other bits of sculpture.
�It�s like trying to run a madhouse,� Thanet confided to nobody in particular, shaking his head in disbelief.
�Do you really give your agents free run to buy things? What about my Titian? Did Langton buy that on a whim as well?�
Thanet shifted from foot to foot, then decided to unburden himself. �It�s Mr Moresby, I�m afraid,� he said. �He often decides to buy things on his own account, and instructs people like Langton to go ahead. Then they turn up here.�
What he meant, and couldn�t bring himself to say, was that, in the past, he had found his employer and benefactor�s judgement in artistic matters to be a little shaky. An alarming number of pictures in the museum were there partly because Mr Moresby was convinced he could spot a masterwork which the dealers, curators and historians of several dozen countries had unaccountably overlooked. And partly for other reasons. There was one picture, and Thanet shuddered involuntarily every time he thought of it, which had almost certainly been painted in the 1920s, probably in London.
But Mr Moresby had been persuaded it was by Frans Hals when he bought it eighteen months previously, and Frans Hals it was still labelled. Thanet couldn�t think of it without remembering the occasion he was walking through the gallery, past a little knot of visitors, and had heard one of them snickering as he read the description. Nor could he forget the awful row that erupted when a junior curator produced proof that the thing was a dud. The Frans Hals was still there; the junior curator wasn�t.
�In both of your cases,� he said, pushing such thoughts aside, �I�m afraid museum procedure was bypassed. It�s no good, you know. Not professional. I shall have to talk to Mr Moresby � again � when he comes this evening.�
Commercial instincts pricked up their metaphorical ears here. This was the first mention of an impending visit by Moresby himself, a figure legendary in equal parts for his excessive wealth, prodigality in art collecting and singular unpleasantness.
�He�s coming here?� they said almost in unison. Thanet looked at them, knowing exactly what was passing at high speed through their minds.
�Yes. We�re having to arrange a party at short notice. You�re both invited, I suppose. You can make up numbers.�
A bit graceless, but the man was under pressure. Argyll ignored it.
�Panic in the ranks, eh?�
Thanet nodded sombrely. �That�s it, I�m afraid. He likes surprising us with this sort of thing. I�m told he�s constantly dropping in at short notice at his factories to see how things are run. Always fires someone, pour encourager les autres. So I suppose we can count ourselves lucky we have some warning, even if only a few hours.� He sniffled once more, and the two visitors took a step backwards to avoid being caught in the blast. After dithering for some time, Thanet decided not to sneeze after all, and wiped his teary eyes instead. He sighed in a rheumy fashion and sniffed heavily. �I do hate this time of year,� he said confidentially.
�It could be worse,� he went on. �We�re just going to give him a reception, then a tour of the museum. And I think there will be an important announcement to justify our efforts.� He looked suddenly smug as he said it, very much like someone nursing a delightful secret.
�I should be delighted to come, thank you,� said Argyll. Not that he liked parties particularly, but if the room was going to be positively strewn with billionaires, he couldn�t afford to miss it. Even a measly multi-millionaire would satisfy. Doesn�t do to be fussy.
He was about to make careful enquiries about the guest list when he was interrupted by a semi-sniffle of alarm from Thanet, who whipped out his handkerchief once more and gave a convincing impression of trying to hide behind it.
The focus of his anxiety was a small, brown-haired woman whose immaculately constructed elegance was marred only by a face of steadfast and determined hardness. Early middle-age, but fighting back with the best technology money could buy. She had driven up to the museum in a vast car and was now heading their way.
�Damnation,� said Thanet, turning to confront the menace.
�Samuel Thanet. I want a word with you,� she called as she marched across the lawn, giving the luckless gardener a nasty look as he started to protest once more.
Her eyes swept across the assembled company with all the warmth of a high-pressure water-hose. �What piece of chicanery have you pulled off this time?�
�Oh, Mrs Moresby�� Thanet said desperately, giving the others the only introduction they ever received.
�Oh, Mrs Moresby,� she mimicked in an unappealing fashion. �Stop whingeing. What I want to know is,� she paused for dramatic effect and pointed an accusing finger at him, �what in God�s name are you up to now?�
Thanet stared at her in bewilderment. �What?� he said in surprise. �I don�t know what��
�You know very well what. You�ve been bamboozling my husband again.�
Di Souza, always adverse to being left out of conversations with handsome and vastly wealthy women, spotted his opportunity. �What does bamboozling mean?� he asked, smiling in the way which, he firmly believed, normally made hearts flutter.
Mrs Moresby added him to her list of people who deserved looks of withering contempt. �Bam-boozling,� she said slowly but rather nastily. �From bamboozle. Verb. To defraud. To corrupt. To pull the wool over the eyes of sweet, trusting old men. To buy, in other words, stolen or otherwise illegally acquired works of art for the purposes of egotistical self-aggrandisement. That�s what bamboozling means. And this stumpy little creep,� she said, pointing at Thanet in case there was any doubt, �is the arch bamboozler. Got it?�
Di Souza nodded slowly, having failed to understand what on earth she was talking about. �Yes, perfectly, thank you,� he said in what he always considered to be his most charming fashion. Highly reliable usually, and the prop on which he had built an old but deserved reputation for irresistibility. It singularly failed to work its magic on Anne Moresby.
�Good,� said Mrs Moresby. �Now keep your nose out of this.�
Di Souza drew himself up in dignified protest. �Madam, please��
�Ah, shut up.� She cut him dead and directed her full attention at Thanet. �Your grasping ambition for this museum is out of hand. I�m warning you, if you keep on manipulating my husband, when he comes this evening you are going to pay a very heavy price indeed. So you watch yourself.� She poked him in the chest for emphasis.
She did an abrupt about-turn and marched back across the lawn. Didn�t even say goodbye. In the background the gardener threw up his hands in despair and, as soon as the car swept back out into the street, came across to examine the damage.
Thanet watched her go impassively. He almost looked pleased.
�What on earth was that all about?� Argyll asked in astonishment.
Thanet shook his head and declined the invitation to hand out confidences. �Oh, it�s a long story. Mrs Moresby likes to take on the role of the dutiful wife protecting her husband from the outside world. And looking after her own interests into the bargain. I�m very much afraid she likes to practise on me. It may well indicate that Mr Moresby will indeed be making an important announcement tonight.�
Clearly, much remained unsaid here, but Argyll had no opportunity to pursue the matter. Thanet fended off further questions, apologised profusely for the unorthodox way in which di Souza had been welcomed, and sniffled his way off to the solitary splendour of his office in the administrative block. The two Europeans watched him go in silence.
�Can�t say I�d like his job,� Argyll ventured after a pause.
�I don�t know,� di Souza said. �Whatever Moresby�s faults, I have heard that he pays well. Are you going to go this evening?�
Argyll nodded. �Seems so.�
Di Souza waved his hand dismissively. �Good. The place will probably be littered with artistically starved wealth. All wanting genuine works of art imported direct from Europe. Could make your career, if you oil your way around the clientele properly. And mine, come to think of it. If I can only unload my stock on some of them I�ll be able to retire a happy man. I just hope that dreadful woman won�t be there.�
�The trouble is, I�ve never been very good at parties��
Di Souza tut-tutted. �You�re the only art dealer I know who feels embarrassed about selling things to people. You must get over this disgusting reticence, you know. I know it�s the mark of an English gentleman but it�s bad news here. The hard sell, my boy. That�s what�s needed. Get the bit between your teeth, the wind in your sails, the eye on the ball��
�And trip up?�
�And make money.�
Argyll looked shocked. �I�m most surprised to hear you talking in such blatantly materialistic terms. And you an aesthete, too.�
�Even aesthetes must eat. In fact, we spend a fortune on food, because we�re so fussy. That�s why we�re such expensive friends. Come now, this is your big chance.�
�But I�ve just sold a Titian�� Argyll protested, feeling his professional acumen was being called into question a little.
Di Souza looked unconvinced. �Many a slip,� he said supportively, and Argyll glared at him. The last thing he needed at the moment was something else to worry about. �After all, you�ve not cashed the cheque yet.�
�I haven�t even got the cheque yet.�
�There you are. It�s amazing the things that can go wrong. Take Moresby, now. I remember, just after the war��
Argyll did not want to hear. �That Titian is as sold as you can get,� he said firmly. �Don�t go around putting ideas into people�s heads.�
�Oh, very well,� di Souza replied, annoyed to be interrupted in mid-anecdote. �If you restrain yourself over my sculpture. All I was trying to say is that the good dealer never misses an opportunity. Think how much your stock will rise with Byrnes if you unload something else while you�re here.�
�My stock is quite high already, thank you,� Argyll said primly. �I�ve been asked to go back to London. Perhaps become a partner.�
Di Souza was impressed, as well he might be. Argyll, after all, left out the bit that it was more of an order than a request, and the result of a cutback rather than a promotion.
�You�re leaving Rome? I thought you were settled permanently.�
That, of course, was the rub. Argyll had also thought he was settled permanently. But it seemed that, in reality, he had no real ties to the place at all. Not when it came to the test.
He shrugged miserably. Like Thanet, he was not in a confiding mood at the moment. Di Souza, ever insensitive, assumed he was thinking about money.
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For all Argyll�s misgivings, the party was an impressive affair, especially for a scratch effort. However nasty an employer Moresby might be, clearly parties were an area where blank cheques ruled. And whatever the inadequacies of the museum itself at least its entrance lobby was a good place for a bash. Centre stage was a vast table covered in ice and half an ocean full of miscellaneous shellfish; nibbles there were aplenty; a jazz band blasted away in one corner, a string quintet in another, to emphasise the museum�s mission to unify high and popular culture. No one paid much attention to either. The drink situation, while not generous, was adequate if you worked at it.
In short supply, however, were all those multi-millionaires slavering at the chops to buy up Argyll�s small (but select) stock of goods. Perhaps they were there and he just didn�t know how to spot them. You couldn�t, after all, just sidle up to someone and ask for a quick peek at their bank statement, though some people did seem to have a sixth sense for this sort of thing: Edward Byrnes instinctively headed towards people with excess cash burning a hole in their pockets. Argyll had never worked out how he did it. Nor had he ever grasped how to manipulate a conversation so that it imperceptibly came round to the question of, say, nineteenth-century French landscapes. Of which, by chance, you happened to have a fine example�
On his own little ventures into this complicated territory he generally found himself trying to sell Flemish genre pieces to waiters. When he did manage to latch on to the right person, he ended up demonstrating at length how his pictures weren�t really that good, and recommending something currently owned by a rival.
So it was this evening. Almost subliminally, he managed to convey the notion that he found the idea of selling something faintly distasteful. While he had the distinct impression that Hector di Souza was unloading his fakes on every wealthy woman in the area, Argyll scarcely even managed to tell anyone he had anything to sell. His one substantial conversation was with the architect, a flamboyantly casual man with a pronounced tendency to middle-age spread, who lectured him on the synthesis of modernist utilitarianism and the classicist aesthetic as expressed in his own oeuvre. To put it another way, he talked about himself non-stop for twenty minutes. The fact that he was one of those people who constantly look over your right shoulder for someone more interesting didn�t make him any more endearing.
But the conversation was not entirely without interest: in a fit of self-satisfaction, the architect confided that this was a big evening for him. Old man Moresby had finally committed himself to the Big Museum (known to all staff as the BM), and was going to announce it tonight. Hence the panic, hence the sudden visit, hence Thanet�s vague air of smugness to counter the more general worry, and hence, presumably, Anne Moresby�s pre-emptive strike a few hours earlier.
�The biggest private museum commission for decades,� he said with excusable satisfaction. �It�s going to cost a bomb.�
�How much is a bomb?� asked Argyll, who loved hearing of other people�s folly.
�The fabric alone will be about 300 million.�
�Dollars?� Argyll squeaked, appalled at the very thought.
�Of course. What do you think? Lire?�
�Dear God. He must be crazy.�
The architect looked upset that anyone might query the idea of entrusting him with so much money. �Museums are the temples of the modern age,� he intoned sonorously. �They enshrine all that�s beautiful and worth preserving in our culture.�
Argyll gazed at him quizzically, trying to discern whether he was joking. He came to the depressing conclusion that the man was serious. �Bit pricey, though,� he objected.
�You have to pay for the best,� the architect insisted.
�And that�s you?�
�Of course. I am by far the most significant architect of my generation. Perhaps of any generation,� he added modestly.
�But doesn�t he have anything better to spend it on?�
Evidently for the first time, the architect considered the possibility for a moment. �No,� he said firmly after a while. �If he abandoned the museum, everything would go to his godawful son. Or his godawful wife. If they weren�t so dreadful, I doubt this project would ever have got off the ground.�
Then he saw a more important person on the other side of the room and whisked himself off. Argyll, offended at being abandoned but relieved he was left alone, shot like a bullet in the direction of the drinks section to recover himself.
Business was not brisk; the waiter had a slight air of under-employment. One person, however � and Argyll warmed to him the moment he saw him pointing a shaky finger at the whisky � seemed to be doing his best to make the poor soul feel wanted.
�Great,� said this stranger, a man in his late thirties with long fair hair of an antique cut. �Thought I was the only person here drinking something other than Perrier. What you having?�
This wasn�t so generous, considering all the drinks were free, but as an invitation to conversation it was adequate. Argyll refilled and they leant back on the table, companionably side-by-side, and watched the world go by.
�Who�re you?� the man asked. Argyll explained. �Thought I�d not seen you around before,� he said. �You here to unload fakes and curios on my old man?�
Argyll was both affronted and intrigued in equal measure. This, it seemed, was Arthur M. Moresby III, known as Jack, although he did not know why. So he asked. Jack Moresby looked pained.
�To distinguish me from my father. My middle name, I hate to say, is Melisser.�
�Melissa?�
�Melisser. My mother�s maiden name. Father reckoned that being his son gave me too many advantages, so he thought he�d give me something to struggle against. You know, he sort of thought that being beaten up at school for having a cissy name would give me an edge.�
�Goodness.�
�Yeah. I can�t be called Arthur, as I refuse to be mistaken for him, and being someone who drinks a pint of whisky a day, I naturally can�t accept being called Melisser. Jack seems more writerish, I reckon.�
�You write books?�
�Just said so, didn�t I?�
A direct manner, just this side of being rude. Argyll began to understand why he was not held in high esteem by architects and people like that. To change the subject he assured him that he did not sell fakes. He was here to deliver a small but exquisite piece of unquestioned value.
Jack was not convinced, but seemed content to let it pass. Argyll asked if he spent much time at the museum. He nearly choked on his whisky and said he would ordinarily not be seen dead in the place.
�Look at this bunch,� he exclaimed, sweeping his arm across to include the entire room. �Have you ever seen such a collection of creeps gathered into a room before? Eh? What you think?�
Legally, this is known as a leading question and was one which required a careful answer. Besides, as Argyll could assure him, in his line of business a whole room full of creeps was nothing unusual. Who else was he meant to sell his pictures to?
Jack conceded the point, and refilled. Argyll proffered a bowl of peanuts by way of return. Jack shook his head. Never touched them. The salt made his ankles swell up. Argyll regarded the peanuts with new respect. Which creeps did he have in mind, in particular? he asked, pointing out that, being new to the country, he was not so good at spotting them yet.
So junior gave a quick guided tour. He was surprisingly knowledgeable, considering that he said he avoided his family and its associates as much as possible.
Samuel Thanet, he said, pointing ostentatiously to the director, who had been cruising around the room being hospitable ever since they got there. He had a very definite party technique: regulation one minute of conversation then on to the next person. Some people do this well, but not Thanet; he managed to make everything seem an unwelcome chore. Not surprising, really, Jack commented. Thanet didn�t really care about people; he was wedded to the idea of going down as founder of the greatest private museum in North America. Using other people�s money, of course. Mousy, quiet, nervous, but utterly poisonous. A man who would never do a mean trick � as long as he could get someone else to do it for him.
�Look at him there,� he said. �All tweedily a-twitter, waiting for my father to turn up so he can give his boots a good lick.�
The characterisation seemed a little unfair. Argyll was prepared to agree about the mousy and nervous side, but so far at least had seen nothing resembling venom. On the other hand, he was prepared to admit he did not know the man very well. In any case, his technique clearly worked, whatever it was, if Moresby was on the verge of shelling out over $300 million on a new museum.
Jack didn�t seem very impressed. �You don�t know my father,� he said. �I�ll believe in this new museum when I�m invited to the opening ceremony.�
He got tired of contemplating the director and moved on. �James Langton,� he said, pointing at the white-linen-clad man in his late fifties who had been so gratifyingly keen on Titian. �English slimebag.�
Argyll raised an eyebrow.
�Sorry. But you know what I mean. Supercilious, disdainful, mocking, dishonest. Wouldn�t you say those are national characteristics?�
�Not really,� Argyll said, a host of English people fitting that description swarming into his mind.
�Well, I do. Used to be chief leech, until Thanet came along. Since then he�s become an international parasite. Paris, Rome, London, New York, as they say on the perfume bottles. Devoted himself to searching out every overpriced fake in the world for my father�s collection, buying it and taking a hefty cut for his services.�
Argyll felt aggrieved, and mentioned his Titian once more. He was beginning to develop a complex about it.
�So we all make mistakes,� Jack said with no discernible interest. �Even a man of Langton�s huge talent couldn�t get a hundred per cent success rate. He must slip occasionally and buy something genuine.�
On he went. �Mummy dearest,� he said, pointing at the petite, expertly dressed woman Argyll had encountered earlier that afternoon. She had arrived twenty minutes earlier. �She�s my stepmother, but she doesn�t like to be called that. On the make. Quite assiduous about it. She has a vague southern accent but in fact comes from Nebraska. Do you know where Nebraska is?�
Argyll confessed he didn�t. Jack nodded as though this proved it.
�Nor does anybody else. She hit the jackpot with my old man, and will stick with him until he croaks and she can get her hands on his money. Unless the museum gets it first.� He regarded the woman with apparent indulgence, then dismissed her abruptly from his mind and switched to another target.
�David Barclay,� he said firmly, pointing to an excessively groomed personage talking to Anne Moresby. �His signature will be on your cheque � if you ever get it. My father�s lawyer and personal factotum, on permanent secondment from some law firm. The �minence grise of the family. Handsome little bastard, don�t you think? The sort that works out before going to the office. So many designer labels on him he resembles the advertising section of Vogue. Drop him in a sewage plant and shit would become fashionable. My father,� he went on in a loud stage-whisper, breathing a whisky fragrance into Argyll�s face from close range, �is a bit of a sucker for up-and-coming professional types. That�s why I�m such a disappointment to him. He can�t resist someone like Barclay. Nor can my beloved stepmother.�
�I beg your pardon?� Argyll said, caught a little by surprise.
�Little David is connected to my family most intimately,� Jack said, speaking ever more loudly. �All services, legal and otherwise, rendered with equal skill.�
He sniggered, and Argyll regarded the lawyer with increased interest. He expressed surprise that the man kept his job.
�Discretion is a wonderful thing. The trouble is, it�s not that easy to keep up. Even the best-kept secret is apt to leak out eventually. Given a helping hand, anyway. That�s why I�m here, in fact,� Jack went on elliptically. �I love firework displays, and are we going to have one tonight.�
�Are we, indeed?� Argyll said, thinking that perhaps this party might turn out to be more fun than he�d anticipated. �You don�t seem to rate your father�s judgement of character very highly.�
�Me? The grateful son, not respect one of the richest men in the world? I have the highest opinion of his judgement. After all, he spotted me immediately as a drunken, ill-disciplined bum who�d never make a go of anything. And I can assure you, he was right. I have never disappointed him in the slightest.�
There were distinct signs by this stage that Jack was teetering on the brink of self-indulgence. The last thing Argyll wanted was a detailed account of life with father, so he caught di Souza�s eye as the Spaniard wafted past. He barely had time for introductions when there came the sound of Samuel Thanet trying to get the attention of the assembled gathering. Silence gradually fell, and Thanet�s high-pitched, reedy voice eventually began to be heard. As everybody knew, he said, this party was in honour of Mr Moresby�s visit to the museum.
A respectful silence greeted this news, with the museum staff pondering their sins as though Thanet had suddenly upped and announced the second coming. It was a rather soupy speech, to Argyll�s way of thinking, a bit over-reverential in the almost hushed way in which he referred to the Great Man. Had the said Great Man been there, this would have been almost understandable. But Moresby hadn�t even arrived yet. Being nice to people behind their backs was going too far.
Apart from dropping heavy hints about what Moresby was going to say when he arrived, the speech did little except satisfy one small item of curiosity, which was the contents of the box which di Souza had brought over with him for Langton. In fact Argyll had been too busy pondering the implications of the proposed move back to London to wonder very much about this, but he listened with due care and attention as Thanet said he had a preliminary announcement to make about the museum�s latest acquisition.
As he was sure everybody knew, he said, the Moresby�s growth strategy � detestable term for a museum, thought Argyll, but let it pass � was to target specific areas of western art, and become world leaders in them. Impressionism, neo-classical, and baroque were high on the agenda, and much progress had been made to date.
Argyll shifted from foot to foot and leant over to di Souza.
�So what are they doing buying twelve priceless works of Roman sculpture?� he asked sarcastically. Di Souza gave him a nasty look.
�And what are they doing buying a Titian?� he countered.
Then the Spaniard held up his hand for silence. Thanet was at last getting to the interesting bit. Particularly, he was saying, they had decided to give new emphasis to baroque sculpture, and he was proud to announce that, in accordance with the Moresby�s tradition of excellence � di Souza snorted � their latest acquisition in this field was a piece of unsurpassed importance. Although it was still in a packing case in Thanet�s office, he was happy to announce that the museum would shortly be putting on display a masterpiece by that superlative artist of the Roman Baroque, Gianlorenzo Bernini. The museum now had in its possession the master�s long-lost portrait bust of Pope Pius V.
Both Argyll and Jack were standing next to di Souza, glass in hand, when this announcement was made, and were thus in a position to hear the sharp intake of breath and gargling sound which erupted from the Spaniard�s throat as he choked in mid-martini. They also witnessed the rapid change of expression � from surprise, to alarm and on to anger � which flitted across his face as he digested this announcement.
�Don�t worry,� said Jack, patting him on the back. �This place has that effect on everybody.�
�What�s the matter?� Argyll asked. �Jealous?�
Di Souza downed his drink in a gulp. �Not exactly,� he replied. �Just heart failure. Excuse me a moment.�
And with that he shot off in the direction of Samuel Thanet. Argyll�s curiosity was piqued so, with as much subtlety as he could manage, he sidled over to see what was going on. Quite a lot, evidently, although most of the conversation seemed to be coming from di Souza. While clearly angry about something, he was at least in sufficient control to keep his voice down, otherwise the cheery atmosphere at the party might well have been severely damaged.
Argyll didn�t catch it all, but the words �worrying� and �alarming� wafted in his general direction as he drew near. Di Souza seemed to be demanding to speak to Mr Moresby.
There was a lot � especially of Thanet�s attempts to pacify � that Argyll didn�t pick up. Also in earshot, Jack Moresby was shaking his head with sheer enjoyment. �Christ, these people. How do you stand them?� he asked. �Hell, I�ve had enough. I�m off home. It�s not far. D�you want to come around for a drink sometime?�
He gave Argyll his address and wandered out into the pure air of a Santa Monica evening.
Meanwhile Thanet was rocking back on his heels due to the unexpected assault, but not giving ground. Initially he seemed to be doing his best to reassure the indignant Spaniard then, as the battering continued, resorted to the reliable technique of stonewalling. He had nothing to do with the bust, Thanet insisted; and di Souza knew that perfectly well.
Hector was unimpressed, but could do little. He retreated in good order, muttering furiously. Argyll was, naturally, curious about this display, but knew di Souza�s volubility well enough to realise that all would be revealed in good time. Hector was legendary for never being able to keep anything to himself.
�What are you looking at?� the Spaniard said rather sharply in Italian as he returned to the bar.
�Nothing at all. I was just wondering what you�re so upset about.�
�A great deal.�
�Go on, then,� Argyll prompted.
Di Souza didn�t reply.
�You�ve been smuggling again, haven�t you?� he said in a confiding tone. It was relatively well known that di Souza supplemented his income by arranging for works of art to be spirited across the Italian border before the authorities could refuse export permission. They would certainly have refused an above-board application to export a Bernini: there would be thermonuclear detonation if they ever found out that one had been smuggled out of the country.
�Don�t be ridiculous,� di Souza snapped back, with enough uncertainty in his voice to convince Argyll he was on the right track.
Argyll sucked in his breath and tutted with wholly hypocritical sympathy. �Wouldn�t want to be in your shoes if the folk at the Belle Arte get their fangs into you. Nasty, that�ll be,� he said with an uncontrollable grin. Di Souza gave him a very unpleasant look. �Serious offence, smuggling��
�It�s not smuggling I�m worried about.�
�Oh, go on, Hector, spill it.�
But there was no persuading him. Di Souza was panicked and adopting the tactic of saying as little as possible. You could see his point, Argyll thought. A public announcement, and reporters here as well. Had Thanet stood up and thanked di Souza for smuggling the bust out for him, it couldn�t have been more awkward. All it needed now was a little whisper, a little looking, and Hector would be in big trouble back in Italy. Standing up in a court and saying that he hadn�t known what was in that case would merely be greeted with hearty guffawing from the prosecutor. Argyll found it hard to believe himself.
�Hmm,� he said thoughtfully. �You�ll just have to hope that no one notices too much. All I can say is you�re very lucky Flavia isn�t here. She�d have your guts.�
He shouldn�t have said that. Flavia di Stefano had been greatly on his mind all afternoon, all week, in fact, and he had only just succeeded in thinking of other things. If he put his hand on his heart and confessed what it was that most attracted him to living in Rome, he would have had to say that, splendid though the buildings, the art, the streets, the food, the weather and the people were, what he really liked most was Flavia di Stefano, old friend, investigator in the Italian polizia art squad and a woman with a long-standing disapproval of those who smuggle the Italian heritage out of the country.
Flavia, alas, did not return his feelings. She was a wonderful companion and a perfect friend, but though Argyll had worked hard to persuade her to be something more his labours had produced remarkably little result. He was fed up with it. That was why he was able to reconcile himself to going back to England.
What more could he do? He�d mentioned Byrnes� proposal to her one evening as they came out of the cinema � with what result? Oh, don�t go? Please stay? Even, I�ll miss you, would have been a start. But nothing. All she�d said was that if his career would benefit then of course he should go. And changed the subject. Not only that, since then he�d barely seen her.
�What was that?� he said, coming out of his reverie and realising that di Souza was still talking.
�I said that when I have sorted everything out with Moresby not even your Flavia will have any interest in me.�
�If you can. Besides, she�s not my Flavia.�
�I�ve already told you I can. Simple to prove.�
�What is?� Argyll asked, puzzled. Evidently he�d missed more of di Souza�s conversation than he�d thought.
�If you can�t listen I�m not going to repeat it,� he said crossly. �It�s the second time you�ve spurned my anecdotes today. Besides, judging by the way the crowds are beginning to practise doing obeisance, I�d guess Moresby is arriving and I need an urgent talk with him. I�ll fill you in later, if you can pay attention for long enough.�
Argyll followed in the slipstream of the guests heading for the main door where they could get a decent view of the proceedings. Di Souza was right. Moresby arrived with all the sense of occasion of a medieval potentate turning up to visit some minor province. Which he was, in a way. Compared to the vast range of his interests � Argyll vaguely remembered they stretched from oil to electronics, miscellaneous weaponry to financial services and just about everything in between � the museum was a fairly minor operation. Unless, of course, Thanet managed to prise open the old man�s very tight fist and keep it open long enough to build his big museum.
It was an odd experience, halfway between being impressive and slightly ludicrous. The car was one of those stretched limousine affairs, about forty feet long with a small radio telescope on the back, all black tinted glass and shiny chromium. It swept up to the entrance and a host of nervous museum folk swept down to it, competing for the honour of opening the door. Then one of the richest men on the western seaboard emerged in the fading light of evening and everybody gazed at him reverentially.
From Argyll�s standpoint, there wasn�t much to be reverential about. From the purely visual, or aesthetic, point of view, Arthur M. Moresby II didn�t amount to much. Tiny little fellow, peering myopically around him through thick round glasses, dressed up in a heavy suit much too thick for the weather and which, in truth, did little for his general appearance. He was almost completely bald and slightly pigeon-toed. A thin mouth, mottled complexion and ears that rose up to conclude with a very definite point at the top. He looked, indeed, a bit like a malevolent garden gnome. Putting himself in Anne Moresby�s position, Argyll began to see the appeal of a narcissistic concoction like David Barclay.
Had it not been for the bank balance, it was difficult to imagine anyone gushing over him. On the other hand, he reflected as he scrutinised Moresby more closely, maybe that was unfair. The face indicated a man to reckon with. Entirely expressionless, it nonetheless radiated an air of chilly contempt for the clucking hordes gathered around him. Whatever his possibly innumerable faults, Arthur Moresby knew exactly why people were so keen to welcome him, and realised it had nothing to do with his loveable personality or exciting physique. Then he disappeared into the museum to get on with business, and the excitement was over.
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Looking back on events later, Argyll viewed the following couple of hours with profound embarrassment. It was just his luck that, whenever something interesting happened, he would be elsewhere. It was simple enough; he was hungry and, no matter how many virtues oysters possess, no one can call them filling. Not like a burger and french fries, anyway, so after a few moments indecision, resolved when he decided that hanging around in the hope of shaking Arthur Moresby by the hand was a demeaning way of spending an evening, he sloped off in search of a halfway decent restaurant and sat feeling miserable for an hour or so.
Indeed, he regretted not latching on to Jack Moresby to spend the night getting drunk together. He also regretted agreeing to have breakfast with di Souza. He�d had enough of the man already, what with spending much of the afternoon booking him into the same hotel he himself was staying at, carrying his luggage around, and listening to him at parties. Quite apart from the fact that he knew who was going to end up paying for breakfast.
And he also regretted his choice of restaurant. The service was interminably slow. The waitress (who introduced herself as Nancy and was most keen that he enjoy his food) did her best, but it was one of those places where the cook evidently begins by grinding his own wholemeal. Alas, he shouldn�t have bothered. The end result wasn�t worth the effort.
It was nearly eleven o�clock by the time Argyll set out for his hotel, after two hours spent all on his own with ample opportunity to feel sorry for himself. Apart from that, completely uneventful, except for narrowly avoiding being run over by an ancient truck painted with purple stripes. It was his own fault; he crossed the wide boulevard which led past the Moresby and on to his hotel in the cavalier fashion he had adopted for dealing with Roman traffic, and discovered that drivers in California, while generally slower, are not nearly as accurate as their Italian counterparts. A Roman shaves past your legs and makes your trousers billow in the wind but disappears over the horizon with a triumphant hooting of the horn, leaving no real damage behind. The driver of this particular vehicle either had clear homicidal tendencies or little skill; he flashed past, saw Argyll, blew his horn and swerved at only the last moment, very nearly consigning Argyll to the hereafter in the process.
As he reached the opposite sidewalk and his heart � boosted by alarm and the remarkable turn of speed he put on to reach safety � calmed down once more, he reflected that it was quite in keeping with life as it was currently progressing.
Heaving self-indulgent sighs at regular intervals, his thoughts meandered in a haphazard fashion as he ambled mournfully towards the hotel. Such was his mood that he was nearly past the museum itself before it penetrated his consciousness that all was not quite as it was when he�d left to search out nourishment. The floodlights still illuminated the building with ostentatious discretion, cars were still parked all over the place. But the number of people engaged in wearing the lawn down to waste land had grown enormously, and Argyll was fairly certain that the place had not been surrounded by fifteen police cars, four ambulances and a large number of helicopters when he left.
Strange, he thought. Prompted mainly by the pessimistic view that, knowing his luck, something untoward must have happened to his Titian, he changed direction and headed up the driveway.
�Sorry. No entry. Not �til morning.� This from a policeman of impressive dimensions blocking the way in a fashion that brooked no argument. Even without the heavy weaponry strewn about his person, Argyll would not for a moment have contemplated disagreeing with his pronouncement. On the other hand, the scene had tickled his curiosity somewhat; so he announced firmly that the museum director had asked him to come round immediately. Samuel Thanet. The director. You know?
The policeman didn�t, but wavered a little. �Little fat guy? Wrings his hands?�
Argyll nodded. Thanet to a tee.
�He�s just gone with Detective Morelli into the administrative block,� he said, uncertainly.
�And that�s just where he told me to meet him,� Argyll said, lying through his teeth in a fashion which made him feel rather proud. He generally wasn�t a very good liar. Even fibs gave him a hard time. He beamed at the policeman and asked most politely to be let through. So convincing was he that, seconds later, he was climbing the stairs in the direction of a faint hubbub of noise.
It came from Samuel Thanet�s office, a carefully designed piece of upmarket administrative chic; whatever the museum architect�s limitations on exterior appearance, he had worked overtime on getting the office space right. A slightly anonymous room to Argyll�s mind, he preferring a more cosy and cluttered look, but expensively tasteful, nonetheless. White-washed walls; off-white sofa; beige-white woollen carpet; tubular modern armchairs covered in white leather; black wooden desk. The whorls and lines of two harshly illuminated modern paintings from the museum provided the only colour in the whole room.
Apart from the blood, of course, of which there was an appallingly large amount. But that was obviously a very recent addition rather than part of the decorator�s overall design concept.
And on the carpet lay the prostrate and immobile form of Samuel Thanet. Argyll stared horror-struck as he came through the door.
�Murdered?� he said aghast, eyes unable to tear themselves away from the sight.
A scruffy, tired-looking man, dressed in a casual fashion that would have been entirely unacceptable in the Italian polizia, and even in the carabinieri, looked up at him, wondering for a moment who this interloper was. He snorted contemptuously.
��Course he�s not been murdered,� he said shortly. �He�s fainted, that�s all. Came in, took one look at that and keeled over. He�ll be all right in a few minutes.�
�That� being a man-sized mound behind the desk covered, appropriately enough, by a white cloth, part of which was stained crimson. Argyll peered at it and felt a little queasy.
�Who the hell are you?� the man, apparently Detective Morelli, went on with perhaps forgivable directness.
Argyll explained.
�You work for the museum?�
Argyll explained again.
�You don�t work for the museum?� he said, proceeding inexorably towards the truth. Argyll agreed this statement summed the matter up admirably.
�Get out, then.�
�But what is going on?� Argyll insisted, natural curiosity overcoming him completely.
The detective made no answer at all except to bend down and casually flick back the white sheet from the mound on the floor. Argyll stared at the figure underneath, wrinkling his nose in disgust. No mistaking those ears: seen once, never forgotten.
The sudden and unexpected demise of Arthur M. Moresby, President of Moresby Industries (among other things) had clearly been caused, as the unemotional language of officialdom would put it, by a shot in the head from a pistol at close range. It was not an appealing sight, and Argyll was heartily glad when the detective replaced the cloth and made the object once more a fairly unobtrusive shape under a sheet.
Morelli was in a bad mood. He had just been turned down for a promotion and felt a summer cold coming on. He�d been on duty for eighteen hours and badly wanted a shave, a shower, a decent meal and some peace. On top of that he had chronic gum inflammation and dreaded the prospect of a visit to the dentist. It wasn�t the pain; that he could cope with. It was the bill that would follow that alarmed him. As his dentist kept on telling him, fixing gums was an expensive business. The man collected antique cars, so it must be profitable as well. Detective Morelli wasn�t sure whether his gums were really going, or whether the dentist merely wanted a new carburettor for his 1928 Bugatti.
�Do you need any help?� Argyll asked, thinking it was a supportive thing to say. No harm in offering, after all.
The detective looked scornful. �From you? Don�t trouble yourself.�
�No trouble at all, honestly,� he said brightly.
Morelli was halfway through indicating that the Los Angeles homicide division, having managed without Jonathan Argyll for more than half a century, could probably stagger on without him for a bit longer when a pained groan came from the other recumbent form on the floor. Thanet, when he collapsed, had done so inconsiderately, straight in front of the door, causing a major bottleneck to traffic. The groan was caused by a large police boot inadvertently kicking him in the ribs.
�Oh, the Sleeping Beauty,� Morelli said, then turned to Argyll. �You really want to be useful? Bring him round and get him out of the way. Get yourself out of the way while you�re at it.�
So Argyll did, bending over the director and slowly helping him to his feet. Propping him up uncertainly, he called to Morelli that they�d be down the corridor, if needed. Then he steered Thanet in that direction, settled him on a sofa and fussed around vainly trying to open windows and, more successfully, to provide glasses of water.
Thanet was no great shakes at conversation for some time. He stared at Argyll owlishly for several minutes before the power of speech returned.
�What happened?� he asked, with a striking lack of originality.
Argyll shrugged. �I was rather hoping you�d tell me that. You were on the scene. I�m just a nosy passerby.�
�No, no. Not at all,� he said. �First I knew was when Barclay came running back to the museum, telling people to phone the police. He said there�d been some sort of accident.�
�He must be a bit thick if he thought that was an accident,� Argyll commented.
�I think he was concerned not to let on too much to the newspaper men around. They always turn up. Can�t keep anything secret from them, you know.�
�He found the body?�
�Mr Moresby said he was going to use my office to talk to di Souza��
�Why?�
�Why what?�
�He could talk to him anywhere, couldn�t he?�
Thanet frowned disapprovingly at the Englishman�s concentration on irrelevancies. �Di Souza wanted to talk about that bust and it�s in my office. Anyway, later on��
Argyll opened his mouth to ask how much later on. This concentration on detail was a habit he�d picked up from Flavia over the years. But he decided it might throw Thanet off his stride, so shut it again.
��later on, Mr Moresby used the internal phone to call Barclay and told him to come over. He went, and found�that. We called the police.�
Argyll had about two dozen questions he wanted to ask, but made the grave mistake of pausing briefly to arrange them in order of importance. What was the conversation with di Souza about? Where was di Souza? What time was this? And so on. Unfortunately, Thanet took advantage of the momentary silence to wander off in pursuit of his own thoughts.
These came across as almost entirely selfish, although this was perhaps forgivable under the circumstances. Samuel Thanet had never liked Moresby; no one had. While it was dreadful that the man should be shot, to Thanet�s way of thinking it was much more terrible that such an event should take place in his office and in his museum. The worst thing of all was that it should take place before Moresby had made his announcement about the Big Museum. Had all the relevant documents been signed? He�d be frantic with worry until he found out.
�I assume that all the papers were drawn up and signed in advance,� he said. �But it really couldn�t have come at a worse time.�
�You mean to tell me that Moresby was topped just before he publicly committed himself to this project? Doesn�t that strike you as odd?�
Thanet stared at him blankly. Clearly, everything struck him as odd at the moment. But before he could reply, the door opened and Detective Morelli, hair ever more rumpled and rubbing his inflamed gums in a thoughtful fashion, walked in.
�Case in your room,� he said flatly. �What is it?�
Thanet paused a moment while he collected his thoughts. �Case?� he asked.
�Big wooden thing.�
�Oh, that. That�s the Bernini. It hasn�t been opened yet.�
�Yes, it has. It�s empty. What�s a Bernini, anyway?�
Thanet�s mouth flapped around uncertainly for a while before he stood up and rushed out of the room. The other two trailed after him, and reached his office just in time to see him bent over the large wooden box scrabbling around desperately among all the packing inside.
�Told you,� Morelli said.
Thanet re-emerged with little bits of plastic padding in his thinning hair, white with shock.
�This is terrible, terrible,� he said. �The bust has gone. Four million dollars, and it wasn�t insured.�
It occurred to Morelli and Argyll simultaneously that Thanet was more obviously upset about the Bernini than he was about Moresby.
Argyll suggested that it was a little careless not to insure it.
�The insurance came into operation tomorrow morning, when we were going to move it into the museum. The company won�t cover stuff in the administration building. It�s not secure enough for them. Langton had it put here temporarily so Moresby could inspect it if he wanted. We didn�t feel he should have to go down to the storerooms.�
�Where is Hector di Souza?� Argyll asked, finally deciding that this was the central point that needed to be answered.
Thanet looked blank. �I�ve no idea,� he replied, looking around as though he expected to see the Spaniard emerging from a cupboard.
There was a brief interlude as Morelli asked who di Souza was and Argyll explained.
�Se�or di Souza brought the bust over from Europe. He was upset about something and wanted to talk to Moresby. They came over here to discuss it in Thanet�s office. Some time later, Barclay discovers the body and presumably by then the bust had gone as well.�
Morelli nodded in a fashion which communicated understanding and profound irritation in equal parts. �And why didn�t you mention this di Souza before?� he asked Thanet. It was clearly a rhetorical question as he didn�t wait for an answer. Instead, he picked up a phone and gave instructions that di Souza was to be found as fast as possible.
�If you ask me�� Argyll began, thinking that Morelli would undoubtedly want the benefit of his experience.
�I�m not,� the detective pointed out kindly.
�Yes, but��
�Out,� he said, pointing helpfully to the door, lest there be any confusion about where the stairs were situated.
�All I mean��
�Out,� he repeated. �I�ll talk to you later to see if you have any relevant information. Now, go away.�
Argyll was displeased. He liked constructing theories, and generally found the Roman police receptive to them. Well, Flavia sometimes was. Evidently the Los Angeles police were less sophisticated in their approach. He glanced at Morelli, saw that he meant it, and reluctantly left.
Morelli breathed a deep sigh of relief, and scowled at the quiet snicker from a colleague who�d been listening to his attempts to restore control.
�Right,� he said. �Let�s start again. From the beginning. Can you identify this man?� he asked formally.
Thanet swayed once more, but managed to stay perpendicular. This, he said, was Arthur M. Moresby II.
�No doubts?�
None whatsoever.
Morelli was deeply impressed. Northern Los Angeles, while not the battle zone of other parts of the city, undoubtedly had more than its fair share of mayhem. Generally speaking, however, the victims were not enormously illustrious. Only rarely did a member of the social register get himself disembowelled. Hollywood directors, television magnates, noted authors, fashion models and all the other exemplars of local industry were usually remarkably adept at keeping themselves alive.
It also made him rather nervous. He could not remember the figures, but he was willing to bet that the percentage of homicides where he successfully fixed the handcuffs on the guilty party was pretty small. Ordinarily, this was distressing but had few other consequences. People � and that meant his superiors � understood that a conviction was unlikely and didn�t for a moment attach any blame to him. He arrested people often enough to have earned himself a respectable reputation for general professionalism. He did his best and that was that. Better luck next time.
But he already had a strong feeling that a very large number of people were going to be keeping their eyes on him over this one. This time, doing his best was not going to be good enough.
�I was wondering,� he went on, �about the alarm system. You do have alarms, don�t you?�
Thanet snorted. �Oh yes. This place is wired like Fort Knox.�
�So can we check if any doors except the main entrance were used?�
�Sure. In theory the murderer should have been caught on film in the corridor. Although personally, I�m dubious.�
Thanet explained that their enormously complicated alarm system included concealed cameras in every room of the museum. Although the administrative block was less well endowed, it was still a bit like a maximum security prison. So they trooped off to the central security office, a room on the third floor crammed with enough electronic equipment to equip a small film studio. While they were eyeing it up and wondering where to start, a tall, balding man in his late thirties came in, radiating nervous excitement.
�Who are you?� said Morelli.
The man introduced himself as Robert Streeter, chief security executive, and his curiosity turned to alarm when he was brusquely told that his much vaunted system, responsible both for museum security and his salary, had not so far impressed the police.
�To put it another way,� the detective informed him, �it was a dead loss. If that man Barclay hadn�t discovered the body, no one would have known anything had happened until a hell of a lot later. What good is that?�
Streeter was also concerned, perhaps even more so than was the detective. After all, his job could depend on this. He had been brought in originally as a consultant when the museum was expanding, to give advice about how to protect the collections. However, as he had discovered, consultancy work was merely an elaborate way of being unemployed, and Streeter�s income had been somewhat erratic at the time. So, spotting his opportunity, he went for it. His report was disdainful, if not devastating. The place was, he concluded, about as secure as the average doll�s house. Not only did he set out a bewildering array of electronic necessities, he accompanied the report with elaborately printed flow diagrams of responsibility structures and integrated fast-response networks to demonstrate how, in the event of a break-in, the felony could be interdicted and the threat neutralised.
It was all Greek to the museum staff, who accordingly concluded that an integrated fast-response network was an absolute must for anyone who wanted to be on the cutting edge of the museum business. Besides, the man was recommended by Moresby. A college friend of his wife�s or something. So they did the only thing possible, that is, set aside a vast budget, created a new security department and gave Streeter the job of presiding over both. Who began by using the entire allotment to hire secretaries, administrative assistants and liaison personnel in order to lobby for more money. He now had a staff of twelve, another six to patrol the museum, enough electronic gadgetry to make the CIA jealous and was beginning to insist on having the final say on where pictures were hung. In the interests of security. He had even restarted his consultancy business on a sounder footing, and travelled the country giving lectures on �Museum security in the modern age� for hefty fees. It also meant he had less time to spend in Los Angeles, so he was currently bidding for a deputy to take care of day-to-day operations.
Some people didn�t approve of what they considered Streeter�s imperial tendencies, and Thanet, sensing the growth of an alternative source of power to his own, was one of them. There was no need at all, he suggested, for either Streeter or the vast bureaucracy he had conjured into being. Streeter, not surprisingly, had disagreed quite strongly with this view, and the two men had been at loggerheads ever since. Clearly, a showdown was now in the offing. Recent events would either demonstrate the utter uselessness of all the security systems (victory for Thanet), or indicate the need to work even harder to turn the museum into a cross between Stalag Luft VI and an electronics factory (victory for Streeter). Or, of course, the museum could collapse entirely, and both would find themselves on the breadline.
Going instantly on the offensive, the security man took a perverse pleasure in pointing out that, in fact, he didn�t really have quite the equipment he had wanted.
�I did indicate at the time the dangers of cutting corners on security. For optimum coverage��
�Please. That�s not what we�re here for,� Morelli said, rubbing an inflamed gum and too tired to get involved in domestic squabbles. �Why don�t you just show us what you�ve got, not what you wanted.�
Not before the guided tour. As Streeter set it all out, each room in the museum was covered by a camera system whose lenses swept across a minimum of eighty-two per cent of the area every minute. Equally, they could be automatically directed to particular spots when pressure pads were activated or light-beams cut. The entrycard system automatically logged the entry and exit of everybody employed by the museum, correlated their personal codes to the telephone system so the administration knew where and when they were dialling. More sensors picked up the cards as people moved from room to room, permitting a read-out of their movements. Finally, microphones in every gallery could pick up conversations, in case any visitors were planning a break-in. And, naturally, all the rooms were fitted with smoke detectors, metal detectors and explosives sniffers.
�Christ,� said a surprised Morelli as this explanation finally came to an end. �You�re all ready for Doomsday here. You seem more intent on watching the staff than anything else.�
�You may sneer,� said Streeter, affronted. �But because many of my recommendations were ignored, our employer has been murdered. And now my system is going to tell you who did it.�
Even Thanet thought that Streeter�s voice lacked its normal conviction as he said this, but Morelli paid no attention, being too busy watching the man manipulate an extraordinary system of controls on the central console. �Naturally, the administrative block is less comprehensively covered, but we have adequate visual coverage. I�ve directed the image outputting to this VDU unit,� he said, pointing a finger.
�He means the picture will be on that television screen,� Thanet explained helpfully. Streeter glared at him, then turned disdainfully to watch the screen. It remained resolutely blank.
�Ah,� he said.
Director and detective looked at him inquisitively as he rushed over to his console again and began scanning buttons and levers.
�Damn,� he added.
�Don�t tell me, let me guess. You forgot to put a film in?�
�Certainly not,� Streeter said, manipulating wildly. �It doesn�t use film. A visual recording node seems to have malfunctioned.�
�Camera�s bust,� Thanet said in a loud stage-whisper.
Streeter rolled back a video, explaining as he did so that the image should come from a camera in the corridor leading to Thanet�s office. Still nothing. Careful checks revealed that it had stopped working at a little after 8.30 p.m. Subsequent investigation revealed that the cause of the problem was nothing more hi-tech than a p�t� sandwich stuck over the lens.
Morelli, who had a deep-seated distrust of all gadgetry, was not in the slightest bit surprised. He would have been much more amazed � pleasantly, admittedly � had the video shown some miscreant trotting down the staircase wiping bloodstained hands on his handkerchief. Fifteen years in the police, however, had taught him that life is rarely so kind. Fortunately, there was always good old-fashioned police procedure to fall back on.
�Who did it?� he asked Thanet, who looked taken aback by the question.
�I�ve not the faintest idea,� the director said after a moment to gather his thoughts.
�What happened, then?�
�I don�t know.�
Morelli paused, standard procedural techniques having proven less than immediately effective, and thought a moment.
�Tell me what happened when the body was discovered,� he said, thinking this might be a good place to start.
Thanet, with the occasional interruption from Streeter, gave his account. Moresby had arrived at the party, circulated awhile, then was approached by Hector di Souza, who insisted on talking to him.
Streeter put in that di Souza seemed agitated and had insisted on privacy.
�What were his exact words?�
�Ah, now, there you�ve got me. Ah, he marched up to Mr Moresby, and said something like �I understand you�ve got your Bernini.� Then Mr Moresby nodded and said, �At last,� and di Souza said was he sure? And Moresby said he � di Souza, that is � was going to have to do a lot of explaining.�
�Explaining about what?�
Streeter shrugged, closely followed by Thanet. �No idea,� he said. �I�m just telling you what I heard.�
�Time?�
�I�m not entirely certain. Shortly after nine, I�d guess.�
Morelli turned to Thanet. �Do you know what it might have been about?�
Thanet shook his head. �No idea. I had words with di Souza earlier myself. He was upset about the bust, but wouldn�t tell me why. Just said he urgently wanted to talk privately to Moresby about it. Maybe there was some dispute over the price.�
�An odd time to start having second thoughts.�
Thanet shrugged. No accounting for art dealers.
�You didn�t by any chance have a microphone in the director�s office, did you?� Morelli asked.
Streeter looked thunderstruck for a moment, then switched to being outraged. �No,� he said shortly. �I did once suggest that office space be monitored more closely, but Mr Thanet here said he�d take me to the Supreme Court if necessary to stop me.�
�A monstrous, unconstitutional and illegal idea,� Thanet huffed. �How anyone can so lose sight of basic civilised��
�Oh, shut up, both of you,� Morelli said. �I�m not interested. Can�t you keep your minds on the fact that Arthur Moresby has been murdered?�
As they clearly couldn�t, he told them he�d take statements properly later, and got a junior officer to usher them out. Then, taking several deep breaths to calm himself down, he ran his fingers through his hair and began to organise his investigation. Press to be talked to, names to be taken, statements to gather, bodies to be moved, someone to go round immediately and find di Souza. Hours of work stretched before him. And he couldn�t really face it. So, instead he settled down and watched the video of the party, to see if that produced any real leads.
It didn�t help him, nor did it greatly illuminate more professional analysts who looked it over later. The multiple interaction patterning, as the experts termed it, concluded that Thanet was having an affair with his secretary; that no less than twenty-seven per cent of the guests departed with at least one piece of museum cutlery in their pockets; that Jack Moresby drank too much, that David Barclay, the lawyer, and Hector di Souza, the art dealer, both spent extraordinary amounts of time looking at themselves in mirrors and that Jonathan Argyll was a bit lost and ill at ease most of the evening. They also noted that Mrs Moresby arrived with David Barclay, and didn�t speak to her husband once all the time he was there. Finally, they saw with disappointment that the p�t� sandwiches were singularly popular, although no one was seen secreting one about his person for unorthodox purposes.
They also watched Moresby talking to di Souza and leaving the party with the Spaniard at 9.07 p.m. and later on saw Barclay be summoned to the phone, talk into it, and walk out of the building at 9.58 p.m. The body was discovered moments later and Barclay came back to phone the police at 10.06 p.m. After that, everyone hung around and waited, with the exception of Langton who could be seen on the phone at 10.11 and again at 10.16. Simple enough, he explained later, he was phoning Jack Moresby and then Anne Moresby to inform them of the disaster. He was, it seemed, the only person who even thought of telling them. All the rest were too busy panicking.
Apart from that, they came up with a list of people who, at various stages of the evening, conversed with Moresby. Surprisingly enough there weren�t all that many; almost everybody greeted him in one way or another, but he responded in such a frigid manner that few had sufficient courage to pursue the dialogue further. The party may have been thrown in his honour, but Arthur Moresby did not look as though he was in a party mood.
To put it another way, dozens of expert man-hours and all the techniques of advanced social-scientific investigation devoted to analysing the tape produced no useful information whatsoever. And Morelli had known they wouldn�t, all along.

Jonathan Argyll tossed and turned in bed, his mind churning over recent events with a degree of manic obsessiveness. He had sold a Titian; he hadn�t been paid for it; he had to go back to London; the prospective buyer had just been murdered; he wasn�t going to get paid for it; he was going to lose his job; he had nearly been run over; the cheeseburger was in violent dispute with his stomach; Hector di Souza was the likely candidate for gun-toting connoisseur; the Spaniard had smuggled a bust out of Italy.
And he had no one to talk it all over with. A brief conversation with di Souza himself might have cleared his mind enough for him to get some sleep, but the infernal man was nowhere around. Not in his room, anyway; policemen there were aplenty, but Hector himself had, apparently, come back to the hotel, then left again shortly after someone phoned him. The key was with the reception. Maybe he would turn up for breakfast, unless the police got to him first, in which case he might be otherwise engaged.
Argyll rolled over in the bed for the thirtieth time, and looked at the clock with eyes that were not in the slightest bit weary, try as he might to convince them that they needed a rest.
Four in the morning. Which meant that he�d been lying in bed for three and a half hours, eyes open, brain rotating.
He switched on the light, hesitated and finally took the decision he�d been wanting to take ever since he got back to his hotel room. He had to talk to someone. He picked up the phone.

4

While Argyll was wide awake in the middle of the night, Flavia di Stefano, sitting at her desk in the Rome headquarters of the Italian art squad, was half asleep in the middle of the day. Like him, however, she was in a disturbed frame of mind, and her colleagues were beginning to notice.
Ordinarily she was an exceptionally good-humoured person to have around. Cheerful, charming, relaxed. A perfect colleague to spend an hour chattering to over a cup of espresso when the work load flagged a bit. In the four years she�d worked for Taddeo Bottando as a researcher, she had successfully established a reputation for all-purpose amiability. She was, in short, well-liked.
But not at the moment. For the past few weeks she had been grumpy, uncooperative and a complete pain in the neck. A very junior and pimply-faced lad who had just joined had his head almost bodily ripped off for a trivial mistake that, usually, would have elicited nothing more alarming than a patient explanation of how to do it properly. A colleague asking for a swap on the work rota so he could take a long weekend was told to cancel the weekend. A plea for help from another, bogged down in a mass of documents from an art gallery raid, was told he would have to sort it out himself.
Not herself at all. General Bottando even made cautious enquiries after her health, and wondered whether she was, perhaps, overworking a little. He got short shrift as well, and was told, in effect, to mind his own business. Fortunately, he was a tolerant man, and more worried than annoyed. But he was beginning to find himself watching her more carefully. He ran a happy department, so he liked to think, and was disturbed at the effect she was beginning to have on morale.
Doggedly and persistently, though, Flavia plugged on with the work; forms in, forms annotated, forms out again. No one could fault her work, or the amount of time she spent doing it. She just wasn�t much fun anymore. The bad mood seemed an almost permanent fixture, and was approaching high tide when, at 5.30, the phone rang.
�Di Stefano,� she snapped, rather as though the instrument was a personal enemy.
The voice at the other end bellowed through the receiver at a volume which suggested the owner was shouting loudly into it. He was; Argyll had still not fully accepted that the audibility of phone lines varies in inverse proportion to their length. His voice came through as clear as a bell, while a call across Rome was frequently incomprehensible.
�Wonderful, I�ve got you. Listen, something awful�s been going on.�
�What do you want?� she said crossly when she realised who it was. Typical, she thought. Don�t see him for weeks on end, then, when he wants something�
�Listen,� he repeated, �Moresby�s been murdered.�
�Who?�
�Moresby. The man who bought my picture.�
�So?�
�I thought you�d be interested.�
�I�m not.�
�And a Bernini�s been stolen. It was smuggled out of Italy.�
This was, of course, more in Flavia�s line of business, as much of her time in the past few years had been devoted to stopping smuggling, and recovering at least some of the works of art which were smuggled. Generally speaking, no matter what sort of mood she was in, she would have picked up pen and paper and begun listening. However�
�In that case it�s too late to do anything about it, isn�t it?� she said shortly. �What are you ringing about? Don�t you know I�m busy?�
There was a two dollar fifty-eight cent pause from California until the slightly aggrieved voice returned for another try. �Of course I know you�re busy. You always are these days. But I thought you�d want to know.�
�Don�t see what it�s got to do with me,� she said. �It�s an American affair. I haven�t noticed any official requests for our assistance. Unless you�ve joined the local police or something.�
�Oh, come on, Flavia. You love murders and thefts and smuggling and things like that. I rang you up just to tell you. You could at least sound interested.�
In truth, she was, but was damned if she was going to let on. Argyll and she had been close friends for a couple of years. She had long given up any notion that they would be anything else. Until he came along she had tended to think of herself as the sort of person who, if not irresistible � she was not sufficiently vain to think that � was at least generally attractive. But Argyll didn�t notice. He was companionable, friendly, evidently enjoyed trips round the countryside and to movies and dinner and museums with her, but that was it. She had provided the openings, had he been so minded, and he had not taken them. He just stood there, looking awkward.
She�d eventually got used to that and settled for his company. It was the blithe way he announced he was leaving Italy that finally made her lose patience. Just like that. A career to be made, so he was off.
And what about her? she�d felt like asking. He was just going to go and forget her? Just like that? Who was she meant to go to dinner with?
But if that was what he wanted to do, he could go, as far as she was concerned. So she said, in a chilly, angry voice, that if his career needed it, he should go. The sooner the better, in fact. Then she�d got on with her work.
Now here he was again, with problems.
�I�m not interested,� she said shortly. �I don�t care if the whole of the National Museum is scattered along the Pacific Rim, and I don�t have any time to waste talking to you, you�Englishman.�
And slammed the phone down and made chuntering noises as she tried vainly to remember what it was she�d been doing before he�d rung.
�Jonathan Argyll, I assume,� came a deep, reassuring voice from the doorway behind her as General Bottando walked in clutching a sheaf of papers. �What�s he up to these days? I heard he was in America.�
�He is,� she said, turning round and hoping he hadn�t heard too much of her conversation. �He just rang me up to tell me about a murder.�
�Really? Whose?�
Flavia told him, and Bottando whistled in surprise. �Good heavens,� he said. �I�m not surprised he rang. How extraordinary.�
�Fascinating,� she said shortly. �Is there anything you want? Or is this a social visit?�
Bottando sighed and looked at her sadly. It was perfectly obvious to him what was wrong, but it wasn�t at all his job to say. And even if he had tried to give her the benefit of his advice, he was fairly certain it would not have been well received. She was touchy that way, and had no respect for the wisdom of age.
�I�ve got a little job for you,� he said, confining himself to business. �Needs tact and delicacy, I�m afraid.� He looked at her doubtfully before proceeding. �You remember that little drinks party we had a few weeks back?�
It had been a small celebration for Bottando�s fifty-ninth birthday. A date and a number shrouded in secrecy, but the office had weasled it out by dexterous spying on the personnel returns. They�d all clubbed together to throw a surprise party in his office, and presented him with a little Piranesi print and a large plant to replace the one that had died because he always forgot to water it.
�Well,� he went on a little nervously. �That plant. Someone watered it to show me how to do it, and water spilled over the desk and I grabbed a piece of paper to mop it up.�
Flavia nodded impatiently. He did ramble sometimes.
Bottando produced a stained, crumpled and almost illegible document and handed it to her shamefacedly. �Been under the pot ever since,� he said. �Carabinieri report about a burglary in Bracciano. Should have followed it up weeks ago. You know the remarks they�ll make if they ever find out. Could you go and do something about it?�
�Now?� she said, glancing at her watch.
�If you could. Damned man�s a curator at some museum. Influential. The sort who complains. I know it�s getting late��
With a long-suffering look she got up and stuffed the report in her bag.
�Oh, all right,� she said. �Got nothing else to do. What�s the address?�
And, radiating disapproval of her boss�s inefficiency, she marched out of the office.

The Alberghi family inhabited a castle � a small one, but a castle nonetheless � rather handsomely sited overlooking the lake. The area has gone downhill in recent years; the nearest bit of fresh water to Rome, it is swamped by people desperate to get away from the heat and dust and pollution of the capital. So they come to the heat and dust and pollution of Bracciano instead. It makes a change, and also means the water is no longer quite as fresh as it once was. Those local residents who bought their houses some time ago are not pleased at the disturbance that thousands of noisy Romans bring with them; others make a small fortune out of them and are perfectly happy about it.
The Alberghi were firmly in the former category. Their castle looked basically medieval with lots of modern conveniences added in the sixteenth century, like windows. The owners were not the sort of people who rushed out to sell Coca-Cola and popcorn to the tourists. The place was more than a little secluded; from the road the only indication that it was there at all came from the signs at the gate warning of ferocious dogs and announcing that you were entering private property so go away.
If the gateway was unwelcoming, the owner was even less hospitable. It took some time for the door to be opened, and even longer for the appropriate person to put in an appearance. They were the sort who still had servants; indeed, they were clearly the sort who, without a cook, would starve to death. Flavia handed her card to an ancient woman who opened the door, and waited for results.
�And about damn time too.� The voice of the owner preceded his actual appearance. He came limping down the stairs shortly afterwards, bristling with indignation. �Pretty disgraceful, I call it.�
Flavia looked at him in a cold manner. It seemed the best way to deal with the situation; to adopt a general air that implied that Alberghi was at fault himself and should count himself lucky he was getting any attention at all.
�Pardon?� she said.
�Four weeks,� he said, glaring at her. �What do you call that? I call it appalling, myself.�
�Pardon?� she repeated frostily.
�The robbery, woman, the robbery. Good God, we have thieves swarming all over the house and what do the police do about it? Nothing, that�s what. Absolutely nothing. Can you imagine how my dear wife��
She held up her hand. �Yes, yes,� she said. �But I�m here now, so why don�t we get on with it? I gather you were meant to be drawing up a list of everything that was stolen. Have you got it?�
Still grumbling and stroking his moustache with fury, he grudgingly led the way in. �Waste of time, I suppose,� he complained as they passed through a dusty entrance hall into a dark, wood-panelled study. �Can�t imagine you�ll get anything back now.�
He flung open the top of a desk in the corner and extracted a sheet of paper. �There you are,� he said. �Best I can do.�
Flavia looked at it and shook her head despairingly. The chances of getting anything back were always fairly small, even when the descriptions were complete and photographs appended. Any burglar with even half a brain knew that it was imperative to get stolen goods over the border fast.
But this thief needn�t have bothered. The list was about as useful as an old sweet packet. On the other hand, it did provide a useful cover for the department�s tardiness. No one could blame them if Alberghi�s goods were never seen again.
��One old landscape. One silver pot, an old bust, two or three portraits,�� she read. �Is that all you could manage?�
For the first time she got him on the defensive, and his moustache twirling switched from aggressive to defensive mode. �Best I could do,� he repeated.
�But this is useless. What do you expect us to do now? Go round and examine every portrait in Europe in the hope one might turn out to be yours? You�re meant to be an art expert, for heaven�s sake.�
�Me?� he said scornfully. �I know nothing about it.�
In the circumstances, Flavia thought that the tinge of pride in his voice was misplaced. A small amount of expertise would have greatly increased his chances of recovering his family possessions. Mind you, now she thought about it, he did not look much like a museum curator to her.
�I thought you worked for a museum,� she said.
�Certainly not,� he said. �That was my uncle, Enrico. He died last year. I�m Alberto. Army man,� he said, chin jutting up and chest popping out at the very mention.
�Isn�t there a list or inventory or something? Anything would be better than this.�
��Fraid not. Uncle had it all in his mind.� He tapped the side of his head as he spoke, in case Flavia was uncertain where his uncle�s mind might have been located. �Never got around to writing it down. Pity, but there it was. Would have done.� He lowered his voice as though revealing a family scandal. �A bit � you know � in his last years,� he said confidingly.
�What?�
�Ga-ga. The old brain box. Not what it was. You know.� He tapped his head again, a bit mournfully this time. Then he cheered up a little. �Still,� he went on. �Eighty-nine. A good run. Can�t complain. Hope I last so long, eh? eh?�
Flavia agreed, although privately thinking that the sooner the old fool dropped dead the better, then wondered if there were any insurance documents that might provide a bit of help.
Colonel Alberghi shook his head again. �None,� he said. �I know that, because I went through his papers when he died and looked again after that fella came.�
�What fella?�
�Chap turned up, wondering if I wanted to sell anything. Damned impertinence. Sent him away with a flea in his ear, I can tell you.�
�Hold on a second. You didn�t mention this to the carabinieri.�
�Didn�t ask.�
�What man was this?�
�I told you. He turned up and knocked on the door. I sent him away.�
�Did he look around the house?�
�Damned silly maid let him in here to wait for me.�
�And what did he look like?�
�Didn�t see him. Maid phoned me, and I told her to chuck him out. Didn�t give up, though.�
�What do you mean?�
�He rang a couple of days later. I told him I hadn�t the faintest idea what my uncle had owned, but I did know I didn�t want to � didn�t need to � sell any of it.�
�I suppose it�s too much to hope that you got his name?�
�Sorry.�
Flavia had thought so, somehow. �And what was stolen from here?�
�Ah, now. Let me see.�
�A painting,� she hinted, pointing at the patch on the woodwork that had evidently been covered by something.
�Yes, yes. Perhaps. A portrait? Great grandfather? Or may be his father. Perhaps it was my great grandmother? Do you know, I never paid much attention to it.�
Evidently. �And what about that empty pedestal there?�
�Ah, yes. A bust. Big damn ugly thing, it was. I was going to grow a pot plant over it.�
�Too much to hope for a description, I suppose?�
�Just given you one,� he said. �I�d recognise it if I saw it.�
Not much chance of that, she thought. �I�ll put out a search request for a big, damn ugly bust, sex indeterminate, then,� she said sarcastically. �Can I see this maid of yours?�
�Why?�
�It�s quite usual for thieves to case a place before they burgle. Posing as an art dealer is a good way of going about it.�
�You mean he was looking the place over? The cheek of it!� Alberghi said, puffing up with righteous indignation. �I shall call that maid immediately. Who knows? She may well have been part of the gang.�
Flavia did her best to turn him away from the idea of international conspiracies of burglars that was clearly forming in his mind, and pointed out that the robbery � a simple brick through the window when the house was empty � hardly required an inside hand to succeed.
Nor was the maid, a woman of at least eighty years and almost bent double with arthritis, the archetypal gangster�s moll. The moment she saw the old biddy, Flavia had the feeling she was going to be as blind as a bat. It was one of those days.
A youngish man, the maid said, which was a start, but then she pointed at the colonel, a man in his late fifties, and said that maybe he was the same age as the master. Tactically acute though; Alberghi was quite pleased.
After much patient questioning, Flavia established that the purported art dealer was between thirty and sixty, medium height, and had no distinguishing features she could remember.
�Hair?� she asked.
That�s right, she said. He had some.
�I mean, what colour?�
She shook her head. No idea.
Marvellous. Flavia snapped her notebook shut, stuffed it back in her bag and said she was going to go.
�Frankly, Colonel, I think you can wave goodbye to your pieces. We pick stuff up every now and then, and when we do, we�ll give you a call. Apart from that, the only thing I can recommend is that you keep your eye on auction sale catalogues, in case you see something you recognise. If you do, let us know.�
Alberghi, with a sudden spurt of regimental courtesy, swept ahead to open the door for her as she left. The gesture was spoilt by a noisy yapping sound and a heartfelt, military style stream of cursing as a tiny dog ran in and almost swept him off his feet. This was evidently the ferocious animal advertised on the gate.
�Get that beast out of here,� he instructed the maid. �Which one is it, anyway?�
The old woman, with remarkable agility, pounced on the animal, swept it into her bosom and cradled it gently. �There, there,� she said, and patted it on its head. �This one is Brunelleschi, sir. The one with a white spot and the clouding eyes.�
�Horrid little things,� he said, eyeing it like someone wondering how it would do as a pot roast.
�It seems quite sweet,� Flavia said, noting that the old lady�s hearing and eyesight weren�t so bad after all. �Odd name, though.�
�My uncle�s,� he said mournfully. �Otherwise I�d get rid of them. Arty type, as you know, so gave his dogs stupid names. Other one�s called Bernini.�

�Oh, good,� said Bottando as Flavia arrived back in the office at slightly after nine. She was planning to dump her notes on the desk for typing up the next morning, then go home for a long bath and an evening�s self-indulgent misery in front of the television. There was never anything worth watching, which made it an even more appropriate way of wasting time. �I was hoping you�d come back. Got something for you.�
She looked at him with cautious disapproval. He had on his air of amiable benevolence, which generally meant having to do something she�d rather avoid.
�What is it now?�
�Well, I thought of you, you see,� he said. �Because of your friend Argyll. Just the person, I thought.�
There was, at the moment, no surer way of irritating Flavia than to think of her because of Jonathan Argyll, so she sniffed loudly, got on with rearranging papers on her desk and tried to ignore him.
�This murder, and theft. The one in Los Angeles. It�s causing quite a stir, you know. Even made the evening news. Did you see it?�
Flavia pointed out that she�d spent the last few hours wasting time talking to military idiots in the countryside, not idling away in her office with her feet up. Bottando brushed the comment aside.
�Quite. The point is that the police there have been on the phone. A man called Morelli. Speaks Italian, surprisingly. Just as well, otherwise I�d have had enormous difficulties understanding him��
�Well?�
�They want us to pick up their prime suspect. A man called di Souza, do you know him?�
As patiently as possible, Flavia said she didn�t.
�I�m surprised. He�s been around for years. Awful old fraud. Anyway, it seems he and Moresby were having a row about a Bernini that di Souza smuggled out of the country. Moresby dead, Bernini gone and di Souza, so they reckon, on the next plane back to Italy. It gets into Rome in about an hour, and they want us to grab him and bung him back.�
�Not our department,� she said shortly. �Why not try the carabinieri?�
�Paperwork. By the time all the international liaison departments had finished organising it, the plane would have been sold for scrap. So your friend Argyll recommended us. Good idea. Quick thinking. Could you, er��
�Miss dinner and spend the night hanging around Fiumicino? No.�
Bottando frowned sternly. �I really don�t know what�s got into you these days,� he said. �What on earth is the matter? It�s not like you, all this bad temper and uncooperative attitude. You used to spend most of your time begging me for jobs like this. But if you insist, you can get back to being a simple researcher. Full time. I�ll get a proper member of the polizia to do it.�
Flavia sat down on the desk and looked at him mournfully. �I�m sorry,� she said. �I know I�ve been a pain recently. I just don�t seem to have much enthusiasm for anything these days. I�ll go to the airport for you. I suppose it might perk me up a bit, arresting someone.�
�What you need is a holiday,� Bottando said firmly. It was his universal remedy for all ills and he took one himself as often as was decent. �Change of air and scenery.�
She shook her head. A holiday was the last thing she wanted at the moment.
Bottando eyed her sympathetically for a moment, then patted her gently on the shoulder. �Don�t worry,� he said. �It�ll pass.�
She looked up at him. �What will?�
He shrugged slightly and waved his hand about airily. �Whatever it is that�s putting you in such a bad mood. Anyway, nice though it is to talk�� He looked at his watch in a significant fashion.
She got up wearily and brushed her hand through her hair. �OK. What shall I do with him when I get him?�
�Hand him over to the airport police. They�ll hold him until all the paperwork�s in order. I�ve arranged everything. You�ll just be there to identify him and deal with formalities. I�ve got all the bits of paper you�ll need, and a photograph. Shouldn�t be any real trouble.�

In making this statement, Bottando was almost entirely wrong, but for reasons which were not his fault. Getting to the airport was a trouble, due to a large pile-up on the stretch of motorway which leads from the city to the patch of reclaimed marshland which tries its hardest to be an international airport. Silly place to put it, but there was some story about a deal with the Vatican which had all this useless land and a friend in the planning department�
Flavia got to the terminal at ten, parked in a Strictly No Parking area � she was lucky there was a space left, but it was late in the evening � and marched in to find the airport police. Then they took up their stations and waited until someone had the bright idea of checking the board, and discovered that the plane was half an hour late due to a longer than anticipated stopover in Madrid.
Madrid? she thought. No one ever said anything to her about Madrid. The day had started off badly, got worse, and now looked as though it was going to go out in appropriate style.
There was no alternative but to wait, knowing with that utter certainty that sometimes descends, that she was wasting her time.
She was. The plane finally touched down at 10.45, the first passenger appeared through the gate at 11.15 and the last emerged at five minutes to midnight.
No Hector di Souza. Flavia had sacrificed her evening and had nothing to show for it except a protesting stomach and a foul temper.
What was more, she knew full well she could not just go home and forget about it. International protocol demanded you at least put up a show of being co-operative, especially when, somehow or other, you may have made a mess of things.
So she went back to the office yet again, and settled down to the phone. Calls to the airline, to Rome Airport, to Madrid Airport. They�d ring back, they said; and she had to wait. Couldn�t even go out and search for a sandwich, not that there were many places open at that hour.
The final call-back came at nearly three in the morning. Madrid Airport, just like Rome and the airline, confirmed what she basically knew already. No di Souza. Didn�t get off in Madrid, didn�t get off in Rome, didn�t get on the plane at all, as far as anyone knew.
One final call, and that was it. Fortunately � and it was the one good thing that had happened all day, although the fact that it was now tomorrow may have had something to do with it � Detective Morelli was in his office. Bottando said he could speak Italian, and so he could, after a fashion. But Flavia�s English was better.
�Oh, right,� he said. �Yeah, well, we sort of knew that,� he added laconically as she announced her failure. �We checked here. He phoned and booked himself on to the flight, left the hotel, but never showed. Sorry if we put you to unnecessary trouble.�
A couple of hours earlier and Flavia would have been capable of a most impressive speech, outlining the need for consideration in international endeavours and concluding with an impressive paean of praise to the continuing value of simple courtesy in human relations. But she was too tired to manage, so she simply said, not at all, not to worry, think nothing of it.
�I would have rung,� he went on. �Should have, in fact. Sorry. But you just can�t believe what�s going on here. Talk about a circus. I�ve never seen so many cameras and reporters. Not even at a superbowl. Then there was that English guy nearly killing himself��
�What?� she said, suddenly alert. �What English guy?�
�Man called Jonathan Argyll. The one who put me on to your Bottando. Do you know him? He rented this ancient car, went out and crashed it. Comes of renting rubbish. They save money on the servicing costs, you know. That�s how they keep the prices down. I reckon��
�What happened?�
�Eh? Oh, simple enough. Straight through a light and into a designer clothes shop. He made a real mess��
�But how is he?� she cried, noticing that her heart was thumping wildly as she tried to interrupt his flow of inconsequentialities. �Is he all right?�
�Oh, sure. He�ll be fine. Cut up a bit. Bruised. Broken leg. I talked to the hospital. Doctor says he�s sleeping like a baby.�
�But what happened?�
�I�ve no idea. Nearly got run over last night as well. Seems a little accident-prone.�
Flavia agreed. He was just the sort of person who�d drive into a shop selling designer clothes, or get run over, or fall into a canal, or something similar. He did it all the time. She got the number of the hospital from Morelli and rang off. Then sat and looked at the phone for half an hour, contemplating the degree to which the news of his mishap had alarmed her, and the relief she�d felt when Morelli had said he�d survive.
And it was all his own fault, as well. That, at least, was predictable.
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Argyll�s car accident may not have come as a surprise to Flavia but it did to Argyll. Like most people, his vision of himself differed markedly from that of others. While Flavia, in a good mood, saw an amiable soul prone to tripping over his shoelaces, he preferred a slightly suaver, more sophisticated image in which the occasional mishap was the exception rather than the rule. He was always rather hurt and surprised when she had an attack of the giggles every time � on the rare occasions, that is � he walked into a traffic bollard.
Until the accident took place, he�d had a rather good day, even though his lack of sleep made him a little less alert than usual. But his insomnia did at least lead to his meeting Detective Morelli once more. When the American turned up early the next morning and banged on the door of the room next to his, Argyll was already awake and functioning.
�Oh, it�s you,� he said, sticking his head round the door. �I thought it might have been Hector. I was meant to be having breakfast with him. I�m dying to find out what he�s been up to.�
�You don�t say. I reckon quite a lot of people feel the same way.� Morelli looked at the door of di Souza�s room rather like someone hoping it would suddenly open and reveal that the occupant had been there all along. Eventually he gave up, rubbed his eyes and yawned.
�You look awfully tired,� Argyll said sympathetically. �Why don�t you come and have a coffee? It might keep you going for an extra couple of hours.�
Morelli, who�d also missed most of his night�s sleep, although for different reasons, accepted gratefully, thankful for the prospect of sitting down for a while. He could also get some museum gossip, and as he was going to have to talk to Argyll sometime, he might as well combine the two tasks. You never knew when stuff like that would come in handy.
Argyll recounted his evening, up to and including the quality of his cheeseburger and his brush with the hereafter, and Morelli in return gave him a warning about the dangers of jaywalking. Then the Englishman passed on titbits of gossip he had picked up in the very short time he�d been around. Not much use; as far as Argyll had been able to find out, everybody in the museum disliked everybody else. �Are you all right? You look in pain,� he broke off and looked at Morelli with concern.
Morelli stopped rubbing his gum for a moment and looked up. �Gingivitis,� he explained.
�What?�
�Gum. Inflamed.�
�Ooh, nasty,� Argyll said sympathetically. He considered himself something of an expert in this field, having spent much of his life sitting in a chair having dentists peering into his mouth and shaking their heads in distress.
�Cloves,� he added.
�Eh?�
�Cloves. And brandy. You make a solution and rub it on the gum. Very effective. My mother�s recipe.�
�Does it work?�
�I�ve no idea. But the brandy tastes nice.�
�I don�t have any cloves on me,� Morelli said regretfully, patting his pockets just to make sure.
�Don�t worry, leave it to me,� Argyll said brightly. �You just drink your coffee. I�ll be back in a minute.�
About ten minutes, in fact. He went down to the lobby and then realised that, no matter how devoted to the ideals of old-world service American hotels might be, the chances of them keeping a stock of cloves handy were small.
But then Argyll recalled that Hector di Souza was notorious throughout central Italy for being almost a professional-level hypochondriac. Argyll had never heard him complaining about gums before, but that proved nothing. On top of that, there was no one behind the desk, the key to Hector�s room was dangling invitingly on its little hook�
He returned to his room to find Morelli making free with his telephone. Did he have any idea how much extra hotels charged for calls?
�Did you search Hector di Souza�s room?� he asked in a tone which had a decidedly critical edge.
�I didn�t, no. But I sent some people over to pick him up, and I�m sure they had a look around. They wouldn�t have searched it, though. We�ll do that later. Why?�
�That room�s an awful mess. It looks as though a bomb has hit it.�
Morelli was not impressed. �How do you know?� he asked.
Argyll explained the reasoning which had led him to di Souza�s portable medicine cabinet.
Morelli went slightly pale. �You broke into a suspect�s room?� he said aghast, thinking of all manner of unpleasant consequences.
�Certainly not,� he said robustly. �I used a key. I took it from the desk. There was no one there, and I couldn�t think anybody would object. Anyway, the point is��
Morelli held up his hands and shut his eyes. �Please,� he protested with real anguish in his tone. �Don�t say any more. That�s probably a felony. More importantly, if there is any useful evidence there, you�ve just compromised it. Can you imagine what a defence lawyer would make��
Argyll looked gravely offended. �I was only trying to help,� he interrupted. �But judging by the mess your people made, I don�t imagine anyone will find anything. They disturbed it far more than I did.�
�What are you talking about? They barely touched it,� said Morelli firmly. �Whatever the state of di Souza�s room, it�s the way he left it. Now, give me that gum ointment.�
Argyll handed it over and watched as the detective gingerly applied it.
�I don�t think so, somehow,� Argyll ventured after Morelli had stopped grimacing at the foul taste. �The thing about Hector is that he is, shall we say, an aesthete.�
�Eh?�
�Fastidious. Punctiliously, even fanatically, neat, tidy and proper. Obsessed with appearances. The sight of a crooked tie or speck of dust makes him feel faint. I once had dinner with him in a restaurant and he was served coffee in a cracked cup. He had to retire to bed to recover, and spent an hour gargling with antiseptic in case he�d picked up any germs.�
�So?�
�So, Hector does not make his room untidy. He even makes his own bed in the morning because he doesn�t trust chambermaids to get the folds straight.�
Morelli turned pale as horrified realisation dawned. �You broke into the wrong room,� he stated flatly.
�Of course I didn�t. What I am trying to say is either that your people made a right mess, or someone else did. Or, I suppose, Hector left so fast that he made the place untidy. If so, he must have been in a very great hurry indeed.�
�Personally, I�d go for the last option,� Morelli replied. �Seeing that I�ve just been told he was on the 2.00 a.m. flight back to Italy. That�s what they were telling me on the phone. Why else do you think I�m still sitting here rather than running around looking for him?�
An idea crossed his mind and he glanced at his watch and calculated furiously. �Damn,� he concluded. �Won�t be enough time to pick him up at the other end.�
Argyll was not impressed by this, having had recent and all too memorable experience of the length of time it takes to fly between Rome and Los Angeles. Weeks, as far as he could remember. He pointed out that there was at least six hours. All they had to do was get someone to trot down to the airport�
It was not, Morelli assured him, like that at all. There were procedures. Quite apart from the business of getting hold of extradition orders.
�But why do you want an extradition order, anyway? Obviously you want to talk to him, but this is going a bit far.�
Morelli gazed at him. �Why do you think we want one? I want to arrest him for murder, of course. I would have thought that was obvious.�
Argyll considered this carefully, then shook his head. �Hector wouldn�t kill anyone. Not by shooting them at close range, anyway. Might get blood on his jacket. I see him more of a poison man. Not that he�s the murdering sort, really; certainly not clients.�
Morelli didn�t find this line of argument at all convincing. �I�m sorry, and I know he�s your friend, or colleague, or something, but we want him. The evidence so far is pretty convincing.�
�And that is?� Argyll asked.
�One, he was angry during the party about that bust; two, the bust was later stolen; three, he went off with Moresby moments before the murder; four, he was the only person with Moresby at the time; five, he immediately tried to leave the country. To me � and remember I�m only a homicide man with fifteen years� experience � it looks suspicious. Not that it�s any of your business.�
It wasn�t, of course, except indirectly, and Argyll was beginning to get the glimmerings of an idea. On the whole he disliked crime: his occasional brushes with it always seemed to involve, at some stage, police mentally measuring his wrists and wondering how a nice pair of handcuffs would look dangling around them. Similarly, as long as he got his cheque for the Titian, he didn�t really care two hoots about Moresby, or Hector di Souza, or stolen Berninis.
His main aim, in fact, was to sort out his fragmenting friendship with Flavia, whose hostile tone in the middle of the night had upset him enormously.
And perhaps this overworked and frowzy homicide man sitting in front of him provided an opportunity. Flavia was avoiding him like the plague. She was going to have to be forced into contact, whereupon she could be made to see the error of her ways, or at least he could find out what was upsetting her so much.
Simple. So he made the suggestion that led to Flavia wasting her evening at Fiumicino and recommended an informal approach to the Roman art squad, which would be much faster and more cooperative if Morelli promised to pass on any information about the odd Bernini that might come into view. Phone General Bottando and say that he, Jonathan Argyll, had suggested it.
Morelli considered the suggestion. There would, certainly, be advantages, like the possibility of actually catching di Souza. Going by officially prescribed procedures would be hopeless.
�What�s his name?� he asked.
�Bottando,� Argyll said, looking up the phone number in his book. �It would be a good idea to play up the importance of this bust. If it was smuggled out of Italy � and it probably was � he�ll love to help.�
�We don�t know it was.�
�All the more reason for him to find out.�
Morelli nodded. It was quite a good idea.
�Somebody else other than di Souza could have stolen it, of course,� Argyll went on. �After all, there are other reasons for stealing busts. It would be a pity to neglect them.�
Morelli, who was in essence a simple soul and certainly unprepared for the extremes of deviousness that come as second nature to the true scholar, could think of no others. Argyll listed them, one by one.
�First, for the insurance, although Thanet reckons it wasn�t insured. Second, for ransom. Wait for the demands. If a large lump of marble ear comes through the post, with a promise that a nose will follow in due course, you know where you are. Third possibility, to stop people looking at it too carefully.�
�Why?�
�Fakes.�
Morelli snorted. He was a man with little time for idle speculation, and pointed out that this was all it was.
�It�s not idle. It�s scene setting. The product of years of experience in the nether world of art connoisseurship. Just trying to help.�
�Gives no practical help, though. Phoning this Bottando character might, and for that idea, my thanks. Then I suppose I�d better go and get on with my work. Have to talk to the press, as well. Like flies round a honeypot already.�
�Good idea,� Argyll said. �And I shall go off and visit people as well.�
Morelli looked uncertain again. �Don�t you do anything of the sort,� he said. �You�ve made your contribution. Now keep out of it.�
�Surely I don�t need authorisation from you to pay a visit of condolence to a grieving son who invited me to stop by for a drink? Do I need police permission to see Thanet to finalise details about the sale of his picture?�
Morelli agreed, with great reluctance, that such bureaucracy was unnecessary. But repeated that he thought Argyll would be better occupied trading pictures, or whatever he did for a living.

Being na�ve in such matters, Argyll had imagined that he would get around Los Angeles by public transport. For him trains were the height of civilisation, and by far his preferred means of transport. Failing that, a bus would do. Both, however, were notable for their absence. Buses were in almost as short supply as pedestrians. Trains seemed to be as extinct as the brontosaurus. So, after anxious enquiry, nervous indecision and much research to find something inexpensive, he had hired a car. The rental place was a bit like a scrapyard, full of old, rusting machines that looked as though merely staying in one piece was as much as they could manage. The selection was not great, but, as the salesman � he shook Argyll warmly by the hand and introduced himself as Chuck, by which name Johnny was to call him on all occasions � pointed out, the prices weren�t so big either. Argyll hated being called Johnny.
But at least there was one car that he instantly fell in love with. It was a pre-oil-crisis Cadillac. 1971. Light blue. Open topped. About the size of the Queen Mary, and used as much fuel.
Well why not? Argyll thought when he saw it. He�d never drive anything like it again. This was a moving piece of cultural history. The first thing he did when he got back was to get the doorman of the hotel to take a photograph of him resting against it, wearing sunglasses. So he could show his grandchildren, who might not otherwise believe such machines had ever existed.
So after Morelli left, Argyll went round to the parking lot behind the hotel. The car started, eventually, and in a billowing cloud of lead-laced petrol fumes he navigated slowly out. It had the acceleration and the manoeuvrability of a supertanker, but otherwise was in reasonable condition, apart from the rust patches. The main thing was that it went forward when requested, and stopped when asked. And traffic regulations in California are such that an ability to accelerate from nought to sixty in under five minutes is a bit redundant, anyway.
The machine roared along, backfiring periodically, and having to stop every 150 yards for traffic lights. Argyll tried admiring the scenery, and found himself wondering how any place could support so many car dealers.
It took him about half an hour to drive the six miles to Venice, Jack Moresby�s part of town, although he reckoned he could have done it faster had he known where he was going. Once he�d found the place, it took considerable imagination to see why it was called Venice at all; though a rather stagnant patch of water and a sort of piazza-thing that might have been impressive had it been finished, gave a clue as to the original intentions of the developers.
Still, it looked like being a much more appealing part of the world than the rather obsessive bit of town which housed the museum. In Venice the residents� main occupation seemed to be sitting around not doing very much; and Argyll was only too glad to see it. Despite their reputation for being relaxed, everybody else in the city seemed to be constantly hurrying. On the rare occasions that they stopped working, they still bustled manically. Even on the beach they insisted on running around, throwing things at each other and jumping in and out of the ocean for no obvious reason. It was agreeable to see that some people liked just to lie about, immune to their fellow-citizens� frantic desire to prolong their lives forever. The place was scruffy, fly-blown and charming, or so it seemed. Perhaps that was how it got its name.
It was also almost as difficult to get your bearings as in its Italian namesake. Finding the abode of Jack Moresby was harder than he�d anticipated, and he was very surprised when he did eventually track it down. Not what he�d anticipated at all. He knew that Moresby had retreated from the consumer society to write the Great American Novel � a common failing in this part of town, he�d been told � but he�d anticipated that the son of a multi-billionaire would have hung on to some of the vestiges of the good life. He�d met many alternative types in Italy, and they all seemed to find handmade Versace clothes, Rolex watches and nine-room apartments overlooking the Piazza Navona perfectly compatible with the principled rejection of the consumerist tyranny.
Young Moresby, however, seemed determined to do it properly. His home was not the stereotypical millionaire�s residence and bore little resemblance to a Beverly Hills mansion. Millionaires� houses have roofs, with windows in the side. And when windows break, millionaires have them replaced; they don�t patch the holes with old newspaper. When a tile falls off the roof they replace it, rather than leaving the rare downpour of rain to come in. Millionaires have gardens, complete with gardeners, Jack Moresby�s equivalent bore more than a passing resemblance to the depot where Argyll had hired his car. Nor, in general, do millionaires sprawl on the floor of the little deck at the back, smoking a cigarette with a most unusual aroma, drinking from a half-empty bottle.
Moresby regarded him passively as he approached, then half-waved a hand in casual and unenthusiastic greeting.
�Hey,� he said, a term Argyll had learnt was the local, all-purpose way of indicating hello, goodbye, surprise, alarm, warning, interest, lack of interest, and do you want something to drink. The American looked at a seat by his side, pushed an old and mangy dog off and gestured for him to sit. Argyll eyed the clumps of dog hair warily, then reluctantly eased himself down.
�Come to commiserate about the old man, I suppose,� he said absently, squinting up at the weak sun through the clouds.
�When did you hear?�
�Langton phoned me last night. And everything else I picked up from the police when they woke me up at dawn to ask me to account for my movements. I suppose it would be far too much to expect my stepmother to come a whole twenty miles to pass on the news. Too busy celebrating, I guess. What d�you want?�
A good question. Pertinent and to the point. The trouble was Argyll didn�t really know. After all, he could hardly say he wanted to dig something up about the bust so he could get back into more amicable contact with Flavia. Wouldn�t sound right. Heartless, in fact. Besides, initial questioning made it clear that Moresby knew nothing about the Bernini � or any bust, for that matter. Nor did it seem appropriate to enquire why Jack Moresby couldn�t be bothered to drive the few miles back to the museum himself to find out what was going on. All families have their ways of going about things.
�I thought you might want company,� he said rather lamely. �You struck me as being the only tolerably sane and normal person involved with the museum.�
It provided no reason at all, but it seemed to do. Moresby gave him an odd look, but it seemed more prompted by surprise that anybody could act humanely than suspicion at his motives. He proffered the bottle by way of welcome. Bourbon was the last thing Argyll wanted at that time of day, but he felt it was uncivil to refuse. He took a long suck and, while he was getting his voice back, and trying to stop his eyes watering, Moresby rambled on about his old man.
They were not close, Argyll divined. It appeared that old Moresby had cut the aspiring author out of his will a year or so ago � depriving someone of a couple of billion dollars does sometimes make relations a little frosty.
�Why did he do that?�
�Let�s just say he had a really weird sense of humour. He wanted me to follow him and make more money. I reckoned he�d made enough already. So he said that if money was so unimportant to me, he�d leave all of his to someone who appreciated it more.�
�Like his wife?�
�She adores the stuff.�
�And the museum?�
�A virtual money sink.�
�And this was meant to make you mend your ways?�
�I guess. But, here I am, penniless. Likely to stay that way, as well. Too late to change his mind now.�
�But he didn�t really cut you out, did he?�
�Not specifically, no. Just didn�t leave me anything. Same thing. �To my dear son I leave my very best wishes.� Or some such. No one can accuse him of inconsistency.�
�I suppose that�s lucky, in a way,� Argyll commented.
�Why�s that?�
�Well, the police are looking for whoever killed him. You had a perfect motive for keeping him alive.�
�Yup. And an alibi, too, as Langton phoned me after the body was found and I was here.�
Argyll did some quick calculations. That fitted. No way he could have got back that fast. What a suspicious person you are, he thought.
�And where were you?� Moresby asked.
�Me?�
�Yes. You. After all, if you�re going to check up on me, it�s only fair I should check up on you.�
�Fair enough. I was in a restaurant until an hour after the murder. Lots of witnesses. No trouble there.�
�Hmm. OK, I�ll believe you. That�s us out. That leaves that Spaniard, doesn�t it?�
Argyll wrinkled his nose to indicate disapproval of police thought patterns. �So the police seem to think, but I don�t rate him as a murderer. He wanted to sell your father too much sculpture. Killing the goose is one thing, but a sensible person would wait until it laid an egg or two. Besides, Hector�s always appallingly polite to clients. Shooting them is not in his book of etiquette. On the other hand, I must admit that until he turns up he�s likely to be the front runner.�
�You reckon?�
�Yes. But I�m sure he�ll reappear. He hardly seemed homicidal when I talked to him just before the murder. Did he?�
Moresby confessed he didn�t really know how homicidal tendencies manifested themselves in party conversation.
�I rather suspected your stepmother, myself,� Argyll confessed, not sure whether this was a good thing to say. Jack didn�t seem to mind. �But Morelli tells me she�d already left and has an alibi from her chauffeur. Are you sure she was having an affair?�
�Oh, sure. Lots of absences, extended shopping expeditions, weekends away with girlfriends. Easy enough to work out.�
�And your father knew?�
�He did after I�d rung his office to tell him, yes.� Jack looked at him curiously. �I suppose you reckon that�s pretty disgusting, eh? And you�re right. But that bitch poisoned his mind to get me cut out, and all I was doing was fighting back. Fair�s fair.
�I guess it�s sad I didn�t see the old man before he died,� he went on meditatively. �I shouldn�t have left so soon. Hadn�t seen him for, oh, must have been six months or so. Call me an old sentimentalist, but I would have given a lot just to have called him a mean old bastard one more time. By way of farewell. You know.�
Argyll nodded understandingly. �Well, I�m glad you�re taking it OK. Just came to see.�
�Appreciate it. Come up for a proper drink sometime.�
Argyll considered it. �Thanks. Maybe I will. But I think I�ll go back to Rome in a few days. If I stay here much longer I�ll probably get run over.�
�Safest drivers in the world, we Californians.�
�Tell that to the driver of the purple truck that nearly took my kneecaps off.�
Moresby looked sympathetic.
�Of course, it might have been my fault,� Argyll said, determined to be fair. �Partly, at least.�
�Don�t say that,� Moresby advised. �Never admit fault. Then you can sue the driver if you find him.�
�I don�t want to sue him.�
�But if he finds you, he might sue you.�
�What on earth for?�
�Emotional distress caused by the closeness of damage to his fender. Sort of things courts take seriously out here.�
Only just convinced that Moresby was joking, Argyll took his leave, first asking for directions back to his hotel. His sense of direction was such that he could well have landed in the Rockies without guidance at every turn. Right, right and left at the bar, Moresby said. Then follow your nose. Yes, it does serve food. Argyll didn�t want any, really, but thought it would be a good place to stop, so he could get more directions and soak up the whisky. Just in case.
He did. Ate a vegetarian hamburger of mind-boggling awfulness, drank a cup of coffee so weak you could see through it, and proceeded to round off a perfect day in a hospital bed with a broken leg.
It was perfectly simple. He drove all the way back to the hotel without making a single wrong turn, had a shower and then headed up the freeway to pay his respects to Mrs Moresby. No mishaps or problems whatsoever. Except that, technically speaking, he didn�t need to take a freeway at all, but got wedged in an entry lane and had no choice. Even, miracle of miracles got the right exit. Well, more or less. Down the ramp to the lights and right turn at the end, put on the brakes to slow down in the officially approved manner, and nothing happened.
Or rather, everything did. His vast and unwieldy Cadillac sailed majestically through the red lights, narrowly missing an assortment of cars, buses and trucks coming across at him. Mounted the sidewalk, still travelling at a decorous twenty-five miles an hour and scarcely jolted by the bump due to the formidable suspension, then proceeded inexorably through a twenty-foot-square plate glass window of, as Morelli mentioned, a designer clothes store, causing considerable damage to their stock.
Fortunately it was a very expensive shop, catering only to the seriously wealthy and, at the time of his entry, had no customers whatever. Indeed, there had been no customers at all so far that day. Business was so bad that the one saleswoman felt it perfectly safe to go out the back for a few moments for a quick smoke. Regulations forbade her to smoke inside the building and neither the owner nor the few customers approved.
It was just as well that she did, as when she returned the shop was not in the tidy condition in which she had left it. Argyll�s left leg was jammed hard down on the brake pedal, even though the mechanism refused absolutely to respond. And, in a habit picked up from too much time in Rome, he indicated his pique at developments to curious spectators by throwing both hands above his head in the archetypal Italian gesture that indicates a cosmic despair at the bizarre absurdity and unfairness of life.
And he was in this posture when the front end of the car, fortunately several yards ahead of him, hit a brick wall in the centre of the building. Argyll was pushed forward, but his left leg, wedged against the brake pedal, tried to keep his body in place and gave way under the strain. A sizeable portion of the rest of him crashed against the steering wheel, unrestrained as it was by his hands which had still not completed their gesture, and broken glass coming in the other direction completed the damage.
Damn it, he thought as he lost consciousness. I�ll never be able to criticise Flavia�s driving again.
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Flavia arrived at the office at ten in the morning, feeling very much the worse for wear. She had, after all, been up until the early hours chasing phantom art dealers, and had spent what little remained of the night in bed, strangely disturbed about Argyll�s likely condition. An expensive phone call to the hospital yielded only platitudes and a point-blank refusal to let her talk to him. He was as fine as could be expected and asleep; and anyway, who was she?
A friend, she said. If there was any change in his condition would they call immediately. They said they were not authorised to make overseas calls. So call Detective Morelli, then. This they agreed to do.
It was mere habit that brought her into the office, combined with the simple realisation that there was not much else to do. She was summoned immediately to Bottando�s office when she arrived.
�Good God, you look awful,� he said as she staggered in. �Anyone would think you�d been up all night.�
She tried, but failed, to stifle a yawn and did her best to focus on him properly. �I suppose you want to hear about di Souza,� she said. �He wasn�t on the plane.�
�I know,� he replied. �I�ve been having another long chat with that Morelli. He�s launched a request � official this time � for our help.�
�If his murderer�s not here, I don�t see what we can do. What sort of help?�
�This bust. May have come from here, probably smuggled, certainly stolen from a packing case next to the body. Perhaps a connection. They want to know what it is. So do I. As you�ve looked into this already, I thought you�d better continue with it. If you�re up to it.�
She was halfway to protesting that she�d wasted enough time on this already, but Bottando�s implied reference to female frailty swung her decision the other way. Of course she was up to it. Just a little woozy, that was all.
Bottando, of course, who�d known her for several years now, had been certain that the comment was just the deft little touch that was required. For himself, he was largely of the opinion that the matter could wait, certainly until the Americans actually recovered the thing, and they could find out whether it was worth trying to get back.
But international co-operation was always prestigious, and he was quite pleased that his department was getting involved rather than the carabinieri. It looked good on the annual report, that sort of thing, and his fiefdom was small enough and vulnerable enough not to be able to turn its nose up at high-profile activities, no matter how futile they were likely to prove.
On top of that, of course, Morelli had mentioned that Argyll had suggested the contact, so he owed him one. Putting Flavia on to it, he reckoned, paid the debt promptly and generously. Judging by what Morelli had said � the Englishman with a broken leg and liable to be sued for enough money to restock an entire shop full of French lingerie, quite apart from hospital bills � he needed all the help he could get at the moment.
�So,� she said, yawning again and overcoming a reluctance to get involved in anything concerning Argyll, sorry for him though she felt, �what do you want me to do?�
�First,� he said, listing the points on the fingers of a pudgy little hand, �go out, and buy yourself several of the strongest coffees you can lay your hands on. Second, drink them. Third, get the paper � Herald Tribune would be the best � and see what it says about this whole business. Then see what you can find out about this bust. Finally, go and see the man who bought it. Man called Langton, apparently. He lives in Rome, and is flying back today.�
�He bought Argyll�s Titian,� she said absentmindedly.
�Hmm. Find out where he got the Bernini from, how much he paid for it, how it left the country, what di Souza�s gripe was. You�d better dig out di Souza�s file as well. There must be one somewhere around here. I really must get our filing system sorted out. Go and see his friends, search his apartment. Usual stuff.�
�And then?�
�Then,� he said, smiling slightly as he noticed that she was beginning to revive a little. Got her, he thought. Stage one complete. �Then you can stop for lunch.�

Of course, it took longer than that; drinking coffee and reading newspapers can�t be hurried. A couple of hours later, Flavia had learnt what there was to know about the case from the fulsome reports in the papers, drunk the better part of a litre of coffee and then decided to go straight into lunch to consider matters.
She was feeling very much better. For all her reluctance, the case had tickled her fancy a little, and Argyll�s mishap had done something to soften her hostile thoughts. He was still an idiot, of course, but he was manifestly a bigger danger to himself than he was to anyone else.
As for the case itself, she could not see any clear explanation for what had happened. This was not surprising � if it had been obvious to her then undoubtedly the Los Angeles police would have leapt to the same conclusion. However, it seemed that Moresby and di Souza had gone to the office to discuss the Spaniard�s gripe about this bust; and that it must have been fairly important for a man like Moresby to interrupt his evening to talk to a mere art dealer.
Now, if you are going to talk about something, it helps to see it. So, it was reasonable to suppose that the first thing they did was peer inside the case containing the bust. Moresby then summoned his lawyer or aide or whatever he was, and moments later he was shot and di Souza legged it.
As far as she was concerned, this indicated that the bust was pretty central to proceedings.
She finally located the office record on Hector di Souza � filed under �H� for some reason � and read it carefully. A bit of a lad, our Hector, she thought. Even though the file was thin � the department had only existed for a few years and early material had been begged, borrowed or stolen from somewhat inadequate carabinieri archives � it was clear that di Souza was one of that breed who couldn�t help pulling a fast one on gullible clients. He�d been in operation since about 1948, when he�d been washed up in Rome after the war. A lot of people got into the art business then, in a period when tens of thousands of works of art were drifting around the continent, their owners dead, or lost or forgotten. A lot of money to be made if you knew what you were doing and didn�t mind cutting a few corners.
Di Souza was a master corner-cutter. For some reason he had never been prosecuted for anything, but he had sold some dodgy stuff, and almost certainly fobbed newly made fakes on to the unsuspecting for high prices. There was, in fact, the name of a sculptor in Gubbio who had worked for him occasionally. Many years ago, certainly, but old habits�
She noted that down thoughtfully. Pity the information was so scanty. Of course, if you open a box and find you have paid four million dollars for a fake, you might get annoyed. Demand your money back.
James Langton, the Moresby agent in Rome who had assiduously plundered the galleries and collections of the country for the past few years to stock the museum, was clearly the place to start. Flavia checked her watch, and reckoned that he should have got back by now. Then she picked up a phone book, found the address and summoned a taxi.
Langton, however, was hard to get hold of; he had gone straight to bed and was evidently reluctant to get out of it again. She had to lean on his doorbell before he appeared, frowsy, ill-humoured and very much the worse for wear. That was his problem; she had a job to do. So she pestered him with officialese until he agreed to get dressed, and then took pity on him and steered him off to get some coffee in him. The fresh air seemed to do something to wake him up.
�Terrible thing, terrible,� he said as they walked across to a small piazza that contained a dingy bar. �I�d known old Moresby for years. Imagine, being killed like that. Have you heard anything new? Have they arrested di Souza yet?�
Flavia said they hadn�t, and asked why he thought they would. Couldn�t see who else might have done it, he said.
Langton broke off to order a coffee. Decaffeinated, he insisted. Caffeine made his heart race. �Bit outside your area of operations, isn�t it?� he said. �I thought you dealt with art thefts?�
�We do. There�s been one. Your Bernini,� she went on. �Quite apart from the fact that it was material to the murder, we have reason to believe it may have left this country illegally. If so, we�ll want it back. You know the laws about exporting works of art as well as I do, I�m sure.�
�So what do you want to know?�
�First routine details, if you don�t mind. I�ll read, stop me if I go wrong. James Robert Langton, nationality British, born 1941, educated London University, worked as a dealer until employed by Arthur Moresby in 1972. OK so far?�
He nodded.
�Curator of Moresby collection in Los Angeles until three years ago, then chief buyer in Europe based in Rome.�
He nodded again.
�A few weeks ago you bought a bust said to be by Bernini��
�It was.�
�Said to be of Pius V.�
�It is.�
�Where did you get it from? What was it like?�
�It was perfect,� he said. �Undoubtedly genuine. Excellent condition. I can let you have my written assessment, if you want.�
�Thank you. I�d like to see it. Where did it come from?�
�Well, now,� he said. �That�s a bit tricky.�
�Why�s that?�
Langton adopted the look of someone whose sense of professional propriety was coming under strain. �Confidential,� he said at last. She waited for him to go on. �The owners were most insistent. Family matter, I gather.�
Flavia assured him that, while she was ordinarily very aware of the difficulties of families, she wanted to know where that bust came from. Discretion assured. He still didn�t seem convinced, so she also told him that, in order to continue his career in Italy, he�d need to get his residence permit renewed in a few months. And smiled sweetly in the way you do when you have the power to make the Interior Ministry get awkward. Not that she had, and anyway it didn�t seem to have much effect. He said he anticipated leaving the country to go and live in America again soon. Having him deported wasn�t much of a threat. So she tried the all-buddies-in-this-together approach.
�Listen, Mr Langton,� she said in her kindest of voices, �you know as well as I do that an unknown seller is the oldest trick in the book for covering up smuggled goods. Unless you want us to go all the way back until we get to the marble dust underneath Bernini�s fingernails, you�d better tell us where that thing came from. Because we�ll be after you until we get it back.�
Oddly enough, it didn�t work. What more could she possibly do? All he did was smile at her and shake his head slowly. It seemed that the more she pushed, the more relaxed he got. Strange.
�I can�t stop you investigating,� he said smugly. �But I�m absolutely certain you won�t find anything at all to incriminate me. I bought it fairly, and the museum paid for it when it arrived in America. As far as smuggling goes � well, you�re right, it was. No harm in admitting that. Di Souza took it out of the country, and the previous possessors owned it until it arrived at the museum. Di Souza and they bear the responsibility, not me. That�s why I�m not going to tell you who they are. And, frankly, there�s not much you can do about it now.�
The statement made Flavia twitch with anger. Because Langton was essentially correct. The most they could do was fine the owner for smuggling � if they ever worked out who it was � and perhaps di Souza for complicity, if he also turned up. As the bust was not paid for until it arrived in America, it remained the old owner�s property until then. The museum had done nothing at all that was actionable. It was enough to make her hope they didn�t recover it.
�You will at least confirm that Hector transported it?�
This Langton was happy to do.
�But he didn�t know what it was. You can�t blame him.�
�A contract�s a contract,� he said. �Besides, you don�t really believe that Hector was such an innocent, do you?�
Flavia drummed her fingers on the table with frustration and tried one last time. �Look,� she said. �You know very well we�re not interested in you, or in this family, or in prosecuting anyone. We want that bust back, but more importantly we�re trying to help the Los Angeles police sort out Moresby�s murder. Your employer, after all. His death had something to do with that bust. So why don�t you just tell us where you got it from?�
Langton shook his head slowly. �Sorry,� he said, again with the slight glimmering of a smile on his face. �Can�t. And you�re wasting your time pressing me.�
�You�re not being very helpful, you know.�
�Why should I be helpful? If I thought incriminating this family might be of use I would be bending over backwards to help. But there�s nothing I can do or say. That�s why I�m back here. The police there didn�t want me for anything. I told them I�d bought the bust, that di Souza had transported it, I�d been at the party and hadn�t seen anything unusual. They confirmed from the video cameras that I was sitting on a lump of marble smoking a cigarette at the critical moment so couldn�t have killed anyone. That�s all I have to tell you as well. Telling you where the bust came from is entirely irrelevant and would achieve nothing but compromise my reputation for integrity.�
�You have one?�
He smirked at her. �I do. And I intend to keep it. So mind your own business.�
He dusted a fleck of ash from his jacket and stood up. �Nice to meet you.� With this sardonic comment he walked off, leaving Flavia to pay the bill.
That settles it, she thought, leaving the money on the table and stumping out. I�ll have him. And that bust.

Back to basics. Flavia went straight to the office and started ringing old friends, people who owed her a favour and some other people to whom she was prepared to owe a favour.
What she was after was any official mention of either Moresby or Langton. There was very little to be had, except for a file on Moresby held by the security forces who, as usual, were not all that keen on letting outsiders see what they had. She only began to make progress when she solicited Bottando�s help. He remembered a senior civil servant connected with Intelligence had once illegally sold a Guardi through a London auction house and the department had buried the affair under a pile of paper.
�Ring him up and remind him,� he said complacently, noting that there was a bit of colour back in her cheeks and her sense of purpose was returning. �You see, you�re always so critical when I do that sort of thing. Now you see how helpful it can be.�
Hmmph. Flavia still thought the civil servant should have been prosecuted, but who was she to complain at the moment?
On the second attempt, security promised the file for that afternoon.
That accomplished, she leant back in her chair and thought. Bernini. How to find out about Bernini? Answer, ask an expert on Bernini. And where do you find an expert? Answer, in the museum that owns lots of Berninis.
Flavia picked up her coat, walked out into the sunlit piazza, and grabbed another taxi.
�Borghese Museum, please,� she said.
The Borghese, one of the nicest museums in the world, not so grand it causes indigestion but every piece in it a marvel, is based on the collection of the Borghese family, one of whom, Scipione, was the first and most enthusiastic patron of Bernini. So keen was he, indeed, that the museum has Berninis coming out of its ears. It�s a bit of a shock to discover that the cutlery in the tea room wasn�t hand-sculpted by the man as well.
Like all museums, the Borghese houses its employees in a less stately fashion than it does its pieces. Lumps of marble get the full stucco and gilt and painted-ceiling treatment, staff occupy grubby little shoeboxes formerly inhabited by lesser domestic servants. In this respect, at least, museum priorities are pretty much the same the world over. Flavia ended up in a tiny, grim and dark little office, asking her questions.
As might have been expected, the resident Bernini man was on sabbatical in Hamburg for the year, although no one was entirely certain what he was doing there. His deputy was at a seminar in Milan, and the third under-deputy had disappeared at eleven and not come back. In fact, the nearest they had to a resident expert at the moment was a young foreign intern called Collins, working his passage for a year before using the experience (and patronage) as leverage to get a job which actually had a salary attached.
And he confessed after the introductions were performed that he was more of a seventeenth-century Dutch man himself and didn�t really know much about sculpture. He was just filling in while everyone else was on holiday. Sorry, on sabbatical. But he was willing to do what he could, as long as it wasn�t too complicated.
�Bernini,� Flavia said, resigning herself.
�Oh,� he replied.
�I think a bust of Pius V may have been smuggled out the country. I want to know as much about it as possible. Owners. Where it�s been. A photograph would be nice, as well.�
�Pius V?� he said, suddenly interested. �Has this got something to do with the Moresby murder that�s all over the papers?�
She nodded. Of course it had.
This information galvanised Collins into action. He got up from his seat and headed out the door. He was going into battle with the filing system and would be back as soon as possible.
�This could take time,� he said as he disappeared. �There�s so many Berninis around. And those files�well, let�s just say they could be organised a little better. The man who set them up preferred to keep everything in his head. And he died last year without passing his system on to anyone.�
So Flavia sat and admired the view, after deciding that yet another cup of coffee might not be such a good idea. She had a tolerant stomach, but it could be pushed too far.
Collins came back remarkably quickly, triumphantly waving a thin brown file. �Stroke of luck. Got something for you,� he said. �More than I expected, in fact. It�s a bit out of date, but all there is.�
Flavia was twitching with anticipation. �Doesn�t matter,� she said. �Anything will do. Let�s have a look.�
He opened the file, and Flavia saw it contained only a couple of pieces of paper, musty with age and covered in tiny crabbed handwriting that was almost indecipherable. �Here you are. It�s all rather curious, in fact. It seems to have passed through the museum very briefly in 1951. This sheet is an assessment of a bust, said to be of your Pope Pius by Bernini. Brought in by the customs police for examination.�
He glanced up at Flavia, who was staring at him blankly. �Dated September 3, 1951,� he went on. �Great enthusiasm, detailed description. Conclusion, that this work was undoubtedly by the Man Himself, and a work of national importance. OK?�
Flavia virtually snatched the document from his hands and studied it with the intensity of someone who scarcely credited it.
�Now, as you will see, there is this strange note at the end.�
Collins turned the paper over and pointed out a line, written in the same crabbed hand. Flavia read it.
��Discharged from the museum by E Alberghi. September 9, 1951.� And signed. What does that mean?�
�Just what it says. In essence, the museum decided it didn�t want it and Alberghi authorised it leaving the museum.�
�But Alberghi?�
�Enrico Alberghi � keeper of sculpture here for years. The man who set up the files. He was a very great authority. A nasty man by reputation, but the best. Never made a mistake and used to terrify everybody. One of the old breed; a collector as well as a connoisseur. Nowadays we�re all too poor, but��
�Hold it. What did he collect?�
The young man shrugged. �I�ve no idea. Before my time. But he was an expert on baroque sculpture.�
�Tell me about this report, then. What does it mean?�
He shrugged. �Not a clue. This really is outside my area of expertise. All I can tell you is the obvious: Alberghi concluded it was genuine, and the museum didn�t keep it.�
�Could they have done?�
He groaned slightly. �I�m really not the right person to ask,� he repeated. �But as far as I understand Italian law, yes. If it�s caught being smuggled out, then it can be confiscated. Museums can then try and acquire it, or it gets sold off.�
�Wouldn�t this museum have wanted another Bernini?�
He shrugged. �I would have thought so. But evidently not. This document is a little vague. Alberghi might have bought it for himself for all I know. But at least it wasn�t returned to the owner.�
�What owner?�
He picked up the file and handed her the other piece of paper. It was a carbon copy of a typewritten letter, dated October 1951, saying that in the circumstances, of which the owner was only too aware, the bust would not be returned and there would be no further communication on the subject.
The letter was addressed to Hector di Souza.

�Well, how very interesting,� Bottando said, as he scratched his stomach and considered what Flavia had just told him. �So you reckon this Alberghi character liked the bust so much he stuck it in his briefcase and took it home, where it stayed until it was pinched a month or so ago?�
�I don�t know, but there�s a remarkable connection there,� she said. �All I know is that di Souza owned a Bernini in 1951 and it was confiscated. What happened after that I�ve no idea. He may even have got it back eventually and been waiting for another chance.�
�Hardly seems likely, though, does it? I mean, a character like di Souza. A real Bernini is a goldmine, and he wasn�t so rich. I can�t see him sitting on a potential pile of money like that for forty years or so.�
�Unless he was afraid to attract attention by selling it,� she said. �That would explain it. He might have been waiting for Alberghi to die.�
�True, but you don�t think that�s what happened, do you?�
�Not really. Morelli reckons di Souza was surprised when he heard the director�s announcement. It seems more likely that this awfully confidential family was a blind and the bust came from Bracciano. The point to be cleared up, of course, is who pinched it.�
�Chronology? Does it all fit?�
She picked up her notes and proffered them. Bottando waved them aside. He was prepared to take her word for it.
�Very well, I think,� she said. �As far as I can work out the burglary took place a few weeks before the case left the country. Perfect timing.�
�If di Souza either owned it or stole it, it�s hardly likely he would be surprised about its appearance in the Moresby Museum.�
�He might have been simply alarmed at it being announced publicly, with Argyll there to hear. After all, the first thing he did was ring me up to tell me about it.�
Bottando thought about this for a while, looking out of his window at the big clock on the church of San Ignazio opposite. �And if your Argyll wasn�t there, we might never have been put on to it. There�s a coincidence for you. The trouble is,� he added, �Alberghi�s heir can�t confirm what was stolen. We�ll have to wait until the Americans recover it before there�s any chance of identifying it.�
Flavia nodded. �What this doesn�t clear up, of course, is why it got stolen a second time. That doesn�t make any sort of sense. Now, if it had been a fake��
�Do we know it wasn�t?� Bottando asked idly, still watching the clock. �I mean, the only real indication we have is a report written forty years ago by someone who died � very conveniently if you ask me � last year. Didn�t you say di Souza had a long-standing connection with a sculptor?�
�Man called Borunna, in Gubbio. That�s right. It�s what the file says, anyway.�
�Go and see him. It�ll be worth examining all the angles. Meantime, I�ll put someone on to checking auction catalogues and dealers. See if anything stolen from Alberghi has surfaced. Waste of time, I think, but you never know.�
Flavia got up to go. �If you don�t mind, I�ll go up tomorrow. I�m a bit whacked at the moment.�
He peered at her, then nodded. �Fine. No great rush. You might go and give di Souza�s apartment a going over, though, if you feel like it. Don�t want you getting bored.�
�Is there anything else going on in America?�
Bottando shook his head. �Not really, no. I had another word with Morelli, but he didn�t have much to add. Your Argyll is coming along nicely. The accident wasn�t his fault, apparently. The brake cable of his car dropped off, simple enough. Do you, by any chance, have a passport?�
�Of course I do. You know that. Why do you ask?�
�Oh, nothing, nothing. It�s just that I�ve booked you on to a plane for Los Angeles tomorrow. You�ll have time to go to Gubbio first. But I thought you ought to pop off and recover this bust yourself. Get you out of the office for a bit.�
She gave him a suspicious look, and he smiled sweetly and innocently back at her.

Flavia directed her third taxi of the day to an apartment block in a street off the via Veneto. No missing art dealers were in residence, and the apartment was as well defended as the American Embassy down the street.
But the caretaker had a set of keys, and it didn�t take long to persuade him to hand them over, even though he was not at all impressed by the warrant Flavia had written out for herself in the back of the taxi. She also relieved him of the mail, to give herself something interesting to read in the elevator.
Di Souza�s letters were not enlightening. Flavia learnt only that he was in danger of having his electricity cut off for non-payment, was being asked to tear his American Express card in two and send both halves back to the organisation, and had unaccountably failed to settle an outstanding bill with a tailor.
When she finally got through the formidable array of locks and metal plating on the door, she began to search. Initially not knowing where to start, she employed the impressionistic method, flitting about and inspecting whatever took her fancy, particularly satisfying her curiosity about what lay under the bed. Not even fluff. A tidy man, she decided. The cavity under her own bed resembled a full-blown dust storm.
Then she settled down to a more methodical approach, beginning at the inlaid Empire writing desk, moving on to the filing cabinet before the more whimsical business of investigating down the sides of gilt Venetian sofas or peering behind baroque history pieces on the walls.
Neither fancy nor professionalism produced much to justify her diligence. The only thing Flavia was sure of at the end was that Hector di Souza was no businessman. His accounting procedure was more than a little quaint. Notes of purchases were written on the back of cigarette packets which were then crushed and filed. Most of his assets � except for those which were used for sitting on or hung on walls � seemed to be in a moderately sized bundle of bank notes stuffed in a drawer. His bank statement revealed wild and inexplicable fluctuations, but nothing so grand as to suggest that several million dollars had recently come his way. That, indeed, tallied with the checks Bottando had instituted with assorted banks. He had found no trace of surreptitious Swiss accounts and the bank manager in Rome, asked if di Souza had recently made an enormous deposit, guffawed heartily. Any deposit at all, he indicated, would have been a bit of a novelty. Apart from that, there was a small file labelled �Stock� but it contained no note of a Bernini. Not even an Algardi.
So, what did the apartment tell her? Di Souza was not in the big league of dealers. The apartment was fairly small and the furniture not of the highest quality. You can tell an art dealer by the chairs he sits on. Argyll�s, she remembered, had the stuffing coming out of them. Di Souza made a reasonable income, assuming that most of it was hidden and never appeared in his account books. No one could live off the tiny sums entered officially for taxation purposes. A purveyor of middle-ranking stuff to middle-ranking collectors. In all, not the sort of man you�d expect to find selling major works of art to places like the Moresby. No more than Argyll was, really.
But there they both were, selling stuff to the place. Was this relevant? Probably not, or at least, not yet. But it was a coincidence, as Bottando had noted. She put the thought to the back of her mind, in case it came in handy later on.
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Jonathan Argyll woke up with a splitting headache and spent some fifteen minutes staring at the ceiling and wondering where he was. It took a long time to retrieve his thoughts, put them all in the correct order and reach a satisfactory conclusion to explain why he wasn�t tucked up in bed in his apartment in Rome.
He proceeded by association. First he remembered his Titian, then the imminent return to England that it implied. The search for the cause of this brought back the memory of the Moresby, which led straight on to di Souza, the theft and the murder.
His head punished him for the gruelling early morning exercise with a sudden stab of pain, and he groaned quietly.
�You OK?� asked a voice, out of his field of vision, somewhere to the right. He thought about it for a while, trying to place it. No, he decided, he didn�t recognise it.
So he grunted, vaguely, in response.
�Nasty crash you had,� the voice went on. �You must be pretty mad about it.�
He thought about that as well. A crash, eh? No, in fact, he wasn�t pretty mad about it. Or at least, he wouldn�t be if his headache went. So he murmured he was fine, thanks for asking.
The voice tut-tutted disapprovingly, and said that was the post traumatic shock syndrome talking. When he woke up a bit more, he really would be mad. Argyll, who rarely managed to get even slightly upset about anything, didn�t bother to contradict him.
�And then,� continued the voice, �I bet you�ll want to do something about it.�
�No,� he murmured. �Why should I?�
�It�s your public duty,� the voice explained.
�Oh,� he said.
�Cars like that on the road. It shouldn�t be allowed. These people have to be stopped, or they�ll kill us all. It�s a disgrace, and you can help make California a safer place. I�d be happy to help.�
�That�s very kind of you,� Argyll said, wondering where he could get coffee, aspirin and cigarettes.
�It�ll be a privilege,� said the voice.
�Say, who are you?� came another voice, from the left this time. It was slightly more familiar. Argyll considered opening his eyes and turning his head to see, but decided it was much too ambitious.
There was a restful muttering of voices, and he considered going back to sleep again. Splendid stuff, sleep, he thought as the voices began to increase in both pitch and volume.
One voice, he noted � voice two, so to speak � was protesting, and accusing voice one of being a vulture. Voice one identified itself as Josiah Ansty, attorney at law, specialist in auto damage claims, and said it was looking after the interests of injured citizens. If voice two hadn�t rented out badly maintained vehicles, it wouldn�t be sued. He was going to have to pay for this.
This gave Argyll a lot to think about. Voice two he identified as the man called Chuck who rented him his nice 1971 Cadillac, which, he now remembered, had gone through the window of that shop. The other point was the bit about suing. Whoever said anything about that?
The conversation was continuing, meanwhile, over his prostrate body. The voice of Josiah Ansty, attorney, was saying that the brake cable had been badly maintained.
Chuck interrupted here, and said that was a pile of crap. He himself had serviced the car only last week. That brake cable was screwed on tight with a double screw. No way could it have come loose. No way.
Ansty said that merely proved how culpably incompetent he was, and went on to request that he not be poked in the chest like that.
Chuck then called Ansty a little creep, and there drifted into Argyll�s slumbering consciousness the vague sound of grunts and scuffling followed by a shout from a long way away saying to stop that immediately and that this was a hospital not a place for a bar-room brawl.
Oh, he thought, as a loud cry of pain accompanied that tinkling sound that results when a shelf of surgical equipment crashes to the ground, that�s where I am. In hospital.
That�s all right, then, he thought, as he drifted off to sleep to the sound of people calling for the police. Now I know.

�You OK?� came a voice as Argyll surfaced again, hours later.
Oh, God, not again, he thought.
�Hear you�ve been causing a bit of excitement.�
This time he placed the voice. Detective Morelli. For the first time his eyes opened, more or less focused, and turned his head without regretting it.
�Me?�
�People fighting over your body all morning. A lawyer and a car rental man; nearly wrecked the place. Didn�t you notice?�
�Vaguely. I remember something. What was a lawyer doing here?�
�Oh, them. Jackals. They turn up everywhere. How are you doing?�
�Fine, I think. Let�s see.� He quickly checked to see that everything was where it ought to be.
�What�s wrong with my leg?�
�You broke it. Clean snap, so they say. Nothing to worry about. You�ll have to give up jogging for a bit.�
�That�s a pity.�
�No permanent damage, anyway. I thought I�d come and see how you�re getting on. So I can tell your girlfriend.�
�Who?�
�That Italian woman? She�s been ringing up every few hours for the last couple of days, driving the entire department nuts. The whole homicide squad�s on first name terms with her now. She�s pretty gone on you, isn�t she?�
�Is she?� Argyll said with grave interest. Morelli didn�t bother to reply. Seemed pretty obvious to him.
�So, now I see you�re OK, I�ll leave you in peace.�
�Double screw,� Argyll said, a vague memory coming into his mind.
Morelli looked surprised.
�The brake cable couldn�t have come undone on its own. So I�m told.�
�Yeah, well, I was going to mention that��
�Which means,� he went on, thinking hard, �what does it mean?�
Morelli scratched his chin. Amazing. The man never seemed to shave. �Well,� he said, �it sort of struck us, down in the department, that maybe someone gave it a tug.�
�Seems a bit silly to me. I might have been hurt. I can�t imagine who�d do something like that.�
�How about the person who killed Hector di Souza? And Moresby? And stole that bust?�
�What do you mean?�
�Di Souza�s body was found this morning. He�d been shot.�
Argyll stared at him. �You�re not serious.�
Morelli nodded.
A long pause followed. �You OK?� he asked eventually.
�Umm? Oh, yes,� Argyll began, then stopped and reconsidered.
�In fact, no. I�m not. It never occurred to me that something might have happened to the poor old sod. He�s not the sort who gets killed. Why on earth would anybody want to kill Hector? I didn�t like the man much, but he was part of the landscape, and pretty harmless. Unless you bought something from him, that is. Poor bugger.�
Morelli, of course, was scarcely upset at all. In his career he had seen the murdered remains of nice people, nasty people, old ones, young ones, rich and poor, saints and sinners. Di Souza was just one more, and he had never even met him.
Argyll stirred from his mournful reflection and asked for more information. Morelli kindly spared him most of the details. He�d been up early to go to the bit of woodland where the body had been found in a shallow grave, and could remember it all far too well to share with someone in Argyll�s delicate state of health.
�It�s a bit difficult to tell, but the experts reckon he must have died less than twenty-four hours after he vanished. One bullet, in the back of the head. Never felt a thing.�
�They always say that. I can�t say I�ve ever found it too convincing. Personally, I suspect being shot hurts. Do you know where the gun came from?�
�No. A small pistol. We found it thrown into some scrub nearby. They don�t know any more yet, except that it�s almost certainly the gun that killed Moresby as well. We�ll find out something about it eventually.�
�And I suppose it�ll be up to me to get him back to Rome,� he said reflectively. �Typical.�
�Do you think that�s a good idea?� Morelli rubbed his gum with his finger again, in an exploratory fashion.
�Still hurting?�
He nodded. �Hmm. It seems to be getting worse, damn the thing.�
�You should go to a dentist.�
Morelli snorted. �When? I�m swamped with work because of this murder. Besides, do you know how far ahead you have to make an appointment with dentists? It�s easier to get an audience with the Pope. Why do you feel responsible for di Souza?�
Argyll shrugged. �I don�t know. But there it is; I do. Hector would never forgive me if I left him here. He was a professional Roman and an aesthete. I don�t think a graveyard in Los Angeles would please him at all.�
�We have very good cemeteries.�
�Oh, I�m sure. But he was very fussy. Besides, I don�t know of any relations or anything.�
Takes all sorts. Morelli was very much less sentimental. Argyll, on the other hand, reckoned that the least he could do was give the old man a decent send-off in the style to which he was accustomed. Full requiem with all the trimmings in a church of suitable magnificence, weeping friends at the grave, all that.
�Very clever of you to find him,� Argyll said, not being able to think of anything else to keep the conversation going.
�Hardly. We got a tip-off.�
�Who from?�
�Someone hunting out of season, I reckon. It often happens. They want to report a body, but don�t want the risk of being prosecuted.� Morelli said it as though illegal hunters tripped over corpses every day.
�Sort of lets Hector off your list of suspects, doesn�t it?�
�Maybe. Maybe not. But we�re certainly short of at least one murderer at the moment. You were one of the last people to talk to him at that party, weren�t you?�
Argyll nodded.
�Can you remember what he said?�
�But I�ve told you, more or less.�
�Exactly. Word for word.�
�Why do you want to know?�
�Because if someone at some stage loosened the brake cable of your car, then it stands to reason they wanted to kill you. With all due respect, why would anyone want to kill you? Unless you know something that you haven�t told us.�
Argyll thought hard, and could come up with nothing that might, somehow, solve the problem.
�He said that he could sort everything out with Moresby,� he said eventually.
�Did he say how?�
�Yes.�
�Tell me, then.�
�Well, you see, the trouble is, I didn�t listen. I was thinking of something else. And Hector does tend to go on. I asked him to repeat it but he wouldn�t.�
Morelli gave him a nasty look.
�Sorry.�
�And who may have overheard this?�
Argyll scratched his head as he thought. �Lots of people, I suppose,� he said eventually. �Let�s see. Streeter, Thanet, Mrs Moresby, that lawyer man were all there. Young Jack had gone, Old Moresby hadn�t turned up��
�But who was close enough to hear?�
Argyll shrugged. No idea.
�You�re not a dream witness, do you know that?�
�Sorry.�
�Yeah, well, if you remember��
�I�ll call. I don�t know that it would do much good though.�
�Why not?�
�Because we were speaking in Italian. Langton speaks Italian, but he wasn�t anywhere near. Hector was looking for him. I suspect that none of the others speak it.�
Morelli looked even more disappointed in him, so Argyll switched the subject.
�Have you found the bust yet?�
The detective shook his head. �No. And I don�t imagine we will. It�s probably been thrown in the sea.�
�That�s daft,� Argyll said with conviction. �Why steal something and throw it away?�
Morelli snorted. �Don�t ask me.�
�But somebody must have seen something.�
�Why?�
�Because marble is bloody heavy, that�s why. You can�t just stick it in your pocket and stroll off. If you stagger down the street with a Bernini in your arms, somebody should notice.�
Morelli smiled cynically. Just goes to show how little people know. �Just as somebody should notice a murderer trotting about the administrative block, or hear a shot. And no one did. Nobody ever sees anything in this city. Nobody�s ever around and if they are they�re too busy going somewhere. I sometimes think you could steal the city hall and there�d be no witnesses.
�Anyway,� he went on, getting up to leave. �This bust is not really my main concern. Your friends in Rome are taking that one on. They think it�s the genuine article and they�ve lodged an official complaint with the Moresby about illegal export. They�re going to harass the museum until they get it back. Don�t blame them, either. This friend of yours is coming over to try and recover it.�
�Flavia?� Argyll asked with surprise.
�That�s the one. That Bottando told me. That�ll cheer you up, won�t it?�
Argyll thanked him for the news.

�You OK, there?�
Oh, the limits of conversational gambits in this part of the world, Argyll thought, and turned to look at the new visitor.
�Mr Thanet,� he said, with real surprise. The director did not seem the sort to go running around hospital wards bearing bunches of grapes. But, there he was, standing by the bed looking anxiously at him. �How nice of you to come.�
�Least I could do. I was most distressed to hear of your mishap. Most upsetting for you. And for us, of course.�
�It�s not your week, is it?�
Thanet opened his mouth to say something, then changed his mind and sat down instead. Argyll looked at him carefully. Clearly the man had come with good intentions, to cheer and console. But equally clearly it wasn�t going to work out like that. Thanet had a captive audience � with his leg sticking up in the air there was nowhere for Argyll to run � and it looked as though he wanted to unburden himself.
�What�s up?� Argyll asked, inviting the man to get on with it. �You look worried.�
This was something of an understatement. In fact, Thanet looked dreadful. His normally anxious-looking face had developed vast bags under the eyes indicating he had had little sleep in the past few days. Everything about him, from the tired and creaky way he moved, to the almost random gestures of exhaustion, indicated a man on the edge. Hadn�t lost weight, though.
�We�re in an appalling situation. You wouldn�t believe what�s been going on.�
�Sounds bad,� Argyll said sympathetically, turning cautiously to rearrange his pillows and make himself comfortable. This could be a long haul.
Thanet sighed the sigh of the almost deranged. �I fear the museum might close. And we were so near to clinching the most exciting project. It�s terrible.�
It sounded a bit like exaggeration, and Argyll suggested Thanet might be overreacting. Whoever heard of museums closing, after all? They just got more expensive in his experience. By the time he died, he reckoned that the whole of Italy would have come under the aegis of the National Museum.
�This is America, and this is a private museum. Whatever the owner decides happens. The new owner of the Moresby Museum is, it seems, Anne Moresby. And you have witnessed for yourself how high we rank in her regard.�
�I thought that there was meant to be a trust fund or something set up to guarantee your future?�
�So there was. But Mr Moresby hadn�t signed the papers yet. He was going to announce it at the party and sign at a little ceremony the following morning. He never signed. Never signed.�
Clearly, this omission was weighing on Thanet a little.
�But the museum administrators have money anyway, don�t they?�
Thanet shook his head. �No.�
�None?�
�Not a cent. Not of our own. Everything was paid for by Moresby personally. It was awful � we never knew from one year to the next what our budget would be. We didn�t even know whether we would have one at all. We had to ask him personally every time we wanted to buy something. It was his way of making sure we knew our place.�
He sighed heavily as he contemplated what might have been. �Three billion dollars. That�s what we would have got if he�d lived another twenty-four hours and signed those papers.�
�But he might have changed his mind anyway, mightn�t he? His son said he was always doing that.�
The very thought of Jack Moresby made Thanet look pained, but he conceded that it was accurate. �But not this time. That�s the good thing about trusts. Once it was set up, it couldn�t have been dismantled without the agreement of all the trustees. And I was going to be one of them.�
�So what�s the situation now?�
�Disastrous. Anne Moresby inherits everything.�
�And what about his son?�
�I can�t say I�ve thought about him much. There will be a monumental legal squabble, of course, but considering that he was legally and properly cut out of the will and has little money to pay lawyers, I doubt he�ll get much. If anything. At least his position hasn�t changed because of all this.�
�And what about you?�
Thanet looked heavenwards for support. �What do you think?� he said bitterly. �Mrs Moresby has made it clear over the years that she thinks this museum is a complete waste of time. It�s such a tragedy. After five years, I thought we could finally get on with building a great collection. And on top of that, the police in Italy are breathing down my neck about this bust. Do you realise, they�ve made a complaint about illegal export?�
�What I�d like to know is where it came from.�
Thanet shook his head. Minor detail, to his way of thinking. �I don�t know anything about it. You know that. You�ll have to ask Langton. Of course, he�s made himself scarce.�
Argyll looked at him incredulously. �Do you really expect anyone to believe a director of a museum saying he doesn�t even know where his pieces come from?�
Thanet gazed at him sadly with a slight tinge of despair. �People don�t, but it�s true nonetheless. You must know the history of the museum?�
Argyll shook his head. Always willing to learn something new.
�Mr Langton used to be in charge of Moresby�s private collection, before the old man had the idea of founding a museum. When the museum project came up, he naturally expected to be made director. I can�t say I blame him.
�That, of course, was not Moresby�s way of doing things. He decided it was going to be a prestige project and so he wanted a prestigious person to head it.�
�You?� Argyll asked, trying hard to keep a tone of slight incredulity from seeping in at the edges.
Thanet nodded. �That�s right. Yale, Metropolitan, National Gallery. A glittering career. Langton had never worked in a major museum; so, in short, he was shunted aside. Naturally I wanted the job, but I thought it was unfair, the treatment he got. So I created a post for him in Europe.�
�Nicely out of the way,� Argyll commented. Thanet gave him a disappointed look.
�I could have got him a lot further out of the way, you know, had I put my mind to it. But despite that, I�m afraid he�s never really forgiven me for occupying his chair.�
�Did Moresby like him?�
�Did Moresby like anyone? I don�t know. But they went back a long time, the pair of them, and the old man realised that Langton was a useful person to have around. Langton stayed in the hope of easing me out one day, and he took great pleasure in organising acquisitions direct with Moresby, not telling me what was going on. Hence this bust turning up � and your Titian.�
�So was this thing paid for?�
�Yes.�
�Why?�
�What do you mean, why? Why do you think?�
�Well, it�s just that you haven�t paid for my Titian. And when I even raised the possibility, everybody was very sniffy at the idea.�
Thanet looked at him pityingly. �And you gave way. What do you expect? The owner of this bust was evidently better at bargaining than you were.�
�You mean that song and dance about museum policy was just guff?�
�Obviously we prefer to delay payment as long as possible. But if we can�t get a piece otherwise��
�And what about Hector? Has his stuff been paid for?�
�Certainly not. Nor is it going to be. I had our sculpture people go over the contents of those cases. Utter garbage, the lot of it. Langton must have taken leave of his senses. This is why I get annoyed about him flouting acquisitions procedure��
�Yes. Indeed. But what I�m trying to get at, is who was the legal owner of the bust when it was stolen?�
�Oh. We were. A guard met the case at the airport and signed for it and Barclay authorised transfer of the money. From that moment it became the property of the museum.�
�As I see it, then, Hector was persuaded � knowingly or not � into smuggling it out of Italy. And when you announced what it was, he saw a prosecution looming up before him. No wonder he was angry.�
Thanet continued to look discomforted.
Argyll closed his eyes and thought. �He complained to Moresby, went back to the hotel, received a phone call and booked himself on a flight to Rome immediately. Why did he do that, I wonder? But someone got to him first. Did he see something, or was it important to make sure he didn�t get back to Italy? How strange. Do you happen to know where Mr Langton was between eleven and, say, one in the morning?�
Thanet looked startled, not so much at the question but at the implication behind it. He also seemed vaguely disappointed at the answer he felt morally obliged to give. Langton, he said, had not left the museum from the moment that the body of Moresby was discovered. He was certainly in the museum until three in the morning, and may well have been there until he left to catch a plane back to Italy. There was not the slightest possibility that he could have been responsible for either death. Had Samuel Thanet bowed his head in sorrow, he could not have made his feelings more plain. He would have been delighted to have had Langton locked in a cell.
Argyll digested this and looked at Thanet. �What about this infernal Bernini, then? What did you think of it? Did it seem the real thing to you? None of this makes sense unless it all centres on the bust.�
Thanet shrugged again. �I couldn�t even begin to hazard a guess,� he said. Helpful today.
�Oh, go on. Educated amateur. If you had to put five dollars on it, which way would you bet? True or false?�
�Honestly, I don�t know. After all, I never saw it.�
�What?�
�I never saw it. I was going to have a look, but it was an appallingly busy day preparing for Moresby�s visit. If we ever get it back, I�ll happily venture an opinion. Judging by the noise the Italian police are making, they clearly think it�s genuine.�
�Odd way to run a museum.�
Thanet didn�t even bother to reply; simply gave Argyll a look to indicate that he didn�t know the half of it.
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The next morning Flavia headed off for Gubbio at around ten. She was not entirely sure what purpose the visit to di Souza�s sculptor-friend was supposed to serve; there was so far not a shred of evidence that the Bernini was a fake. Indeed, such small fragments as she had collected so far strongly indicated that it wasn�t. On the other hand, the sculptor knew di Souza, evidently from way back, and all help was gratefully received. Whatever had been going on in 1951 was at least one starting point in this business.
It�s a three hour drive from Rome to Gubbio, four and a half if you are the sort who insists on an early lunch before getting down to business. And there is also some of the most delightful scenery in the country. Not that Flavia spent too much time admiring the landscape. In about ten hours� time she�d be stuck on a plane heading for California. It was reasonable to send her, she thought. But she did rather suspect that Bottando was interfering in her private life again.
The man in charge at the local police station, where she presented herself for reasons of protocol, was agreeably welcoming, but most surprised to hear Flavia had come to interview Alceo Borunna, a veritable pillar of local society. A foreigner, of course; the commandant believed he hailed from somewhere around Florence. But he had lived in the little town for years, and was presently working with an architect to restore the cathedral, which, believe him, needed restoration very badly. Shocking the way the government and the church neglected the national heritage.
Flavia nodded sagely and agreed. Borunna, it seemed, was a fervent churchgoer as well as restorer, was somewhere in his seventies, as hale and hearty as ever, had lived as a devoted husband for decades and had so many grandchildren only he could even begin to count them. He was also held in awe by the architect because of his enormous facility both with the stonework he was restoring and with the men in his charge. The only slight worry was either that he might retire or that the architect at Assisi might poach him. But it was well known he had already turned down one offer of a better-paid job, saying that he wasn�t interested in money.
It all sounded too good to be true, but it was always possible. Saints do still walk the earth and one runs across them just often enough to restore faith in mankind. It would be sad if this trip showed that Borunna was not as perfect as his reputation.
Too late to worry about that, Flavia thought as she walked through the steep, narrow streets towards the cathedral and asked for the workyard. There was, she reckoned as she walked in, probably little difference between this sight and the workyard of the original masons and carvers who had decorated the place in the middle ages: large wooden tables set out in the open air, with a small group of large, untidy workmen gathered round them; blocks of marble, stone and wood stacked all over the place, and tools which had changed little in half a millennium. They did things properly here; no shortcuts using electric drills and sanders.
Borunna was standing on his own, chin resting in his hand, looking peaceably and with concentration at a large, half-finished madonna that was slowly emerging from a block of limestone. He came out of his reverie as Flavia introduced herself and greeted her gently with all the innocence of a child.
�That�s very fine workmanship. I congratulate you,� she said, studying the madonna.
Borunna smiled and stretched himself. �Thank you. It�ll do, I suppose. It�s going in one of the niches on the fa�ade, so it doesn�t have to be perfect. I must admit it�s coming out better than I thought. We don�t really have time to do a perfect job.�
�Nobody will be able to tell, though.�
�That�s not the point, not the point at all. The old masters didn�t care whether anyone could see their flaws or not. They wanted to do as well as they could, because their work was a gift to God, who deserved the best. That�s all gone; now what�s important is whether any German or English tourists will notice the difference, and how much it will all cost. It changes the spirit of the building for ever.�
He stopped, and shot her a half-whimsical, half-apologetic glance. �My obsession. It makes me sound very old-fashioned. I do beg your pardon. You must be here for a more important reason than to listen to the meanderings of an old man. How can I help you?�
�Eh?� said Flavia, dragging her eyes away from the statue and back to the present. �Oh, yes. Not so important, but I am a bit pressed for time. It�s about some � ah � work you may have done.�
Borunna looked interested. �Really? When was this?�
�Well, we�re not sure,� she said, feeling a little embarrassed. �Sometime in the last half century. For Hector di Souza.�
This made him think. �Hector, eh? Is he still around? Goodness, that does take me back. I�ve not seen him for years. Let�s see now��
Without a doubt, the police chief was right; Borunna was not quite of this earth. His soft voice and kindly eyes were of the variety that made you feel entirely comfortable in his presence. Not one of the get-rich-quick mob who infest the world of art dealing. Saintly, indeed.
�You must come home,� the old man said firmly. �It�s nearly lunchtime, and while you eat I could find my papers. My wife would never forgive me if I went home this evening and told her I had received a beautiful visitor from Rome and didn�t let her cook for her.�
As they walked, Borunna explained that he had known young Hector, as he called him, for years; ever since the Spaniard washed up in Rome in the aftermath of the war. Times were hard then. He himself, a married man in his thirties, had been working as a mason for the Vatican, going around repairing war damage. Often had to go away for days on end. Hector did his best buying up works of art and trying to sell them to the few people left in Europe who had any money. Swiss and Americans, mainly. But even so, it was difficult.
Borunna himself was relatively secure; at the Vatican he had a steady job and a regular income � and not many people in the capital could say that at the time. But everything was in short supply � food, clothing, heating, oil � whether you had money or not. He and di Souza had helped each other as much as possible. He lent money, and Hector reciprocated with gifts.
�What sort of gifts?� she asked.
Borunna looked a little embarrassed. �Hector was a bit of an entrepreneur, if you see what I mean. He had contacts, and friends and business arrangements with lots of people.�
�You mean the black market?�
He nodded. �I suppose. Nothing large scale, mind. Enough to live off and supply the necessities. You�re too young to realise what antics we�d get up to then to get hold of half a litre of olive oil.�
�And you bought this stuff from him?�
He shook his head once more. �Oh, no. Hector always gave what he had freely. He was always a little naughty in business matters, but an enormously generous friend. What was his, was ours. I�d often come home and he and Maria would be there��
�Maria?�
�My wife. She and Hector were like brother and sister. In fact, it was through her that I got to know him. We were all such good friends. And he�d have brought bottles of wine, and salami, and a ham, and sometimes even fresh fruit and he�d lay it all on the table and say, �Eat, my friends, eat.� And believe me, young lady, we did. Sometimes in return I�d get him to accept a little money. And sometimes I�d do some work for him. I�m afraid desperation led both of us into temptation.�
�You faked stuff for him?�
Borunna looked very awkward at the statement. Even now, he clearly felt guilty about the whole period. Flavia could hardly see why; she�d heard enough stories from her own family to understand what conditions had been like in the post-war d�b�cle. A little light forgery to get some bread or oil or meat seemed hardly a great sin to her.
�Improved. That�s the term I prefer. Restored. Hector would occasionally acquire a haul of nineteenth-century sculpture; wood or marble, and I would � ah � add a couple of hundred years on to their age. You know, I�m sure. Turn parts of an 1860s fireplace into a cinquecento madonna, that sort of thing. Here we are. Welcome to my humble home.�
They�d been walking along the cobbled streets in the warm afternoon sun as they talked, turning from one narrow lane into others even narrower. Flavia was lapping up Borunna�s reminiscences with enthusiasm. It was almost like a snapshot of a vanished and innocent age. The two young men and the woman, carousing over a black market salami, a little work here, a little faking there. And who could possibly blame them? Nowadays smuggling and forgery has largely lost its romantic and bohemian air. Like most other forms of crime it�s become big business with millions of dollars involved. The rewards are no longer a treasured bottle of chianti, and the motives no longer simple hunger.
But that was all a long time ago. It didn�t look as though Borunna had been raking in a small fortune by forging Berninis for di Souza � his home certainly showed no sign of it. To call it humble was an understatement. It was shabby, with only poor sticks of furniture, but the air of modesty was mitigated by an alluring smell of fresh cooking. And dozens of the most beautiful carvings Flavia had ever seen in her life, scattered around like diamonds in a refuse dump.
�Maria. A distinguished guest. Coffee, please,� Borunna called as he ushered her through the heavy green door into the cool, dark interior. By the time he had found the papers, his wife had appeared, about ten years younger than her husband, a woman with an oval face, sparkling eyes that were truly lovely, and a manner of open and total welcome. She set down the tray and gave her husband the sort of embrace you normally give to someone you�ve not seen for years. How sweet, Flavia thought. Decades of marriage and still devoted. There�s hope for us all.
She thanked the woman profusely for the coffee, apologised for disturbing her and declined � with ever growing reluctance � the repeated invitations for lunch.
�This is all yours?� she asked, studying some of the pieces scattered around the room.
Borunna looked up from a small mountain of papers in his desk. �Oh, yes. Practice work, mainly. I did them to get the style before I worked on pieces that would be put on display.�
�They�re extraordinary.�
�Thank you,� he said with simple, genuine pleasure. �Please, take one you like. There are dozens, and Maria is always complaining how they collect dust. I�d be happy, and honoured, if you gave one a good home. As long as you always remember how young it really is.�
Flavia was sorely tempted, but eventually shook her head with equal parts vigour and regret. She would have loved to take one or two for her apartment. Indeed, she already could visualise a small polychromatic Saint Francis sitting on her fireplace. But Bottando, a stickler for such matters, would quite rightly have disapproved. On the other hand, if this case was sorted out fast, with Borunna as uninvolved in this affair as she hoped and increasingly expected, she could come back�
�So there you are,� Borunna said when his wife had once more retreated into the aromatic kitchen. �I knew I�d find it sooner or later. 1952; that was the last time I did any work for him. An arm and a leg. Roman, I think. Perfectly nice but not at all remarkable. It only took me a day or so. Nothing dubious, I assure you; merely patching a few cracks and chips.�
�You have records going that far back?�
The old man looked surprised. �Of course. Doesn�t everybody?�
Being someone who never had the faintest idea how much she had in her bank account, Flavia was frankly astonished.
�I take it you�re looking for something in particular?�
�That�s right. A bust, purportedly by Bernini. Of Pius V, which Hector was apparently connected with in some way.�
�In what way was this?� There was a sudden caution in his tone, which Flavia instantly noticed. There was something here after all, she thought. The difficulty was going to be getting it out of him.
�We�re not certain,� she said. �One of several possibilities. He bought it, sold it, stole it, smuggled it or had it made. Any, or all, of the above. We just want to know, that�s all. Mere interest, quite apart from the fact that the new owner has been murdered. It crossed my mind that maybe Hector��
��was up to his old tricks? Is that what you think? That I forged a bust for him?�
Flavia felt guilty even though Borunna�s admissions made him a legitimate suspect. �Well, that sort of thing. Could you have done it if he�d asked?�
�Fake a Bernini? Oh, yes. Very simple. Well, not so simple, in fact, but perfectly possible. It�s the design that�s the thing. Get that right and it�s simple. Pius V, you say?�
She nodded.
�Of course, you know there�s a bronze copy in Copenhagen. So it would mainly be a copying job. Sculpting it would be straightforward, the only difficulty would be getting marble from the right quarry, and ageing it so it didn�t look too new. Again, not that difficult.�
It was curious, she thought later; he took on board the practicality of forging a Bernini with no surprise at all. Very knowledgeable, as well. Not even Alberghi�s report in the Borghese had mentioned a bronze copy in Copenhagen.
�Why do you think it was faked?� he went on.
�I don�t; we don�t know. It�s a possibility. We don�t know where it came from, that�s all. It just turned up.�
�Why don�t you ask Hector?�
�Because he�s disappeared.�
�Is he in trouble?�
�Potentially. In very deep trouble if the American police ever catch up with him. There�s quite a lot of people who want to ask him a question or two.�
�Dear me. That�s the story of Hector�s life, I�m afraid.� Borunna paused, evidently considering a series of possibilities. Had Flavia only known what they were, she might have been able to help him make up his mind. He walked over to the mantelpiece and examined a sixteenth-century cherub for a while. The effort seemed to help him reach a decision.
�Well,� he said. �I�m afraid I�m not going to be of much help to you. As I say, I haven�t seen Hector for years; I�m afraid we had a little argument. Years back. A misunderstanding.�
�About forgeries?�
He nodded reluctantly. �Among other things.� He hesitated, and then hurried on. �Times were changing. Getting easier. I never really approved. It was necessary, back then, but as soon as it was possible I stopped, and told him he was going to get himself into big trouble if he didn�t see sense. Eventually even he and Maria fell out. But Hector � well, he was always a little reckless, and always convinced his charm would see him through. I�m afraid there was some bad blood about it, and we gradually drifted apart.
�As for your Bernini, he did own one. Very briefly, alas, and it did him no good at all. But I very much doubt that he has sold it recently.�
Aha, Flavia thought. A brief flicker of light at the end of what had turned out to be a long and dark tunnel. It was a pity that Borunna immediately snuffed the brief glow out again.
�He lost it, you see,� he went on implacably.
�Lost it?� she said incredulously. �How on earth could you lose a Bernini?�
A stupid question, really. Recent events seemed to demonstrate that it was the easiest thing in the world. The damn things just keep vanishing.
�Well, lost is not perhaps the best word. I do hope you will keep this to yourself. It was a grave shock for him, and he did his best to forget it��
Flavia informed him that discretion was her middle name. Reassured, he told the story.
�It was very simple,� the old man began. �Hector bought a bust at a house sale; about 1950, or �51, if I remember rightly. He identified it in a job lot of miscellaneous pieces. A priest�s family, I think it was. Lovely piece. And sold it to a buyer in Switzerland, who asked him to deliver it.�
�Smuggle it out, you mean.�
Borunna nodded. �I fear so. It was a lot of money, and the risks of being caught were tiny. So he got hold of a car and went. It wasn�t his lucky day. The border police were holding a day of spot checks looking for people taking out goods, currency, escaping fascists, and Hector got caught up in the net. They found the bust and discovered Hector could not prove ownership, had no export papers, nothing. For once his charm let him down. They arrested him and impounded the bust until it could be examined by an expert at the Borghese. That happened all the time in those days; so many works of art had gone missing during the war and there was an enormous effort to get everything back to the rightful owners.�
�And what happened?�
He shrugged. �Hector never saw it again, as I say.�
�But he must have wanted to know what had happened to it.�
�Of course. He drove everybody crazy. The Borghese confirmed it was genuine, then went very tight-lipped about it. He was convinced they were going to keep it.�
�They didn�t. We know that.�
Borunna dismissed the comment as though it was of no importance to him. �Perhaps not. So what do you think happened to it?�
�We don�t know.�
He nodded thoughtfully at this, then continued. �Well, Hector didn�t get it back, that I do know. It was a great blow; he was so excited to start off with. And, of course, he didn�t have enough money to absorb a loss like that. He resented it for some time, because he reckoned he�d bought it fair and square. But there was nothing he could do about it.�
�Why not? I mean, if it was his��
�Ah, but was it? I really don�t know where he got it from. Perhaps it was at a house sale. Perhaps � well, perhaps it wasn�t. But legal or not, a poor foreigner fighting something like the Borghese? He wouldn�t have had a chance; if he�d persisted he might have been charged with theft, war looting, who knows what. There was a lot of that going around at the time.
�You�re too young to know anything about that, but Italy after the war was chaotic. Thousands of works of art wandering around the country, and fakes being produced at an extraordinary rate, exploiting the situation. No one knew where anything came from, or where anything had gone. The authorities were doing their best to restore order, and occasionally they were a little harsh, perhaps. Anyway, that was the situation, and Hector got caught in it. I advised him to forget it, and eventually he did. Frankly, he got off very lightly in the circumstances. I�m not sure the buyer was very happy, though. I�m not entirely certain that Hector ever gave him his deposit back.�
�This was the Swiss man?�
�He lived in Switzerland.�
�You can�t remember his name, can you?� Flavia asked, for form�s sake.
Borunna looked a bit bemused. �No, not really. Foreign name. Morgan? Morland?�
She looked at him, light dawning. �Moresby?� she suggested hopefully.
�Could have been. It was a long time ago, you know.�
Borunna�s wife came into the room again, and beamed at Flavia happily as she cleared away the cups. Flavia reminded her, she said, of their own daughter when she was young. Borunna agreed there was a resemblance.
�And you have no idea at all of the movements of this bust over the past few decades.�
Borunna looked fondly at his wife as she bustled about, then shook his head. �I know it went into the Borghese. Hector was certain it never came out again. I�m afraid that�s all the help I feel able to offer you.�
She finished jotting down her notes, then stood up and shook them both by the hand. Come again, they said. Stay for lunch. Perhaps Alceo will persuade you to take one of his statues off our hands next time.
With a last regretful look at the carvings all over the room, Flavia promised she�d be back, as soon as she had a free moment. Meanwhile, she had a plane to catch.
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Argyll, still confined to his bed, was occupying himself by doing battle with the nurses, having nice shiny new plaster poured over his leg, and plotting how soon he could discharge himself. Not that he was one of these get-up-and-go types who twitch with frustration if they are immobilised; on the contrary, the idea of a few days in bed normally delighted him. But a few days in a non-smoking hospital was a bit much to bear. Morelli had kindly left some cigarettes behind him, but these were rapidly removed by the nurses, all of whom seemed to be equipped with smoke-detectors, and the symptoms of withdrawal were building up.
On top of that, Argyll reflected, there was a lot going on out there: di Souza was dead, Moresby was dead, someone had tried to murder him, Flavia was on the way. He had heard that she had been ringing Morelli every few hours with anxious enquiries after his health and reports of her alarm did more to make him feel better than all the somewhat brusque ministrations of the nurses, whose bedpan technique was another very good reason for getting out of hospital as soon as possible.

While Argyll spent the day hopping around evading the enema merchants, Flavia was wedged in great discomfort in seat 44H of an overstuffed 747 heading west.
She liked her job; she liked the relative smallness of the department, the collegiality which this bred. But the department�s status as a sort of investigatory annexe had its problems. And the main one, as far as she was concerned at the moment, was the size of the budget. In particular the inability of expense allowances to allow personnel to travel anything other than steerage class on aircraft.
But the flight had some interesting moments. The secret service file on Moresby had come through and, contrary to all regulations, she�d photocopied it before sending it back. As she read, her contempt for the intelligence of Intelligence grew. The file, protected by so many rules and surrounded by the aura of omniscience, was little more than a collection of press cuttings and the occasional jotting, set down at the time that Moresby Industries was competing for a defence electronics contract. The most interesting was a cutting from Who�s Who, and the fullest account of Moresby�s life a clipping from a New York Times profile. Three hours in a public library and she could have dug up more herself.
For all its amateur flimsiness, however, the file yielded some intriguing points for her to ponder.
First of these came from the newspaper account of Moresby�s career. Not a self-made man, by any stretch of the imagination, unless you are prepared to be generous and say that inheriting five million dollars from your family counts as being self-made. Something of a playboy in his youth (although from the attached photograph that seemed to be stretching it as well) but interrupted in mid-party by World War Two. Administrative duties in the safety of Kansas, then dispatched to Europe just as the fighting died down.
There, as the profile said obliquely, he laid the foundations of his career and collection. Reading between the lines, it seemed to Flavia that he was little more than an upmarket speculator, importing scarce goods from the United States and selling them at outrageous prices to Europeans who had to pay anything to get them. So time-consuming was this business that in 1948 he left the army, and spent four years organising his trading networks from Zurich before returning to California. Having spent some years selling radios, toasters, and other electrical goods, he turned to making them as well, before branching out into television, hi-fi, and then on to computers. Moresby Industries effectively stirred into life in a little office in Zurich.
And Zurich was in Switzerland, and that was where the original buyer of the Bernini was said to be. That confirmed old Borunna�s vague recollection very nicely�

Detective Joseph Morelli also spent a day hunched over files of papers, carefully, painstakingly and with much furrowing of the brow going through vast reams of documents that had been accumulating on his desk almost since the moment that he had been called on to investigate Moresby�s death.
Had he ever met Taddeo Bottando, the two men would probably have got along quite nicely. However different their outlook on life � Bottando�s idea of a quiet Saturday was to spend it in a museum while Morelli preferred beer and ball games � they shared a similar approach to policing.
Thoroughness, in a word. No stone unturned. Combined with a joint belief nurtured by years of experience that crime was a pretty shabby business with money generally to be found at the bottom of it all somewhere. The bigger the crime, the more money, so Morelli was looking for a hefty stash of it.
Like Flavia, he had pulled favours to get his hands on papers, particularly Moresby�s tax returns for the past five years. He had also borrowed a large number of files from Thanet�s cabinets and persuaded Moresby�s factotum, David Barclay, to hand over more.
Then he set to work, and a dull and painful business it was. He thought his taxes were complicated. The only potentially useful piece of information a couple of hours furrowed brow produced was a note, in Barclay�s hand, authorising the release of two million dollars to pay for the bust. That he found curious, in a passing fashion.
Then innumerable lists of where people were and what they were doing at the critical moment. Thanet, at the party, confirmed by the evidence of the camera. Langton outside having a smoke, also confirmed. Streeter nowhere to be seen but claimed to be in the toilet, seeing to his piles. That had a ring of truth, somehow, but he put a little asterisk by his name anyway. Barclay got a big asterisk, di Souza an asterisk and a question mark. Anne Moresby was in her car going home, confirmed by the chauffeur. Jack Moresby was telephoned at home by Langton about ten minutes after the murder was discovered, and that let him out.
The confirmation that the pistol found near di Souza matched the bullet in his brain distracted him only briefly; he�d expected that. He�d also expected that it would prove to be the gun that killed Moresby. He did not expect the information that the gun was registered in the name of Anne Moresby. That made him think about her with renewed interest. And he added another asterisk to the name of David Barclay.

It was a major tribute to American notions of hospitality, the importance of the case and Morelli�s inherent helpfulness, despite his worsening dental crisis and resultant hostility to just about everyone, that he was at the airport at one o�clock in the morning to meet Flavia staggering off the plane.
The past few days had not been pleasant for him, after all. Quite apart from the built-in problems of dealing with a case that was remarkably hard to get at, his attention was constantly distracted by other unfinished cases, the anxious enquiries of supervisors and the silly speculations of newspaper reporters. And his gums were killing him.
He was working long hours, his wife was starting to protest and, although he was rapidly accumulating masses of pieces of information, until this afternoon he had made little progress in fitting them together. The fact that they were now slotting together made him feel no less tired. And however much he welcomed international co-operation, he could not really see how the arrival of Flavia di Stefano was going to help. She would undoubtedly use up more of his precious time, and contribute little in return.
On the other hand, as those further up the greasy pole had pointed out, it was something to throw to the press as a way of distracting their attention for a while. The arrival of this woman had already sent the reptiles into paroxysms of speculation. The prospect of a connection with Europe (a place indelibly associated in all right-thinking West Coast minds with deviousness and decadence) was a useful red herring. Mention the word Italy in connection with a crime and by morning half a dozen pundits will be intoning gravely about the Mafia.
While they chewed on that, and Moresby�s possible links with organised crime, Morelli and his comrades could get on quietly with their business.
He saw her first, wandering around in a daze heading for the enquiries desk. Even at that time in the morning he could feel a touch of envy for Argyll. Being of Italian descent, Morelli still had a patriotic preference for women from the Old Country. Bashed and battered though she was from the flight, she was still pretty beautiful, and the fair dishevelled hair and rumpled clothes somehow made her look more so. Nor, he thought as she wandered in his direction, was she just a pretty face. There was something which gave an impression of sturdy competence.
�Signorina di Stefano?� he asked as she gave another enormous yawn and rubbed her eyes.
She looked at him suspiciously, slowly worked out who he was and gave a smile.
�Detective Morelli,� she replied, thrusting out her hand. �It�s very good of you to meet me here,� she added as he shook it.
She spoke good English, with a heavy accent that Morelli found so unbearably appealing he could hardly stand listening to it, and gave him an account of the flight as they walked to Morelli�s car. Miserable. What else?
�I�ve booked you into the same hotel as Argyll. I hope that�s OK. It�s near the museum, and is pretty comfortable.�
�I suppose it�s too late to go and see Jonathan?� she asked. �I�ve spoken to the hospital a couple of times, but I�ve never got through to him direct.�
�You�d be wasting your time,� he said, pulling out on to the freeway and heading north. �He discharged himself this afternoon.�
�Was that wise?�
�Not according to the doctors, no. But doctors are like that. I don�t suppose it matters really. He apparently said that if he stayed in the hospital he�d die of boredom and he was going home. So he called a taxi and hopped out. I haven�t heard from him since.�
�Oh, dear, and he�s so careless.�
�So it seems. He�s only been here five days and he�s nearly been run over, had a major car crash, destroyed a shop, broken his leg and been the cause of a brawl in the hospital. People like that are dangerous to be around. Besides, I wanted to give him protection, until the case is properly wrapped up. But as I don�t know where he is��
�What do you mean, �protection�? What for?�
�In case someone tries to kill him again.�
All news to Flavia. Until then, she�d been assuming that Argyll�s mishap was one of the inevitable and normal parts of his life-cycle. Morelli�s account of loosened brake leads, of the party, of something he must know but couldn�t remember, was the first she�d heard of any of it. She was also a little bit irritated by the American�s confident explanation of how the noose was, metaphorically speaking, tightening around David Barclay and Anne Moresby. What was the point of her coming all this way if the case was going to be all over in a matter of hours?
On the other hand, at the moment she was more concerned with Argyll. Now she really did want to see him. Which was fairly easy, as he was back in his hotel room. Flavia discovered him, leg propped up, sitting on the bed reading, with a glass of whisky and an ashtray by his side. Freedom.
Had he been more mobile, he would have leapt up, raced across the room and taken her in his arms when she came in. As it was, he did the best he could, waving enthusiastically, beaming with welcome and beginning to apologise for not moving.
He was not allowed to finish the explanation. Flavia had intended to make some sardonic remark about his carelessness before sitting down for a civil conversation about this bust. Cool and distant. She still hadn�t forgiven him for planning to leave Italy.
Somehow or other it all went wrong. She had been angry with him, worried about him and thoroughly alarmed by the news that someone had tried to kill him. The fact that she was able to walk straight through his unlocked door, that he was so dimwitted he was taking no precautions at all, simply pushed her over the edge, and she let rip with a veritable torrent of abuse which completely erased his cheerful welcome.
Briefly summarised, she informed him that he was stupid, inconsiderate, reckless, selfish, a danger to himself and others, blind as a mouse (here her command of English idiom let her down) and thoroughly irritating. Except that she took longer to deliver her opinion, which came complete with innumerable examples stretching back over many weeks, accompanied by much wagging of the finger, elaborated with many baroque turns of phrase � Italian when the supply of English ran out � and was finally spoiled by ending with a lower lip that was beginning to tremble with relief that, after all that and despite his best efforts, he was still in one piece.
For Argyll it was a critical moment. He had two choices; either to pick up the gauntlet and shout back, at which point the reunion he�d been looking forward to would degenerate into a slanging match; or try to calm her down, and run the risk of receiving another torrent based on the thesis that he was, in addition, pompous and condescending.
This he knew very well, as well as he knew Flavia. A ticklish choice, and he took so long trying to make up his mind that he said nothing at all, just looked at her wistfully. Oddly, it was the right thing to do. You can stand, hand on hips, looking pugnacious, for only so long. Sooner or later you have to shift stance, and when she did, he reached out, took her hand and gave it a squeeze.
�I�m so very glad to see you,� he said simply.
She sat down, sniffed loudly and nodded. �Yeah, well. Me too, I suppose,� she replied.
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�The trouble is,� Argyll said next day when Flavia�s mental faculties had returned to something approaching normal, �that I�m a bit stuck, you see. The deal was that if I sell this Titian, I keep my job and go back to London. And I�ve sold it.�
�Can�t you just say you don�t want to go?�
�Not really, no. Not without resigning or being fired. Besides, Byrnes has done an awful lot for me, and he wants someone there he thinks he can trust.�
�He trusts you?�
�I did say thinks he can trust.�
�Can�t you say you need more experience, or something?�
�I�ve just sold a Titian for a client for a handsome fee. He seems to think that indicates I�m doing quite well.�
�Cancel the sale.�
�But the deal�s going through. I can�t cancel it. How would I explain to the owner. �Sorry, but I want to stay in Italy so you�ll have to accept only half the price in a year�s time?� That�s not the way to get ahead, you know. Besides, the real point is that Byrnes wants to draw in his horns a little. Basically, the choice is promotion in London, or unemployment in Rome. And I�m lucky to have the choice.�
�Hmm. Do you want to go to London?�
�Of course not. Who in their right mind would want to live in London if they could stay in Rome? I could stay on and work to commission��
�Do that, then.�
�Yes, but you�re missing the point. My big secret.�
�What�s that?�
�Essentially,� he confided, �I�m not a very good art dealer. Without a regular salary, I don�t know that I could earn enough to survive. Not at the moment. And on top of that, you didn�t seem to care one way or the other.�
�That�s not my fault,� she protested. �Is it my fault your way of declaring undying affection is to offer someone a cup of tea?�
Argyll brushed these details aside. �The point is, I�ve now given up the lease on my flat. I will have nowhere to live and nothing to live on.�
�But,� she said, �what if the museum cancels the sale?�
�They won�t.�
�They will if the museum closes. Then you can call Byrnes, say the whole thing was a flop, you�re a disaster as an art dealer, and insist that your presence in his London gallery would ensure bankruptcy in a matter of months.�
�And lose my job. Very helpful.�
�But you could sell the Titian to someone else and keep all the commission yourself.�
�If I could sell it. If the owner wanted me to sell it. This place is paying far more than the picture is worth and the market�s in a right mess at the moment. I could be sitting on it for months. Besides, I don�t know what�s going to happen to the museum at all yet. Thanet�s worried about Mrs Moresby, but it�s all in the hands of lawyers.�
�Fine. So let�s go and find out what the situation is.�

The Moresby seaside retreat, one of the many homes where the happy and united family spent the summer months, was not at all what Argyll had imagined, and certainly far from Flavia�s experience. But almost everything in Los Angeles was far from her experience. She had a very traditional notion of cities; cathedral, museum, town hall and railway station telling you where the centre was, historic district, modern suburbs wrapped around separating town from country. Los Angeles is not like that and from the moment she arrived to the moment she left she had not a clue where she was. Only by keeping the Pacific Ocean in view could she tell if she was going north or south, east or west. And it was unexpectedly difficult to tell where the ocean was. Flavia associated beaches with public access but Californians, in this as much else, evidently did things differently. As far as she could see, most of the Pacific had been commandeered for private use, with houses built along the coast specifically to obscure the view for everyone else.
At first sight, chez Moresby was not much to look at. That at least was Flavia�s excuse for driving past the first time; turning round and coming back again was not easy, so it was doubly unfortunate that she overshot again heading south. From the road, the place could have been the back end of a seedy restaurant, and the site straight on to the road was not what either of them would have associated with enormous wealth.
Convinced that they were in the wrong place, they walked cautiously round to the front, and changed their minds. It was an extraordinary house, if you like twentieth-century architecture, plate glass windows thirty foot long with uninterrupted views of the Pacific Ocean, and a hand-carved beechwood sundeck about the size of a tennis court.
Of course, it would have helped if the architect had provided an easily findable door, so they could have knocked on it, but fortunately they didn�t need one. A man, evidently a servant of some sort, emerged from somewhere and shouted at them. Argyll cupped his hand over his ear and tried to understand what he was saying.
�He�s telling us to go away,� Flavia said.
�How do you know that? I can�t understand a word he�s saying.�
�That�s because he�s speaking Spanish,� she said, and bellowed back a stream of verbiage in his direction.
He came over, eyed them suspiciously and a lengthy conversation ensued. Argyll was impressed. He didn�t know Flavia spoke Spanish. Very irritating; she could do things like that. He had laboured long and hard to acquire his smatterings of language, and had sweated blood over the most regular of imperfect subjunctives. Flavia, in contrast, seemed to pick up the most abstruse grammatical points as casually as someone buying a bar of chocolate. She didn�t put any effort into it at all, as far as he could see. There�s no justice in life.
�What are you talking about, then?� he asked as the conversation petered out into mutual smiles.
�I�ve been winning his confidence,� she said. �He has orders from Mrs Moresby not to let anyone into the house and, because I am such a particularly nice person, he is going to make an exception on our part. He�s from Nicaragua, and doesn�t have any work permit, and the Moresbys pay him virtually nothing and threaten to have him deported if he complains. He has to clean the house, do the shopping and the cooking, act as a chauffeur and doesn�t like working here at all. The only compensation is that they have lots of houses and aren�t here very often. On the other hand, the awful son uses the place occasionally when they are away and he has to clean up his empty bottles. He is certain that Mrs Moresby is having an affair, he doesn�t know who with and, very regrettably, he is her alibi for the time of the murder. He wishes he wasn�t.�
�And how is his family doing back in Nicaragua? Or didn�t you have time to get to that stage?�
�Wasn�t necessary. Let�s go in.�
They advanced into the house before Alfredo could change his mind, as he was clearly beginning to do. The inside was disappointing, as Moresby had filled it, most incongruously, with eighteenth-century French furniture, which looked as out of place as a tubular steel sofa would in the Palazzo Farnese. Not only that, there was an awful lot of it, and the dozens of chairs, sofas, pictures, prints, busts, and miscellaneous knick-knacks seemed to have been chosen more or less at random. Occasionally the junk-shop approach to home decorating works and produces a pleasing confusion, but not here. Arthur Moresby�s beach house, designed for clean, uncluttered, fresh-air modernism, looked as though it had been furnished by an unusually acquisitive magpie.
But despite that, the decor was effective in conveying the impression that the owners were not short of ready money. Even the ashtrays were of baccarat crystal. Argyll suspected the toilet rolls would turn out to be of the finest water-pressed Venetian paper. All the commodes, bureaux, Louis Seize sofas, Chippendale tables had been restored, revarnished, reupholstered and regilded. It looked like the lobby of an international hotel.
Argyll was only halfway through a mental inventory and estimation of the furniture and fittings � an occupational hazard of art dealing that Flavia found profoundly irritating � when Anne Moresby came in. If she was grief-stricken she disguised it well. Nor had trauma softened her vocabulary.
�Bullshit,� she said after Argyll had performed the introductions, explained why his leg was in plaster, and Flavia got things rolling by muttering something about condolences.
�I beg your pardon?� Flavia replied a little taken aback. Seeing through one�s little ploy was one thing; mentioning it quite another. On the other hand, vocabulary was vocabulary, and Mrs Moresby looked like proving a rich vein.
�You�re snooping. You have no authority, so I don�t have to tell you anything. In fact I could just throw you out. Right?�
�On the nail,� said Argyll cheerfully. �No fooling you. But we would still be grateful for a brief talk. After all, you were upset about that bust, and so are we. If the museum has been indulging in any illegal activities, we want to know. Then Flavia here can take appropriate action. Against those responsible, if you see what I mean.�
What this speech did, quite neatly to Flavia�s way of thinking as she considered it afterwards, was offer a little alliance. You want to put the knife into the museum � so Argyll implied � why not let us help you? Rather acute, for him.
Mrs Moresby was no fool. Her eyes narrowed as she thought of it, weighted the pros and cons. Then she gave him a quick and surprisingly charming half-smile and said: �Oh, all right. Makes a change from the police. Come and have a drink; then we can talk this over.�
She walked over to the fireplace � what possible function it served in this climate Flavia could not imagine � opened a delicate ivory box and took out a packet of cigarettes; then lit one. Took a deep breath and the pair of them saw a look of extraordinary satisfaction come over her face.
�It�s an ill-wind,� she said. �Do you realise I can now smoke in this house for the first time since I got married twelve years ago?�
�Your husband disapproved?�
�Disapproved? He threatened to divorce me. Even had it written into the marriage contract that any divorce settlement would be void if I was caught smoking in his presence.�
�Just a joke, though,� Argyll suggested.
She gave him a stern look. �Arthur Moresby did not joke. Never. Any more than he forgave, forgot or oozed the milk of human kindness. When the good Lord made him there was a temporary shortage of humour; so he was sent forth with an extra dose of self-righteousness instead. Didn�t drink, didn�t smoke, didn�t do anything except accumulate. Used to, of course, but when he stopped enjoying himself he wanted everybody else to do the same.� Here she waved her hand around the room to indicate what she had in mind. She may have had a point. �Do you realise that for the last twelve years I�ve been married to the most boring man ever to walk the face of the earth?�
�Liked art, though.�
She snorted. �You must be kidding. He bought it because he thought that�s what multi-millionaires did.�
�You weren�t keen on his museum project?�
�Damn right I wasn�t. It was all right to start off with, when it was just a straight tax write-off. Then he got the immortality bug and Thanet got his hooks into him.�
�Tax write-off?� Flavia asked. Really, this woman was a walking dictionary of idiom.
�You know, the IRS.�
She shook her head blankly, and Anne Moresby gave her a stupid-foreigner look she rather resented.
�Internal Revenue Service,� she went on. �A sort of Spanish Inquisition redesigned for the consumer society. Trying to put one over on it is a national sport rivalling baseball. Arthur regarded it as a civic duty to try and pay as little tax as possible.�
�What�s the museum got to do with it?�
�Simple. Buy a picture and hang it in your house, and you get no tax relief. Hang it in a museum and you become a public benefactor, entitled to deduct a huge chunk of the price off your income tax.�
�So what changed?�
�The little creep had a heart attack.�
�Who?�
�Arthur. It started him thinking about the future, or lack of it. Arthur�s great weakness was a desire to be remembered. It�s a fault with a lot of egomaniacs, so I�m told. Once upon a time, people built almshouses or had monks say Mass for them. In the US they found museums. I�m not sure which is the more stupid. The more money, the bigger the ego, the larger the museum. Getty, Hammer, Mellon, you name it. Arthur caught the bug.
�He was getting old. Thanet and his crew were beginning to convince him that a small museum was nowhere near enough for a man of his stature. They were touting plans for a museum the size of a football stadium and Arthur was getting hooked.�
�And Thanet knew all about this tax relief scheme?�
�Of course; nothing wrong with it. Not as far as I�ve been able to find out, anyway, and believe me I�ve looked. And even if there was, that slimy ball of fat would do anything to keep on Arthur�s right side.�
�When I met you briefly before the party you described your husband as a sweet old man,� Argyll reminded her. �That doesn�t fit too well with all this.�
�So, sometimes I exaggerate, for appearances� sake. He was a mean old bastard. Please don�t get me wrong; I�m sorry he�s dead. But I can�t deny that life will be much more pleasant without him. And that goes for everyone who worked for him or was related to him. Not just me.�
�So what happens to the museum now? I mean, if I understand rightly, your husband died before transferring most of his money to the museum trust and you inherit the entire estate.�
She gave a stiff little smile. It seemed pretty obvious what was going to happen to the museum, if she had her way.
�I hope you don�t mind me asking, but if the transfer had gone ahead, you wouldn�t have been left penniless, would you? Not like your stepson.�
Anne Moresby seemed to think this a bizarre question, one which she had never considered before.
�No, not penniless,� she replied reflectively. �No, not at all. I gather that I would have inherited the residue of the estate. About five hundred million.�
�That�s quite enough to make ends meet, isn�t it?�
Evidently, she didn�t follow Flavia�s line of reasoning. �Well, yes. So what?�
�So why battle for all the rest?�
�Oh. Because it�s mine. As the woman who put up with him and his meanness for all these years. You�re right � it�s far more money than I can spend. But that�s not the point. If the museum continues, it�ll enshrine his name in perpetuity. The great art lover, the great philanthropist. The great man. Phooey. And all those leeches, hanging around him, just to get their hands on his wallet, to aggrandise themselves. Phooey again. All conceit and fraud and dishonesty. That�s why I want to stop it. Because, dammit, I married that man because I loved him, once upon a time. And nobody believed me. Not Arthur, or his son, or Thanet, or Langton. I hated them all for that. And eventually I stopped believing it myself. If they insisted I married him for money, then so be it. But in that case, I want it all, and I�m damn well going to get it.�
An awkward pause followed this. Argyll, never comfortable with other people�s outbursts, frowned heavily and pretended not to be there. Flavia, less typically, was also thrown off-balance and temporarily forgot what her line of questioning was. Eventually she retreated back to safer, less complex ground.
�I see,� she said. �Yes. Well, about this bust, then. I don�t understand. I mean, you turned up and shouted at Thanet about it, but how did you know it was coming, and why did you reckon it was stolen or something?�
�Oh, hell. There�s no secret about that. I overheard Arthur talking to Langton about it. Arthur was exultant, punching his fist into his palm with those childish gestures businessmen have.�
�He said it was stolen?�
�Oh, no. But it wouldn�t have been the first time things turned up in unorthodox circumstances, and it was obvious something fishy was going on.�
�Why?�
�Because Arthur had that gleeful look on his face that he only got when he�d shafted someone.�
�And when was this, exactly?�
�Christ, I don�t know. Couple of months back. I was drunk at the time. I often am, you know.�
�And what did they say?�
She shook her head. �I didn�t hear. Just that Langton was to get that bust and was to use someone or other. That man whose body they found. The one at the museum.�
�Use him for what?�
She shrugged to indicate that she hadn�t heard.
�You knew about the trust for the museum?�
She nodded.
�And you knew it was unbreakable once it was set up?�
�No such thing as an unbreakable trust.�
�But if Thanet was a trustee and could veto��
�The director of the museum is a trustee,� she corrected. �A new director might see differently.�
�Like Langton, for example?�
�Oh, no. Not him. He�s as bad as Thanet in his way.�
She smiled as sweetly as she could manage.
�How do you know all these details?�
�David Barclay told me.�
�That was kind of him,� Flavia said. The comment got no reaction. �When was this?�
�Oh, last Wednesday, I reckon. Typical of Arthur; intimate family business and I get filled in by a lawyer.�
So to speak, Flavia thought. �And you protested about it,� she went on.
�Christ, no. That wasn�t the way to get anywhere with him. No, I told him it was a wonderful idea; but I did want to undermine Thanet, and the museum, to make Arthur disenchanted with the whole scheme.�
�Who did have a reason to bean him?� Argyll asked.
She shrugged again, as though the murder of her husband was a minor detail in the overall scheme of things. �Dunno. If you wondered who would like to kill him, then the list is endless. I can�t think of anyone who liked him at all, and an enormous list of people who didn�t. But I suppose you mean who had a good reason to do it. No idea. That slug of a son was at the party, wasn�t he?�
Argyll nodded.
�A bum,� she said with a sneer that indicated that she had almost as low an opinion of junior as she had of senior. �Pure and simple. Beer, checked shirts and bar-room brawls. And the traditional Moresby knowledge of the value of money. I�d put my money on him.�
She saw Flavia calculating dates. �Oh, he�s nothing to do with me. Arthur�s third wife. The third of five. Anabel, her name. Wilting ninny. She died, typically. Junior has the worst characteristics of both of them. The only thing going for him was the simple fact that Arthur loathed the very sight of him.�
�Happy family,� Argyll said.
�That�s us. The all American nightmare.�
�Were you, ah, happily married?�
She looked at him suspiciously. �And what does that mean?�
�Well�� he began.
�Listen. I�ll tell you once, and once only. I�m sick to death of people prying into my life. That unshaven creep from the police department has been insinuating nonsense as well. My private life is none of your business, and it certainly isn�t connected in any way with the death of my husband. Got that?�
�Oh, right-ho,� he said, wishing he hadn�t asked.
She stubbed out her cigarette with ferocity. �I reckon I�ve spent enough time talking to you. See yourself out.� And with that she rose uncertainly from the sofa and ostentatiously opened the door for them to go.
�Well done, Jonathan. Soul of tact and discretion as usual,� Flavia said as they emerged into the sunlight once more.
�Sorry.�
�Oh well, it doesn�t matter. I don�t suppose she would have told us anything useful, anyway. Besides, we�re late for lunch.�
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As far as Argyll was concerned, lunch epitomised why he preferred the company of detective Joe Morelli to that of someone like Samuel Thanet. The latter would have opted for some tastefully constituted French affair, all candles, expensive wine list and a somewhat unctuous atmosphere, but Morelli, coming from a very different background, had a very different notion of food. He took Argyll and Flavia to a run-down shack called Leo�s Place.
It looked a bit like a truck stop, and most of the clientele were as big as their trucks. The sort of people who, if they had ever heard of cholesterol, dedicated their lives to ingesting as much of the stuff as possible. Not a candle in sight, except when the power failed. A wine list commendable in its brevity, waiters who neither introduced themselves nor sneered at you during the entire meal, and some of the best food Flavia had ever tasted. Oysters and ribs, washed down with martinis, perhaps make up America�s greatest contribution to western civilisation. Martinis certainly do. Argyll�s enthusiasm made Morelli warm to him a little. Not many people drank martinis anymore, he said gloomily. Country was going to hell.
While Argyll dug his beak into a second and beamed happily, Flavia ate and questioned. What were the police going to do now?
�Looks as though we�re going to arrest Barclay and Anne Moresby, I guess,� he said.
�But will you manage to convict them?�
�I hope so. Of course, I would prefer to wait a bit��
�Why?�
�Because I�m not convinced we have enough. Persuading a jury is going to require more work. But those above me are getting alarmed. They want something to hand to the press. Did you know we live in a pressocracy in this country?�
�Pardon?�
�Pressocracy. Everything is run by, and organised for the convenience of, the press. Television, rather. They need an arrest to keep interest up, so I�m put under pressure to give them one.�
�Hmm. So, what�s the line? Ooh. How nice. More oysters.�
Morelli leant back in his chair, wiped his mouth daintily with his napkin and reeled off his reasoning. And very good it was too, to Flavia�s way of thinking. Motive was simple; Moresby probably knew his wife was having an affair, and was not the sort of person to take that lying down. He�d got through five wives already, and could easily go on to number six. Combined with setting up the trust for the museum, Anne Moresby�s financial future was crumbling before her very eyes.
�Now we know that Anne Moresby herself could not have killed him, if your Alfredo is telling the truth and she was in her car heading home at the time. But she must have talked it over with Barclay and given him her gun. The opportunity came when Moresby summoned Barclay to see him in Thanet�s office. He went over and was told that a) he was fired and b) Anne Moresby was out as well. Barclay was within a heartbeat of getting his hands on billions � he only had to wait for Moresby to drop dead, then he could marry the grieving widow, and it�s party time. What does he do? You could never talk a man like Moresby round when his mind was made up, so it was now or never. So Barclay shoots the old man, and runs back to say that when he got there he discovered the murder. No trust � and Barclay must have been one of the very few to know that the papers had not in fact been signed � so Anne Moresby inherits the lot. Success.�
There was a pause as Argyll finished off the oysters and Flavia looked uncomfortable.
�What�s the matter?� Morelli asked.
�Quite a lot of things,� she said reluctantly.
�Such as?�
�The camera, for one thing. That was knocked out sometime before. Before anybody could possibly have known Moresby might go to Thanet�s office. So your notion of a sudden decision on Barclay�s part doesn�t hold up.�
�If I remember correctly,� Argyll added uncertainly, �people at the party reckoned there was only about five minutes between Barclay getting his phone call and rushing back.�
�That�s very approximate. It was actually eight minutes.�
�Well. The point is,� Argyll said, taking over for once, �that it was a busy few minutes, in your account. To walk over, have an argument, shoot Moresby, plan to do something about di Souza � why? for heaven�s sake � steal the bust � why again? � run back and raise the alarm. I mean, is that really possible? I suppose it could be done, but only if it was rehearsed. Quite apart from the fact that Langton was outside the museum most of the time and should have seen all this coming and going, and I don�t see how either Anne Moresby or Barclay slipped off to shoot Hector and dump his body. And on top of that��
�Yeah, OK. I got the point.� Morelli shifted uneasily in his seat as he mentally visualised a defence lawyer in court saying the same thing, with the jury nodding sagely in agreement.
�And there�s something else,� Flavia went on, disregarding the American�s baleful look in her effort to refocus attention on the matter which concerned her. �If the theft of the bust was planned in advance, it would have to have been by someone who knew where it was. At the time the camera was knocked out only Thanet and Langton knew that.�
�And Streeter, of course,� Argyll chipped in. �As security man. Didn�t you say he was out of sight when the murder took place?�
�Can�t we keep this goddamned bust out of it for a while?� Morelli asked a little plaintively. Much of what they had said had passed through his own mind in the past hour or so, but he�d decided that the only way of proceeding was to tackle the two elements of the events separately.
�It�s a very big thing to forget. I think I�d leave Anne Moresby alone for a bit, if I were you.�
�Hmm. That�s going to go down well with my superiors. They�ll crucify me.�
�You�ll be saving them from a nasty mistake.�
�What�s that got to do with it?�
�Can�t you tell them you�re on the verge of getting hundred per cent proof evidence?�
�We�re not.�
�No, but we could try a little harder. I think we should go and visit Mr Streeter.�

To say that Robert Streeter lived in a small, white-washed house in a quiet, palm-lined street would say nothing about his accommodation. There was scarcely a single house in the whole area which wasn�t white-washed and almost no streets that weren�t quiet and lined with palm trees. Not in the respectable bits, anyway. The expert would have noticed a few details that might have indicated something about his way of life. The absence of a basketball hoop on the garage indicated that he had no adolescent children in the house; the lack of a manicured patch of lawn out front suggested he was no gardener and that his more fastidious neighbours, who snipped � or had someone snip � each blade of grass as it poked its well-watered head above two-eighths of an inch, might have regarded this as a sign of rampant bohemianism. But apart from that there was almost nothing to indicate the character of the occupant, and neither Flavia nor Argyll would have picked up the signs even had they been present.
Streeter took a long time to answer the doorbell, and appeared in a bad mood when he finally opened the door. This, they assumed, was because he�d been having an afternoon siesta, but in that they were wrong as well. Despite living in a Mediterranean climate custom-built for afternoon siestas, Californians don�t waste their time in this fashion. Besides, he was much too engrossed in an earnest, not to say frantic, discussion with Langton when the doorbell went to have much peace of mind left over for such frivolities.
Indeed, he and Langton had just got around to the central issue. Streeter, who was thoroughly upset about the performance of his camera system and feeling that, as a security expert, he ought to do a little amateur investigation of his own, had just popped the question. In fact, as Morelli�s tireless investigators had realised, he had been trotting around interrogating just about everybody in the museum with varying degrees of subtlety. As had everybody else. Neither he, nor anybody else had much to show for the effort, but it made them all feel a lot better. Besides, nobody was much in the mood for real work.
Streeter�s own investigation had left him feeling a little vulnerable. Having laboured so tirelessly to secure his position, he had this impression that recent events threatened to undermine it all. He had been thinking and plotting furiously and the general aim was now clear; that is, to make sure he was on the right side of whoever it was that emerged triumphant at the end. In order to achieve this, he had to know who was responsible. And strong suspicions were forming rapidly. In the course of several sleepless nights in the past week, he had constructed innumerable nightmarish scenarios, all of which ended in unemployment � and some where the outcome was much worse.
So, with a good deal more directness than was his custom, he set about Langton when the latter flew back from Rome. Had it occurred to the Englishman, he asked, who stood to benefit from the death of Arthur Moresby? And who were the only people who could have killed him?
Not perhaps the most sophisticated way of approaching a potential witness who had demonstrated, in Rome at least, his complete unwillingness to answer questions. Langton, a man who had spent much of his time travelling the world and negotiating the purchase of pictures, was much too self-possessed to be caught out answering questions gratuitously.
He reacted with a lightly amused smile. Yes, he replied indulgently. As far as he could see, only Anne Moresby benefited. And only three people could have killed him, that is, di Souza, who was with Moresby before the murder, David Barclay, summoned over at about the time it took place, and himself, sitting outside the museum and in a fine position to nip over and do the deed. But, he went on, unless someone connected Mrs Moresby�s motive with everybody else�s opportunity, there was not much chance of any progress. He did not presume to speak for the rest � although Hector di Souza�s own murder seemed to indicate a possible degree of innocence there, but he saw no connection with David Barclay. As for himself, Streeter�s own cameras picked him up sitting placidly outside the museum. Whatever else he might have done, he had not murdered Arthur Moresby. Or anyone else either, he added as an afterthought. Just in case someone might start worrying about loopholes.
It didn�t get him much further, Streeter thought as he walked to the door to answer the sudden peal of the bell. But if the more obvious suspects were knocked out, the police would start looking at alternatives. He was very aware � having checked himself � that he had, quite fortuitously, been in the toilet at about the time of the murder. For reasons of human dignity, there were no cameras in the toilets. A grave mistake, that. His movements were thus unaccounted for. Which left his final defence; it was just a pity it was such a dangerous weapon.
�Sorry if we�ve come at a bad time,� Flavia said brightly as the door swung open and she introduced herself.
If Langton was never caught on the hop, Streeter was. He mumbled something that sounded like not at all, do come in, and was indicating the way to the little plot of concrete out the back before it had properly dawned on him that he should have told both of them to go away because they had no authority to ask anybody questions.
�Well, what a surprise,� Flavia said as she saw Langton and started drawing exactly the sort of conclusions that Streeter so much feared. �I thought you were in Rome. You do get around, don�t you?�
Both she and Argyll sat themselves down and accepted the offer of a beer. It was a hot afternoon, and this knocked Argyll out of most of the conversation. While Flavia began round two of her battle with Langton, he concentrated on trying to get at a profoundly annoying itch five inches down from the top of his plaster cast.
Langton explained that, with such a crisis in full blossom, he naturally thought that his place was right here, in case he could be of any assistance.
�So you come all this way to visit your old friend Mr Streeter to spend a quiet Saturday sitting in the garden,� she observed. Langton nodded and said that was about it.
�I�m very glad to see you. We have so much to discuss.�
If Langton was wary about what was coming next, he didn�t show it. Instead he just leant back on the chair with a look of complete indifference and waited for her to continue.
�About the mysterious people who sold you the Bernini.�
Langton looked benignly at her and raised an eyebrow. �What about them?� he asked calmly.
�They don�t exist. The bust was stolen from Alberghi�s house at Bracciano, and transported across the Atlantic.�
�I admit the family didn�t exist,� he said with surprising readiness and an even more alarming smile. �More than that I couldn�t say.�
�You knew it was stolen.�
�On the contrary. I knew nothing of the sort.�
�How did you hear about it?�
�Simple enough. I was looking at some of di Souza�s other stuff and found it shrouded in a bedsheet. I made him an offer, there and then.�
�Without checking what it was, without even getting permission from the museum?�
�Of course I checked what it was afterwards. But I knew in my bones without really having to. And I asked Moresby if he wanted it.�
�Not the museum.�
�No.�
�Why not?�
�Because Moresby took all the real decisions. Just wanted to save time.�
�And he wanted it?�
�Obviously. He leapt at the chance.�
�You knew he�d already bought it once. In 1951?�
�Yes.�
�From di Souza?�
�That I didn�t know at the time,� he said blandly. �All I knew was that for years Moresby had disliked art dealers. And as an example of their perfidiousness he used to say that he had once � only once � been cheated out of a Bernini by someone who had sold it to him, taken some money and then never delivered. Moresby felt he�d been made a fool of, and he didn�t like that. It was obvious he�d leap at the chance to get it.�
�So you then got di Souza to ship it over. Why?�
�What do you mean?�
�Why were you both prepared to use the same man who had cheated Moresby all those years ago?�
�He had the bust. Moresby wanted the bust in California, and there was no way we could have got export permission. Somebody not connected with the museum had to smuggle it. We made up a story about another owner to cover him, so he wouldn�t get into trouble. That�s why he was leaping around and looking so concerned and complaining about his good name. All an act.�
�And you paid him?�
Langton smiled. �I�m sure that Detective Morelli has discovered that already. Yes. Two million dollars.�
�Moresby told Thanet four million.�
�Two.�
�And this was when?�
�When what?�
�When was he paid?�
�On delivery. Moresby wasn�t taking any chances this time.�
�And when did you see this bust and make him an offer?�
�A few weeks back.�
�When?�
�Oh, lord, I don�t know. First week in May, perhaps. The whole deal was done very quickly. I assure you that I had not the slightest doubt about the fact that di Souza was the legitimate owner of that bust. If you can prove otherwise, I�m sure the museum will insist on sending it back to the rightful owners. And bear any other costs.
�I�m sure it will be found,� he went on. �Large busts like that don�t go missing for long.�
�This one has already been missing for forty years.�
Langton shrugged and repeated that it would turn up.
Flavia thought it time to try another line of approach. Langton had nettled her badly back in Rome, and she was convinced that everything concerning this bust was crooked, and that he knew it. His calm confidence that they would never pin anything on him was spoiling her afternoon. Especially because, as far as she was concerned, he was probably right.
�You disliked Thanet for taking your job and were hell-bent on sabotaging him and getting him out of the museum.�
She was proud of that. Hell-bent, that is. It was a word she�d picked up from a movie she�d watched on television while wide awake from jetlag at three o�clock in the morning. She�d tackled Argyll about its meaning later on. Langton, not impressed by her linguistic skill, at least seemed prepared to concede the general thrust of the statement.
�Sabotaging is going too far. And it wasn�t personal. I just think he�s a dangerous person to have in a museum. You know.�
�I don�t. From everything I�ve heard he sounds fairly meek and mild.�
�In that case you don�t understand anything about museums. The Moresby was a nice museum, once. Small and friendly, despite Moresby�s awful presence hanging over it. He loathed arty types; he was always saying how they were thieves and swindlers. Then he brought in Thanet and these ideas for the big museum began to surface.�
�So?�
�A big museum isn�t just a big building and collection. The first thing you do is develop a big bureaucracy worthy of it. Steering committees, hanging committees, budget committees. Hierarchy, interference and plans. Thanet is making the museum about as much fun to work for as General Motors.�
�And you weren�t happy.�
�No. And it wasn�t working either. To start off, the collection was quirky, individual and interesting. Now it�s just like every other museum; a boring plod through the Great Schools of art, from Raphael to Renoir. The trouble is all the good pictures are already in museums. All Thanet can do is get the leftovers. The place is becoming an international joke.�
�So why don�t you leave if you dislike it so much?�
�Firstly, because the pay is OK. Secondly, because I like being the lone voice of sanity in the wilderness. Thirdly, because I like to think that at least I buy stuff worth having, most of the time. I haven�t given up hope yet.�
�You may have to, if Mrs Moresby goes ahead and shuts the place down,� she said.
Langton�s eyes narrowed as he listened. �When did she say this?�
Flavia told him.
�Long time before we get to that point,� he said. �A lot can change by the time lawyers have finished with it all.�
�Is it true Anne Moresby was having an affair?� she asked, this being, to her mind, one of the crucial questions.
Langton almost seemed to have been expecting the question, and he smiled slowly, a bit like a teacher when a particularly stupid pupil gets something right for once. Streeter seemed properly shocked and appalled by the very idea; he sucked in his breath in a most disapproving fashion.
�Probably,� Langton said. �I would, if I was married to someone as repulsive as Moresby. They virtually lived apart anyway, you know. But she would have to be discreet. The consequences would have been horrendous if old Moresby ever even suspected.�
�He may well have done more than suspect.�
�In that case she�s a very lucky woman. She�s a multi-billionaire, and she�s fortunate she�s not a penniless divorcee.� He paused and considered awhile before making his next comment. �So lucky, in fact, that it makes you wonder.�
�That fact,� she said, �had occurred to us as well.�
�But,� he went on, half talking to himself, �she had an alibi. Which means she needed an accomplice. So, the big question is, who�s the lucky man?�
She shrugged. �Work it out for yourself, if you don�t know.�
Argyll looked up for a moment, temporarily distracted from his by now manic hunt. Then the itching gave another twinge and he resumed the assault, bashing the plaster, sticking little twigs and cocktail stirrers down the top until Streeter was looking at him with appalled fascination.
�What are you doing?�
�Preserving my sanity,� he replied. �What you might call an itch hunt.� He looked up for applause, but nobody seemed to be in the mood for little jokes. �You don�t have any knitting needles, do you?� he asked helplessly. Streeter said there was not a single one in the house. Argyll looked pained until he offered to search the kitchen for something suitable. Half crazed with desire, Argyll hopped after him.
�Do the police know about Anne Moresby�s lover?� Streeter asked once they were out of earshot inside the house.
�Seems so. Lots of extended shopping trips, weekends away. And Moresby knew, which provides a very good motive for murder. It�s the awkward business of proving it that seems to be slowing them all down. Very unlike Italy, you know. There the police could have simply arrested everyone and sat on them until they confessed. Pity about your camera,� he said casually to Streeter as they searched. �It would have made life so much easier if it had been a bit more difficult to get at.�
Streeter seemed suddenly gloomy. �Tell me about it,� he said.
�I suppose it makes your job a bit less secure, doesn�t it?�
Streeter looked at him mournfully.
�Just as well we can call on that microphone in Thanet�s office.�
�What?�
�A bug in Thanet�s office.�
�Listen, I�ve already told��
�I know. But you�ve such a reputation for being a hi-tech snoop, who will believe that?�
�Bugging offices is an offence, you know. The very idea��
�So if a murderer was suddenly told that a tape existed, I mean, they�d believe it. It might make them nervous. Just as they thought the coast was clear, all of a sudden a piece of evidence turns up. Not that anyone has heard what�s on it. Destroy that tape, and you�re safe, he might tell himself. Desperate circumstances make for desperate actions. Which might lead to a mistake. And you�d get full marks and thanks for co-operating with the police.�
At last the penny dropped. Argyll didn�t have a very high opinion of Streeter. A bit slow, he thought.
�I see,� he said.
�My leg feels so much better now. I suppose we ought to go back outside. Flavia and I are meant to be having dinner with Detective Morelli and it�s time we were off. I�ll tell him about our little chat, if that�s all right by you.�
�Oh, yes,� said Streeter. �Sure.�
�Did Mr Streeter have all that much to say for himself?� Flavia asked after they had extracted themselves, she�d levered Argyll into the car � she had rented a small but practical machine which was not designed for people with plaster casts � and they�d begun the lengthy process of crossing much of the city in search of Morelli�s house.
�Oh, yes,� he replied smugly. �He was a bit slow on the uptake. I had to drop so many heavy hints I thought he�d sink under the weight. But he got the idea eventually.�
�And?�
�We can go ahead and tell people that he was tapping Thanet�s office. Isn�t that nice? It�s a pity he wasn�t, but I suppose you can�t have everything.�

Flavia had assumed that the meatballs Detective Morelli had invited them to eat would be prepared by his wife. She was wrong. Morelli was proud of his meatballs. They found him in the kitchen with a pinny around his middle, though the air of domesticity would have been enhanced had he taken his gun off. A large bottle of Californian Chianti was on the kitchen table, the pasta was ready to go into the water, and the tomato sauce was approaching that pitch of absolute perfection which only true Italians can recognise.
�What you think?� he said, caressing his creations with a wooden spoon as though they were made of finest gold. Argyll poked his nose into the pot, gave a long sniff and nodded appreciatively. Morelli grunted and poured the wine. They settled down; the wine, the smell of cooking, the noise of the children, and the informality all combined to produce an atmosphere of easy relaxation. The only difficulty � for Argyll, if not Flavia � was in eating the vast portions that Morelli poured on to the plates. But after two years in Italy he was getting better at that, and knew how to prepare himself mentally before settling down to a long haul.
�So what did you two do while I was plugging through my paperwork? Find your bust?�
Flavia provided a succinct summary of Langton�s remarks, which brought a frown from Morelli.
�He�s changed. He never said anything about di Souza supplying that bust before. Why not?�
�He�s shedding his defences. The first line was that everything was legal and any impropriety was due to this anonymous seller. That was obviously nonsense, so now he�s blaming di Souza � who can�t answer back. The trouble is, it�s much more difficult to disprove. Might even be true, for all I know. But I�m not inclined to trust him all that much. Jonathan here thinks he�s putting a cloth in our eye.�
�What?�
�That�s it, isn�t it?� she asked, slightly hurt and turning to Argyll for reassurance.
�Close, but not quite. Pulling the wool over our eyes.�
�Ah,� she said, repeating it a couple of times to lodge it in her memory. �Right. Anyway, that�s what he thinks.�
�So what about this bust?�
�It exists, was owned by di Souza in the 1950s, was sold to Moresby, was confiscated before it reached him, and then was stolen from Alberghi�s house a few weeks back.�
�And turned up here?�
She nodded. �A pretty convincing provenance, if you think about it, if a little unorthodox. The more we look, the more genuine it gets.�
Morelli chased the last trace of tomato sauce round the plate with a piece of bread, popped it into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully.
�Have you asked the customs people at the airport if they examined the thing?� Argyll asked.
��Course we have. And no they didn�t. No reason to. The Moresby is perfectly respectable; the case was sealed so tight that it would have taken ages to unpack. It was built like a tank; weighed in at around a hundredweight and it was all they could do to move it, let alone unpack and examine it. They reckon they�re overworked and understaffed. All they did was check the paperwork.�
�So, the story seems to be that di Souza goes over to the office with Moresby. They inspect the bust, and for some reason or other the Spaniard leaves with it, and prepares to go straight back to Italy. Not a theft, obviously, as it must have been done with Moresby�s approval, as he wasn�t dead then. Why could that have happened? No matter. Barclay goes over after di Souza leaves. Argument with Moresby, pop. He comes out, raises the alarm.�
They refilled the glasses and thought about that for awhile, realising this was a seriously flawed explanation. So Morelli turned to his wife, Giulia, sitting placidly by his side, saying nothing but looking a little contemptuous of their mental meanderings. He always turned to her when there was a problem. She was so much better at them than he was.
�It�s obvious,� she said calmly as she gathered the plates and took them over to the sink. �Your Spaniard didn�t take it. The bust had already been stolen. If it was so heavy and there was no time to take it out after Moresby and di Souza went over to look at it, it must have been taken before.�
Well, of course. Silly of them not to have thought of it themselves. Unfortunately, there Giulia Morelli�s inspiration dried up. As she pointed out, she hardly knew all the details; so they were once more thrown back on their own, inferior, intellectual resources.
�Can�t you swear her in as a deputy, or something?� Argyll asked. �You do that here, don�t you?�
�Nah,� he said. �That went out with Jesse James. Besides, the police committee would start an inquiry if I gave my own wife a job. We�re on our own.�
�Pity. We�ll have to do some work ourselves. This p�t� sandwich. When was it stuck over the lens of the security camera?�
�The camera picture stopped at about 8.30.�
�Can we assume that was when the bust was stolen?� Flavia persisted.
�We can assume it. But we can�t prove it.�
�What about the gun used to kill him? No fingerprints?�
�As you�d expect, wiped clean. No hint of anything on it at all. But bought and registered to Anne Moresby.�
�And still no witnesses to anything at all?�
�No. Not that anyone is saying, anyway. But the way that all of them are manoeuvring and playing little games with each other, they may be just too busy to tell us everything they know.�
With all the sense of achievement of someone reaching the top of Everest, Argyll stuffed the last fragment of meatball in, swallowed and considered the state of his stomach awhile.
�There is, of course, the problem of the date,� he said, uncertain whether this little detail was going to win an appreciative audience.
�What date?�
�The date Mrs Moresby said she heard her husband and Langton talking about the bust. A couple of months back, she said.�
�So?�
�According to my calculations, if Langton saw it for the first time at di Souza�s, as he said, that was a couple of days after the robbery at the Alberghis�.�
�So?�
�That�s only about four weeks ago. I think someone�s fibbing.�
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By Monday morning, Joe Morelli was more and more convinced that he had been wrong not to arrest David Barclay and Anne Moresby. After all, everything pointed in their direction. Motive there was aplenty; adultery, divorce and several billion dollars, was sufficient reason for anyone to lose control of themselves, as far as he was concerned. Opportunity again was there, and the whole operation became practical once his wife had pointed out that there was no reason why the bust should not have been stolen an hour or so before the murder. The alibi of everybody else seemed to be moderately adequate. And besides, everybody else needed Moresby alive; at least for another twenty-four hours in Thanet�s case, and indefinitely in the son�s case.
However, there were little problems still. Flavia, who dropped into headquarters to fax a report to her boss, wanted a better explanation for the murder of di Souza before all her reservations could be laid to rest. And she still wanted to know where the bust was.
He looked at her impatiently. �Listen, I know you�re sore about the Bernini. But this is pretty unshakeable. Moresby was alive just as Barclay was leaving to go and see him. He was dead less than five minutes later. Everything fits. What more do you want?�
�Completion, that�s all. Just a feeling in my bones that everything is explained.�
�Nothing is ever completely explained,� he said. �And in my experience it�s rare we get this far. I�m surprised you�re not satisfied with what we�ve achieved.�
And so she should be, Flavia told herself as she wandered off to the museum to find Argyll once more. He had vanished earlier on, to take care of business in the museum. By common consent � mainly due to the lack of anyone else willing to take on the grisly task � he had been appointed impromptu executor to Hector di Souza, in charge of taking the man�s body back to Italy and, in a regrettable piece of meanness on the museum�s part, also delegated to remove his three boxes of sculpture.
She tracked him down eventually in the storeroom under the building, rummaging around in the boxes.
�I�ve got a good mind to leave everything here,� he said. �The cost of transporting it all is going to be enormous. I don�t want to be mean about poor Hector, but taking care of him is going to use up a lot of my commission for selling that Titian. Which makes it even more difficult to stay on in Rome.�
�You could always have di Souza buried here.�
He groaned with dismay at the fastidiousness of his conscience. �Don�t think I haven�t considered it. But Hector would haunt me for ever. Oh, well. Do you think I could commandeer this box?� He gestured at a particularly large crate. �It�s empty.�
She looked at it. �You can�t move corpses in packing cases,� she said, slightly shocked.
�It�s not for Hector, it�s for his carvings. The museum�s decided they don�t want them. Thanet said Langton should never have bought them. Junk, in his opinion.�
He held up a lump of arm and showed it to her. �Frankly, he�s right. Surprises me that they ever considered them.�
�Me, too. And your Titian.�
�Nothing wrong with that,� he said defensively.
�Except that it�s the only piece of Venetian painting in the place. It doesn�t fit with the collection at all.�
Argyll grumbled away for a few moments about what a good picture it was, then changed the subject. �So, what do you think? About this case?�
�Don�t see why not. Unless it�s used for something.�
She bent down to examine a piece of paper encased in plastic stapled to the side. �It�s the case the Bernini came in,� she observed. �You can�t just take it. We�ll have to check with the police to make sure it�s not needed for something.�
Argyll looked around to see if there was anything else suitable for the task; apart from a few woefully inadequate cardboard boxes, the room was virtually empty.
�It�s going to be one of those days,� he said. Then he came over and peered once more into the box. �And it�s perfect, as well. Just the right size, enormously strong and even got lots of padding in it, all ready.�
He stood back. �I don�t see why we can�t use it. I mean, if it was vital evidence the police would have taken it, wouldn�t they?� Then he made up his mind. �Come on, give me a hand.�
He grabbed the packing case by the top and pulled. �Jesus, this is heavy. Push. Come on. Harder.�
Straining away on all three legs, between them they shifted the wooden box about ten feet across the concrete floor of the storeroom to di Souza�s statuary. Argyll liked to think that, fully functional, he could have done it himself. But it was still absurdly well built, even by the Moresby�s standards.
Puffing and blowing, they leant back on it to recover themselves.
�Are you sure this is a good idea?� Flavia asked anxiously. �It�s going to cost a small fortune just to shift the crate back to Italy. It�s ridiculously heavy.�
�They�re like that here,� he said. �Don�t believe in taking risks. Everything is packed, repacked and double packed. You should have felt the weight of the box they put my little Titian in at the airport. Better take the Bernini label off, in case people get confused.�
He reached down and pulled off the old shipment label, scrumpled it up and tossed it into the corner.
Flavia wandered over, retrieved the sheet of paper he had so carelessly thrown away, and carefully flattened it out again.
�Jonathan?� she said.
�What?�
�How heavy do you think this thing is?�
�Search me. About five tons?�
�Seriously.�
�Don�t know. Over a hundredweight? Something like that.�
�And how much do you reckon the bust weighs?�
Argyll shrugged. �Seventy pounds? Maybe more.�
�But this shipping label records the case�s weight as 120 pounds. So what does it mean if the box weighs the same now as when it came through customs with a Bernini in it?�
�Um.�
�It means that the bust wasn�t stolen from Thanet�s office at all. Which, of course, means that��
�What?�
�It means that you�re going to have to find another box to ship di Souza�s statues in. And Mr Langton has got some explaining to do.�

The last person she had to see was David Barclay, whom she tracked down in his office high in the skies over the city. Awfully chic � thick pile carpet and secretaries and high-technology bits all over the place. All in white again; strange how the local population didn�t seem to like colour in their rooms.
Flavia tried hard to remember that personal antipathy did not, in law, constitute grounds for conviction. But Barclay was not her sort. Something about the hair, and her strong suspicion that his character and opinions had been so carefully groomed over the years that they had almost ceased to exist, made her dislike the man. Blandness, as universally acceptable as his white sofa, carefully adopted to offend no one.
Not that spending a fortune on clothes and haircuts and shoes and little gold knick-knacks offended her; she was Italian, after all. But Italian men were more open about being incurably vain; delighted in it, in fact. They dressed to impress themselves, often succeeded and didn�t really care what other people thought. But any vanity in Barclay was a secondary matter; he constructed himself to impress others; there was nothing of him on show at all.
Questioning him was difficult. The best way of loosening him up would have been to inform him that, all things considered, he was lucky he wasn�t already in jail. But this strictly wasn�t her business, and she was a touch nervous about saying the wrong thing. Other people�s legalisms are often very difficult to understand. So she started off with generalities, asking for his opinion about the murder.
�Can�t help. Even in abstract I can�t think of any reason to kill Moresby.�
It was extraordinary how obtuse people were about their own advantage, she thought. Anne Moresby was inheriting billions; he might well share in it, Langton was after Thanet�s job, Thanet was gunning for Streeter, Moresby junior was resentful about being penniless, they were all neurotic about what the old man was about to do with his money, and this lawyer couldn�t think of any reason for what had been going on. Extraordinary.
�As far as the bust is concerned, all I know is that I authorised the transfer of money to an account in Switzerland to pay for it.�
�You took no part in the acquisition process?�
�Apart from that, no. The first I heard about it was when I got a call from Moresby telling me to rustle up the money. Buying art is not my business. Paying for it is. Was, rather.�
�And there was nothing unusual about it? Nothing in the process that struck you as odd?�
�Not at all.�
�So you transferred two million dollars on the day the bust was stolen? Or was it four? People seem oddly hazy about this.�
Barclay hesitated. Flavia caught the change in mood and wondered about it. It was, after all, merely a routine question; hardly a penetrating thrust to the heart of the matter. A random sentence designed merely to give her time to think up the next line of enquiry. So she couldn�t really take any credit at all for the result.
Which was that, coming at a moment when Barclay was feeling more than a little alarmed at his prospects, the enquiry made him take a leap and open up about a little matter which, he considered, could make him look very bad indeed should he ever be hauled into court. Much better to mention it now; try it out on someone unofficial and see what the result was.
�I wondered when you�d find out,� he said.
�Hmm,� she replied, not being able to think of anything better.
�It was both, of course.�
�Pardon?�
�Both.�
It meant nothing at all to Flavia, but the grave and confiding look on Barclay�s face clearly indicated that he regarded the matter as being of some significance. So she nodded in the way you do when you want to suggest that the anomaly was just the little detail that you�d been expecting to find.
�I see,� she said slowly. �I see.�
Barclay was reassured that she dealt with the revelation in such a matter-of-fact way. Leaning back in his chair and looking at the ceiling, he elaborated on the theme, while Flavia tried to work out what on earth he was talking about.
�It�s been going on for years,� he said. �I should never have agreed; but Moresby was a man you did not say no to. Now I imagine it�s only a matter of time before someone starts going through columns of numbers and totting up figures and finding my name on every authorisation. And Thanet�s of course.�
�Thanet?�
�Of course. Couldn�t have worked without him. He had to provide the valuations, saying these things were worth the amount Moresby wanted to claim. At the start I think he took it on trust, same as I did. Moresby would say he�d paid a certain amount, and Thanet would say Moresby had donated a piece worth that amount. I don�t suppose it ever crossed his mind there was anything wrong. Nor did I; I just did as I was told.
�Of course, Thanet reckoned the old man was paying far too much, but that was his prerogative. Then he mentioned to me that those crooked Europeans were taking him for a ride, and I looked around. By that time it was too late. We could imagine all too easily an IRS inspector staring at us: �Mr Moresby has been consistently evading taxes for years by claiming to pay three or four times what he in fact paid, and you expect us to believe you knew nothing about it?�
�Of course they would never have believed it. Both of us were na�ve, and then both of us, I guess, were too concerned about keeping our jobs. So I transferred money and hid it all over the place, and Thanet kept on making out fraudulent assessments of value for presentation to the taxmen.�
Flavia had at last caught up with him. But just to make sure, she said: �So you transferred four million to Europe. Two million of that went to pay for the bust itself, and the other two is still in a Moresby account somewhere?�
Barclay nodded. �That�s right. From there on, the process would have been the same. Moresby would have presented a bill saying the bust cost four million, Thanet would have said it was worth four million, and I would have filled out Moresby�s tax form to that effect claiming an income tax deduction. The result would be that he got the bust almost free.�
�But where did the two million which paid for the bust go?�
�Automatic transfer to the owner from the Moresby account in Switzerland.�
�Yes, but who? Tell me, is there any chance that the money went into Langton�s bank account?�
He shook his head with a quiet smile. �Oh, no. One thing about Mr Moresby, he was not the trusting type. Not where the art world was concerned. He always kept tabs on his employees. I�ve been checking; the money did not go to Langton. And the police tell me it didn�t go to di Souza either.�
Nor to anyone else, as far as Flavia could make out. How strange. �Tell me, all this was just a bit illegal, wasn�t it?�
Barclay nodded. �You could say that.�
�And the total saved in this fashion?�
�I added it all up this morning. Spent about forty-nine million, claimed eighty-seven million. Working it out exactly is hard, but at a rough guess I reckon he avoided tax of about fifteen million dollars.�
�And that�s what? Over the last five years or so?�
Barclay looked at her in faint surprise. �Oh no. The last eighteen months. Of course, the outlay began to go up fast once he began to warm to the idea of the Big Museum.�
Even at the uninflated prices it was pretty impressive stuff; certainly more than any museum in the Italian system ever got. Barclay, however, was more concerned with other matters.
�Pulling a fast one on the IRS�Well, I mean, they�re vengeful. I�d rather upset the Mob, myself. Only real brutes work as IRS investigators.�
He gave an involuntary shudder, and Flavia considered what he had said. �Who knew of this? Presumably it was the sort of thing that was kept relatively quiet?�
He nodded. �Oh yes. I imagine quite a lot of people suspected � Anne Moresby certainly did; she even asked me to pass on material to incriminate Thanet. Of course I refused, because it would have incriminated myself as well, but she seemed to get hold of material anyway. I don�t know how. Langton may well have had a notion of what was going on. But I think probably only Thanet, myself and Moresby knew precisely. That�s why there was such a fuss over Collins.�
�Who?�
�A curator that Langton brought in. He mentioned he was a bit doubtful over a Hals that Moresby bought. There was a bit of alarm that there�d be an investigation and the real worth � and the real price � of the picture would emerge. So he was got rid of, pronto. Thanet came up with some reason for accusing him of incompetence and he was out. There was a hell of a fight about it in the museum; it brought out the long-standing enmity between Thanet and Langton a bit too clearly for comfort.�
Flavia nodded again. Another complication. Moresby in the centre of things, as a sort of hole in the middle. She realised suddenly that she knew nothing about the man at all. Many opinions, all of them unfavourable, but no real sense of what made him tick. Why, for example, did a man worth so much work so hard to cheat the tax man out of so little? Relatively speaking, anyway.
Barclay, who she was coming to think of as not nearly as facile as initial impressions suggested, scratched his chin and tried to think of an explanation.
�Just the way he was, I guess. He was a miser. Not in the classic sense of living in a slum and hiding it under the mattress, but a psychological miser. He knew the value of money and would do anything to hang on to what he considered was his. It was a religion. He would work as hard to save one dollar as a million. Or a billion. The sum wasn�t important; the principle was the thing. He was a man of principle. Anyone who took his money was an enemy, and he�d do anything to stop them. And that included all taxmen.
�That doesn�t imply he was mean; he wasn�t. When he wanted to be he could be very generous. As long as he decided. Not someone else. Does that sound convincing?�
She supposed so. But having never met anyone like that she�d have to take it on trust.
�Was he a vengeful man?�
�In what sense?�
�I mean, if someone wronged him, in his eyes. Did he bear a grudge?�
Barclay threw back his head and laughed. �Did he bear a grudge? Ha! Yes, I think you could say that. Indeed. If someone trod on his toe Moresby would follow him to the end of the world to get his revenge.�
�For forty years?�
�Into the next world and the one after that, if necessary.�
�So,� she said, finally manoeuvring for the kill, �anyone having an affair with his wife might kill him first, if he found out. For fear of the consequences.�
That stopped the lawyer in his tracks. His mouth opened wide and shut again, and then he whistled softly. �Well, I�ll be.�
And stopped. Despite the risk of losing the psychological advantage here, Flavia could not help herself. She held up her hand.
�You�ll be what?� she asked.
�Pardon?�
�You said �I�ll be,� and then stopped,� she prompted.
Barclay frowned, and then grasped what she was talking about. There followed a brief interlude as he explained the meaning of the phrase. Flavia noted it down.
Then she decided it was time to go. Only her little message to deliver. She merely hoped she could make it sound convincing enough.
�Fortunately the case is nearly closed, so I�ll be able to get back home in a day or so. Pleasant though it is here, I�m looking forward to getting back to Italy,� she said in what she hoped was a cheerfully inconsequential fashion.
Barclay eyed her suspiciously. �What do you mean?�
�The murder. It was all taped.�
�I thought all the cameras were out?�
�They were. But Streeter had also installed a bug in Thanet�s office. He was another one who suspected that there was something fishy about the financial dealings in that museum. He reckons it probably taped the whole thing. You know, someone saying, �Die, Moresby!� followed by a clump. He�s going to hand it over to the police at his house this evening.�
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Argyll, having slightly pulled a muscle in his one remaining leg, had decided not to accompany Flavia on her little trip to Barclay�s office. Instead he�d stayed in his hotel, resting his plaster cast and watching the television. There was something sinful about watching the television in the morning; he rather enjoyed it, although the choice of fare was a little meagre.
So meagre, in fact, that he eventually settled on a long sermon from what appeared to be a fundamentalist preacher intoning about sin and money; the general line being that you could cancel out the former by giving him the latter. Engrossing stuff; he�d never seen the like before, and was almost annoyed when a knock on the door distracted his attention.
�Come in,� he called. �Oh, hello, there,� he went on as Jack Moresby stuck his head round the door. �How nice to see you.�
Moresby grinned sheepishly as he came into the room. �How ya doin�?� he asked. �I heard you�d taken a tumble.�
He peered at Argyll�s leg and tapped it. �Only one? Pretty lucky, from what I heard.�
�Better luck next time, I suppose.�
�What does that mean?�
�Eh? Nothing. It was lucky. I can�t say I�m that happy about it, mind.�
Moresby nodded. �Hmm. Still, you�re still here, that�s the important thing. Just thought I�d check.�
�That�s very good of you. Get yourself a drink, if you want.�
�How�s the great search coming along?� Moresby grabbed a beer and sat down.
�For the bust?�
�I was more concerned about my father�s murderer.�
�Oh. Yes. Well, I suppose you would be. The answer to both is the same, though. Something is coming together.�
�And who�s the front runner?�
�Your stepmother and Barclay. I suppose that comes as no surprise to you.�
Moresby digested this along with the beer and nodded sagely. �I wondered. I did wonder. Seems a wild gamble to take on.�
�Lot of money. People have done more for less.�
�But she would have been so rich even if he�d gone ahead with the bigger museum.�
�Not if she�d been divorced for adultery. And you�re likely to be a witness for that.�
�She been asked about that?�
Argyll nodded. �She denies it. But Morelli�s lot have been digging away. There�s considerable evidence she�s having an affair. His little posse of searchers has tracked her going away for weekends, staying in hotels with someone else under assumed names. But how did you find out?�
�Easy to work out. She�s the sort, it was obvious she was having an affair, and her servant at the beach house hinted at it. And I heard she was remarkably well informed about the workings of the museum. My father never told her anything, so it had to be Barclay. Add it all up��
�Ah. I see.�
�And it won�t be just my word against hers?�
�Seems not.�
�Doesn�t look good for her, then?�
�No. But there�s nothing solid enough, I gather. I don�t know what the rules and regulations are here, but Morelli seems to want something unchallengeable. Reckons he�ll soon have it, too.�
Moresby�s interest brightened. �Oh? How�s that?�
�Streeter is telling everybody he has just recovered a tape. From a bug hidden in Thanet�s office.�
�Oh yeah? And has he?�
Argyll smirked significantly. �OK, so it�s not such a good story. But we think it might smoke out the murderer, if you see what I mean.�
�The tape, or the news of it?�
�There�s going to be a little gathering chez Streeter, this evening. At about nine,� he said, ignoring the remark. �To listen to the tape he�s got there.�
Moresby nodded thoughtfully and stood up. �Hey,� he said quietly. �I brought you a little present.�
Argyll loved presents; always had. It was almost worth getting sick for. He had the fondest memory of measles and mumps and all those childhood diseases. He was halfway through thanking his visitor when there was another knock on the door.
�Oh, hell,� he said. �Come in, then.�
A mousy grey little man came in and nodded nervously. �Mr Argyll, sir? Perhaps you don�t remember me?�
He walked towards the bed, holding out a card.
�Well, I�d better leave you,� said Moresby reluctantly, downing the last of his beer in one great swig.
�You don�t have to go. Wait a bit.�
�No, it�s OK. See you.�
And he left, quite abruptly. Argyll turned his attention to the stranger standing expectantly before him. He was a little annoyed. Moresby had forgotten to give him his present.
�My name�s Ansty, sir,� the man said, sitting himself down. �We met at the hospital.�
Argyll looked at him blankly, then consulted the visiting card. Josiah Ansty, attorney-at-law. Then he remembered.
�Oh, right. You�re the one who got into a fight with the car rental man.�
Ansty nodded. �Pig,� he said. �Aggressive pig. He attacked me.�
�Well, anyway. What can I do for you?�
�It�s more what I can do for you. I gather that you have several legal problems hanging over your head��
�No, I don�t.�
�Oh, but you must.�
�I don�t. And if any turn up, I shall get on the plane and go back to Italy. If anyone wants to sue me, they�ll have to find me first.�
Ansty looked properly shocked at this cavalier approach to the law. How was a man expected to earn a living with clients like that?
�How did you find me, anyway?� Argyll went on. �I never called you.�
�Well, I happened to be listening to the police broadcasts when the first report of your accident came in. And the hospital gave me your address. So I thought��
�You�re a bit of a ghoul, aren�t you? Is this how you find all your clients?�
�Some of them. It�s no good waiting for people to come to you these days. You�ve got to get out there. So many people could launch suits, but don�t even think of it.�
�Well, I have, and I still don�t want to. Go away.�
�Surely��
�No.�
�But the car maintenance��
�It had nothing to do with maintenance. Someone loosened the brake cable. It was attempted murder. Not an accident.�
Ansty looked grieved as he saw a lucrative piece of business slipping away forever.
�Still,� he said, clutching at straws, �you could always add a civil suit for damages, parallel to any criminal charges.�
�There�s no one been arrested, yet,� Argyll pointed out. �Who am I meant to sue? Besides, the car rental place says the insurance is perfectly adequate. And I don�t want to sue anybody. Not even Anne Moresby; assuming that she was behind it all.�
�Is that what the police think?�
�It seems to be their current theory, yes.�
�In that case, sir, as a professional I must advise you to start drawing up a suit against her immediately. Otherwise the opportunity will be lost.�
�What are you talking about?�
�If I remember correctly, Mrs Moresby has no personal money of her own; I remember the stories in the papers when they got married. She comes from a modest family. Any money she has will come from her husband�s estate.�
He looked up at Argyll who was gazing at him with an exasperated expression on his face, evidently not grasping the point he was driving at. This, Ansty told himself, is why people need lawyers. Sooner or later, professional expertise shows its true worth. And this was a classic example.
�Is that not true, sir?�
Argyll shook his head. �Probably. For all I know. So what?�
�In that case the chances of you winning any damages will be slight unless you launch a suit against her prior to charges being preferred.�
�I�m not with you.�
The lawyer laid it out, logical step by logical step, as though instructing an infant; or at the very least a first-year student in law school.
�I assume that the prosecution case will be to argue that she killed Moresby��
�She didn�t. Conspiracy to commit, or some such. But let it pass.�
��That she was involved in the murder of Moresby,� he said pedantically, �to gain control of his fortune. If convicted she will automatically be debarred from inheriting his estate under the law that criminals cannot benefit from their crimes. I can quote you��
�Please don�t bother,� Argyll said. �I�m still not interested in suing anyone.�
He leant back on his pillow and thought about it all, though. And suddenly had a very nasty idea. So unpleasant, in fact, that he broke out in a cold sweat merely thinking about it. If something he was supposed to know was putting a gigantic inheritance like that at risk, he could see the urgency of getting rid of him. Didn�t help him work out what it was he�d heard or seen, but still�
�Hold on, there,� he said. �Tell me, are you busy today?�
Ansty looked at him sadly as he prepared to go, and in a sudden fit of honesty confessed that he hadn�t been busy for several weeks. No cases and no clients at all, at this precise moment in time.
�Good,� said Argyll. �I want you to stay here with me. Just hang around for a few hours, will you? We can have lunch sent up, if you want.�
Ansty settled himself down again. �That�s very hospitable of you,� he said. �I�d be delighted.�

�I�ve never seen anyone eat so much in my life,� he complained four hours later when Flavia finally returned in the company of Morelli. �The man was a walking food processor. Even you don�t eat that much.�
Argyll�s temper was a little frayed. Putting up with the lawyer had been a sore trial, and the fact that it had been necessary didn�t ease the pain at all. Had he known that Flavia was going to be such a long time, or that Ansty had such an appetite, he might have simply taken the risk.
Still, he couldn�t really grumble, as he had not told the man why he so suddenly desired his company. And the latter part hadn�t been so bad; sitting on the bed, drinking beer and having the rules of baseball explained was not such a bad way of passing the time. He�d never realised it was so complicated. Fascinating, really. He just couldn�t understand why the players dressed in their underclothes, and Ansty was unable to enlighten him.
So when Flavia and Morelli arrived, they found Argyll and this middle-aged man in a grey suit sitting on the bed, laughing uproariously at a badly timed spitball (when tackled about this, Argyll had to confess he could not for the life of him remember what a spitball was, nor could he differentiate between a well-timed and a badly timed one) the room littered with empty cans of beer and plates, the curtains tightly drawn.
�No joke,� he said as he finished explaining. �I�ve had the most awful day. The trouble was, I couldn�t decide whether it was simple paranoia or not. But with murderers wandering around at will, it struck me that I was an easy target, if anyone had thoughts in that direction. I still don�t know why they might, but the evidence seems to point that way. Of course, had I known you were with Barclay all the time, I would have been less concerned about the possibility of him leaping through the door, gun in hand.�
�Well, it�s best to be certain about these things.�
�And we�ll look after everything from now on,� Morelli said, with a little frown of anxiety. �The trouble is, it doesn�t really take our case any further. Evidence is evidence, and we still don�t have it.�
�So you�ll have to pin your hopes on this meeting, won�t you? Have you seen everybody?�
Morelli nodded. �They�ve all been told, as subtly as we could manage. Streeter will be working late, so he won�t get back home till just before nine. We�ve been saying the tape is stored in his house. Very tempting.�
Argyll grinned. �Good,� he said. �I suppose you ought to have something to eat before we go. More sandwiches? Then we can go and lay the phantom bust.�
Morelli looked puzzled. �What do you mean?� he asked.
�Didn�t you tell him?�
Flavia looked sheepish. �Sorry. I forgot. We�ve worked it all out, you see. I hope you don�t mind.�
Morelli had the air of someone who did mind very much, and suggested that, seeing that this was Los Angeles and he was in the Los Angeles police and they were little more than tourists here on suffrance, perhaps they would try to keep him better informed.
�I did mean to tell you. But I only put the last few pieces together when I saw Barclay��
�And?� Morelli prompted.
�Langton,� she said firmly. �It�s obvious. That�s because of the case, you see. It was empty.�
�Empty?� Morelli said, thinking he was spending much too much time uttering one-word questions.
�Empty. It�s in the basement of the museum. Weighs 120 pounds. Which is what the shipment label said it weighed when it contained the Bernini. Conclusion, it was always empty. There was no theft from Thanet�s office. No bust was smuggled out of the country and, whatever was stolen from Alberghi�s place in Bracciano, the haul did not include a bust of Pope Pius V by Bernini. In fact, I�m beginning to doubt Alberghi ever had it.�
�So what in God�s name was all this about? Just a way of confusing us? If it was, it worked very well.�
�For that we�ll have to ask Langton. All I know is that the whole thing was a fraud, and Langton was the only possible person who could have done it. D�you want to hear the reasoning?�
Another tray of sandwiches and beer arrived, which delayed her satisfying their curiosity for a few moments. Then, when the delivery boy had vanished and she had downed a pastrami sandwich, she recommenced.
�There were three characteristics to Moresby which made him a target in this. One, he was a collectomaniac, if that�s the right word. Two, he did not like anyone getting the better of him, and three, he disliked paying taxes.�
�Everybody dislikes paying taxes,� Morelli put in, speaking from the heart.
�Anyway, in 1951 he bought a bust on the Italian black market from Hector di Souza. Paid a deposit, and that was that. It was never delivered. We know it was confiscated, maybe di Souza even told him that as well, but I doubt very much he believed it. After all, it was never heard of again; had it been taken into the Borghese collection it would have been easy to find out. He couldn�t do anything about it without letting everyone know he was conspiring to smuggle works out of the country, so he had to forget about it.
�After that, Moresby was a little cautious about dealers, which is only sensible. Anyway, the next stage was the Frans Hals affair.�
Morelli frowned. Must have missed that; at least, he couldn�t remember interviewing this Hals man.
�Everybody knew there was something wrong with the painting, but only one person, a junior curator called Collins, had the temerity to say so. He suggested it be investigated with more care, and implied that the price had been far too high. Uproar. The curator is out on his ear.
�If you think about it, this was very curious. On the whole � the Moresby may be an exception but I don�t think so � museums don�t like owning fakes. If anyone can prove an acquisition is a bit dicey, they should get a pat on the back. The curator in question was an expert on seventeenth-century Dutch painting. And, of course, he was a prot�g� of Langton�s.
�That the picture is a dud I don�t doubt for a minute. That the whole business was an early attempt to nobble Thanet seems equally likely.�
Morelli, who�d been staring at the ceiling, nodding to himself and wondering whether she was ever going to produce any evidence, stirred into activity. �How do you reach that conclusion?� he said as he leant forward, surveyed the sandwiches and selected another beer.
�It was not bought by Langton, so exposing it wouldn�t hurt him. It would hurt Thanet, who OKed it, Barclay who paid out the money, and in turn could well lead to an investigation of Moresby himself. A full investigation would have revealed that, while the picture only cost 200,000 dollars, Moresby claimed on his tax form that he paid 3.2 million. Barclay gave me the figures. Further investigation would undoubtedly have shown up that over the years millions of dollars had been saved in taxes by the process. Moresby would have been in deep trouble and could only have got out of it by blaming Thanet and Barclay. Over zealous servants. You know the routine.�
�Didn�t work, though,� Morelli pointed out.
�No. Thanet acted with more determination than anyone thought possible and booted the curator out fast. So Langton tries again. Collins ends up as an intern at the Borghese and uncovers this document about the Bernini. Cogs click over. Langton has heard the story many times about Moresby being defrauded of a Bernini. It can�t be hard for him to work out that Moresby might be very pleased indeed if he got hold of it.
�There are difficulties, not least the problem of getting hold of it and getting it out of the country. They decide on di Souza as the poor unfortunate who will have to take any blame for smuggling, so that the museum will be in the clear. That will satisfy Moresby�s desire for vengeance and add to his temptation to get hold of the bust.
�So Langton goes to Bracciano to enquire but is thrown out. Collins tells him that old Alberghi has recently died, he phones Colonel Alberghi and finds out that no one has the faintest idea what is in the house. So Langton knows that if there is a Bernini there, he is the only person who is aware of the fact. So there is a robbery to get hold of it, and this comes up with nothing. No Bernini. A bit of a snag.
�But Langton isn�t the sort of person to let a minor detail like this get in his way. He realises that if he came to the conclusion that there was a Bernini there, then so would anybody else. Langton hooks di Souza by buying some of his antiquities and then paying him to transport the case across the Atlantic; money is transferred under the normal scheme, with two million dollars, I suspect, making an unscheduled stop in Collins� bank account until it can be made to disappear properly.
�Langton is close not only to defrauding Moresby of a large amount of money, but also to gaining his thanks into the bargain and to ousting Thanet. The snag is to make sure that no one looks into the case. Having bought stuff for the museum before, he can be fairly certain the customs won�t waste too much time over it. But just to be on the safe side, he delays picking the case up until he hears that Moresby is coming for his unscheduled visit. It was he, after all, who arranged for the case to be put in Thanet�s office, partly opened, and suggested that there was no time to examine it. Then all he had to do was stick a sandwich over the camera lens and wait for everyone to start leaping to conclusions.�
Morelli wrinkled his nose with dissatisfaction. �He didn�t really expect anyone to believe that, did he?�
�But we did. The trick was to convince everyone that the bust was genuine after it supposedly vanished from Thanet�s office. And for that he needed the active, if unknowing, collaboration of the Italian police. Me, in fact, damn him. He knows we�ll investigate the robbery at Bracciano, and all we need to do is link that theft and the Bernini. That link was provided by Jonathan Argyll, who immediately rang me up to rabbit on about smuggling in such a way that we were bound to look into it. So I went to the Borghese and only an idiot could have missed the connection.�
Argyll looked up at this, somewhat surprised to hear himself described as a virtual accomplice in wholesale fraud.
�Langton bought that Titian very late on, after he had set up di Souza. Then he insisted that Argyll come to Los Angeles. That Titian scarcely fitted in at all with the museum�s collection. It stuck out like a sore finger��
�Thumb.�
�A sore thumb, amongst the other paintings in the building. If you assumed the museum had a coherent acquisitions policy, it made no sense at all. No more than the purchase of di Souza�s sculpture made sense.
�It was bought simply to make sure Argyll was present when the issue of smuggling came up. His friendship with me and the art squad was no secret in the Italian art business, after all. The moment the bust vanished, Argyll rang me up, and I started following the trail so conveniently laid out for me.�
Full of idioms, that spurt. Must be a mistake somewhere. She paused, and looked at Argyll enquiringly. He nodded approvingly.
�Langton�s careful planning successfully created the illusion of a convincing provenance. Careful investigation would trace the bust to Alberghi, di Souza, the 1951 sale. And when added to the enthusiastic account of Alberghi in 1951, pretty convincing.
�The result was that a couple of days later, the polizia sent an urgent message attesting to the national significance of the bust, its undoubted authenticity, and demanding its return.
�What better way of convincing anyone that the theft had been real and the bust genuine than to have international warrants flying around wanting it back? From the start, the police were being manipulated to convince people that the bust was a lost masterpiece.
�The trouble is not that di Souza starts grumbling, but that he gets to talk to Moresby so quickly. He has told Jonathan that he can prove he didn�t smuggle the bust out and presumably tells Moresby as well. Emergency action is called for. The rest is straightforward.�
She looked up at them complacently, content that the whole thing was wrapped up barring an arrest. Morelli did not look as admiring as she�d expected; he was still concerned about evidence, and said as much.
�Oh, that,� she said airily. �Simple enough; he�s bound to turn up this evening at Streeter�s. We just collar him then. Besides, I�ve rung Bottando; he�s going to go round to the Borghese and nail Collins� head to the floor until he confesses.�
�Talking of Mr Langton,� Argyll said. �I was thinking about those phone calls he made after the murder.�
�Nothing fake there,� Morelli said. �Both recipients confirm them, and Streeter�s patent telephone tapping system also confirms the times and the numbers dialled.�
Argyll looked disappointed, so Morelli moved to block off what seemed to be another trivial quibble from the other side of the Atlantic.
�Here,� he said, opening up his briefcase and pulling out a sheaf of computer print-out. �Check for yourself, if you don�t believe me.�
Argyll took the proffered sheet of paper. �External PABX Utilisation,� it was called. Who used the phone, in other words. And not greatly informative in the matter of these calls, either. 10.10 p.m., a phone call to a number identified as Jack Moresby�s. 10.21 p.m., another to Anne Moresby from the same phone. All distressingly truthful. He sighed.
�Oh, well. Just an idea. What�s this, by the way?�
With his finger, he indicated the previous line on the print-out, a record of a call to the same phone, timed at 9.58 p.m.
�That�s the call from old man Moresby,� Morelli said after he�d looked at it briefly. �The one that summoned Barclay over. It checks out.�
Argyll scratched his head, then re-examined the sheet. �Hang on a second,� he said. �Are you sure?�
�Oh, yes. We�ve got it on video.�
�I know that. But, unless I�m mistaken, this came from outside.�
�So?�
�An external call.�
Morelli looked at him enquiringly.
�Aren�t all the museum�s phones linked up to an internal network? I mean, a hi-tech, go-ahead place like this��
Morelli seemed decidedly upset. �Of course they are,� he said thoughtfully. �Offices as well. Thanet�s office phone too. And this was external. Damnation��
Argyll smiled. �Another good reason for going over to Streeter�s. Come on.�
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The trouble with Robert Streeter�s house was that it was so open, light and airy. The sort of residence that makes real-estate agents and potential homeowners lick their chops with excitement can be profoundly annoying to policemen eager to go about their business with discretion. Joe Morelli had not seen the house before, and was profoundly disappointed.
�Couldn�t you have chosen somewhere better than this?� he asked, rubbing his gum with annoyance. Damn thing was getting worse. Much worse. Tomorrow, he�d do something about it. �This is a nightmare. It�s much too exposed. I can�t even park my car in the street without risking someone noticing it.�
He puffed up his cheeks and let the air out slowly as he thought how to proceed. �Tell you what. I�ll go and leave it in the next block. You go and wait in the house, I�ll be with you in a few minutes. All the back-ups will have to make themselves scarce as well. Damnation.�
He walked back to the car.
�It�s amazing how comforting a policeman can be,� Argyll said a few minutes later as they were settling down in the kitchen. �I feel quite nervous with him not here.�
Flavia nodded. She also was feeling a bit nervous. This was, after all, potentially quite a dangerous business. While it was clearly the right way of proceeding, she had been loosely attached to the police for long enough to know that nothing ever goes to plan. There was no reason to think that the first basic rule of police work operated any differently in California than in Italy. Morelli could, and had, called on resources far beyond the capacity of her own department � as far as she could see he could rustle up almost anything from attack helicopters to anti-tank missiles, if needed. Nonetheless, she had a horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach�
�Do you think this is going to work?� he asked.
�It should do.�
�You really reckon that he�ll fall for this tape story? I don�t know that I would. It seems so heavy-handed.�
�It was your idea.�
�I know. That doesn�t mean I think it was a good idea, though.�
Morelli came in; he didn�t seem to be standing up to the strain quite so well either, all things considered. Bit strange, considering that he was meant to be used to this sort of caper. But there he was, sweating visibly, pale in the face. And trembling; visibly trembling.
�Are you all right?� Flavia asked, brow furrowed with sudden concern. The first basic law seemed about to swing into operation.
Morelli nodded. �Fine, fine,� he muttered. �Just give me a minute.�
He sat down uncertainly at the table, supporting himself by leaning on the table.
�You don�t look well,� Argyll observed.
Morelli looked up at Argyll, gave a sharp cry and sank to his knees. Both Europeans stood looking at him flabbergasted. Flavia bent down.
�I think it�s his tooth,� she said after listening to an incoherent mumble.
�Hurts, does it?�
Another mumble, longer this time.
�He says he�s never felt anything like it before.�
�Sharp, stabbing pain, a bit like having a red hot pin stuck in it?�
Morelli indicated this was about right.
Argyll nodded. �Abscess,� he said firmly. �Very unpleasant. They sometimes do explode like that. Had one myself once. If it�s bad it�s a devil to sort out. Do you know, they often can�t give you an injection? Just have to pull the nerve out straight. Use a little wire with hooks on.�
Morelli gave an anguished cry and rocked back and forwards. Flavia suggested Argyll might keep the details to himself and, in the meantime, what were they going to do?
�I think he needs a dentist.�
�But we�re chasing a murderer. We can�t stop to go to a bloody dentist.�
�Painkillers, then. Strong ones, and lots of them. That might hold it. �Course, he won�t be at his perkiest.�
Morelli mumbled. Between them, they grasped he was saying that his car had a first-aid kit in it. Police Department issue, complete with painkillers.
�That�s simple, then,� she said. �I�ll go and get them.�
�You�re not going out there on your own.�
�We can�t leave him here. And he can�t go.�
�Take him with you, then.�
�And leave you? Absolutely not.�
�We can�t all go. This is meant to be a covert entrapment � that was the term, wasn�t it? � not a May Day parade.�
She looked uncertain.
�Look, it�s very simple,� Argyll said firmly. �Go out the back, walk him to the car, leave him and come back. I will stay here, and if anything untoward happens I�ll be out the door as fast as my crutches can carry me. And believe me, I can really move on these things now. It�ll only take a few minutes.�
Flavia was unconvinced, but could think of nothing better. Morelli�s tooth had transformed him from a competent, reliable man into a quivering moaning wreck, more beast than human. On top of that, he was making quite a lot of noise.
�Oh, all right, then. But remember, no clever stuff.�
�Don�t be silly. Go on, go. We can�t stand here all evening discussing it.�
Between them they lifted Morelli up and pointed him out the back door. He seemed slightly better; it was the initial explosion of pain that had caught him unawares; now it had settled down into steady, consistent agony he could cope. As long as he wasn�t required to do anything.
�Don�t open the door while I�m gone,� she said as they lumbered out.
�I won�t,� Argyll promised.
Courage is all very well, he thought, as he considered his situation a few minutes later, but was this entirely wise? If he was honest with himself, he had to admit that he was only hanging about here to impress Flavia. And wasn�t there a distinction to be drawn between the courageous and the merely foolhardy? If, for example, Morelli had thought of leaving his gun, that would have been different. Not that Argyll knew what to do with one, but he supposed he could blast away like anything if necessary.
But the point is, he reminded himself, Morelli didn�t leave his gun. And Argyll wouldn�t be much use even if something did happen. Not with only one leg operational.
And the conclusion of that, he thought as he headed for the door and reached for the handle, is that being there on his own was asking for trouble.
The door opened easily, in fact it opened faster than he pulled it. This was because, as he reached for the handle, so did someone else on the other side. As he turned the knob, so did someone else; and as he, on the inside, pulled the door open, someone else, on the outside, pushed.
Both were equally surprised when the manoeuvre was completed and each saw the other standing there.
In Argyll�s case, instant automatic responses took over. Ever since he was tiny, people had instructed him in the virtues of politeness and hospitality.
�Gosh, hello. What a surprise. Come in, do. Make yourself at home.�
Well, how else do you talk to your murderer?

Despite the first basic rule of police work, all could still have gone according to plan had not Morelli been forced to park his car in a different street, for the sake of discretion. The little area of houses was arranged in a grid; and a lot of people had more cars than there was space to garage them. A common problem; Rome is the same, if not worse. Morelli had only been able to find space for his vast machine some streets away and it took several minutes to walk back to it. Once they arrived, he slumped in the front seat and Flavia began rummaging through his first-aid kit.
�I�m still not happy about leaving Jonathan on his own, you know,� she said as she tossed a packet of band aids on to the floor. �He�ll probably electrocute himself making tea. He does have a knack of getting himself into trouble. How about this?�
She held up a tube. Morelli looked at it and shook his head. Useless. Like using a peashooter on a battleship.
She searched again. �I mean, just think. Accidents, attempted murder. Can�t even cross the road without being run over by purple trucks. This?� she asked.
�No good either,� Morelli said indistinctly. �What do you mean, purple truck? Who said that?�
�He told you, didn�t he? It�ll have to be this then,� she went on, holding up a small syringe with a slightly sadistic glint in her eye. �A bit strong but all there is. Open up.�
�Not the colour,� Morelli said. �No one mentioned the colour. Ever. Not to me.�
�Well, so what?�
�So,� he replied, concentrating hard so the words came out comprehensibly. �There was a purple truck behind us for a while as we drove here. I didn�t think anything of it. And it�s parked in the next street down.�
She stared blankly at him, syringe in hand.
�Oh, my God,� she said.
�And, what�s more, if you�ll get the registration number and hand me that file on the back seat, I think I can tell you who owns it��
But Flavia didn�t wait for the details. She thrust the syringe into Morelli�s hand, reached under his jacket and grabbed his gun. Then slid towards the door.
�Wait for me,� he called after her.
�No time,� she called back.
And she ran as though her life depended on it. It didn�t, but Argyll�s did, and she flew around the corner, jumping over hedges, nearly tripping over hosepipes, trampling flowerbeds, anything to cut a second, even a fraction of a second, from the time it would take to get back to the house.
What could Argyll possibly do to defend himself? He wouldn�t stand a chance. He had no weapon, he had a leg in plaster and, in truth, violence was not his forte.
It wasn�t hers either, but she scarcely thought of that. She would have surprise and a gun. They would have to do. What did they tell her in that self-defence course Bottando had sent her on? Damned if she could remember. Shows how useless these things were.
An expert would probably have counselled a cautious approach. Reconnaissance, as the military would have it. Sneak up to the window, see what�s going on, locate your target, plan your mode of attack. A second�s calm reflection can save lives.
But Flavia was proceeding by instinct, and would almost certainly have disregarded an expert�s advice even had she remembered it. Rather than the calm approach, she ran up the little driveway and round the back of the house as fast as her legs would carry her. Instead of cautious reconnaissance, she charged at the back door with all her force, crashing into it with her shoulder at such speed that it sprang open.
And instead of patient situation assessment and target location, she slid to the floor on her knees, swung the gun up in both hands and pointed it at the figure standing over the inert form by the living room door.
�Get off him,� she screamed at the top of her voice.
And pulled the trigger.

�All I can say,� Argyll said heavily when he recovered from the fright, �is thank God for safety catches. Although killing me by nearly scaring me to death is almost as effective.�
When Flavia put in her appearance he�d been feeling quite pleased with himself. But the sudden apparition and the gun � particularly the gun, as it was rather long and pointed at him � made his self-congratulatory mood ebb a little. He hurled himself to one side, and cracked his elbow on a side table as he did so. Just at that point where the funny bone is particularly vulnerable. Brought tears to the eyes.
He lay there gasping and clutching his elbow and Flavia, thoroughly winded from her sprint, her shoulder hurting damnably from the way she�d crashed through the door, and speechless from terror over so nearly blowing Argyll�s head off, collapsed on the sofa and panted. That was the other thing they�d taught her on the course, she remembered. Take the safety catch off. Just as well she hadn�t paid much attention.
�So what happened?� she asked eventually.
He thought for a moment, trying to choose between the paths of honesty and dissimulation. In the circumstances, he thought that a little light editing might be permissible. So he left out the bit about being on the verge of bolting after them because he was too frightened to be on his own.
�I was in the kitchen and heard someone outside the door. So I hid behind it; I thought it was probably you, but wasn�t sure. Anyway, in he came. Saw me, pulled out a gun.�
�And?�
�So I kicked him. When in doubt, you know. Probably wouldn�t have done much good except for the plaster cast. It must have been like being hit by a train. Down he went, but began crawling after the gun. So I hopped after him and brought him a sharp crack over the head with my crutch.
�I was a bit worried that he might come round while I was looking for something to tie him up with, and I didn�t feel like leaving him alone. So I was just standing, wondering what to do when you came in and nearly killed me.�
�Sorry.�
�That�s OK. It�s the thought that counts.�
�A small detail,� she went on.
�What?�
She pointed at the recumbent form. �Who is it?�
�Oh, him. I�m sorry.� He pulled the figure over so she could see his face. �I forgot, you�ve never met. Flavia; meet Jack Moresby.�
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By the time all the other invitees had drifted along, the atmosphere in Streeter�s living room was almost jolly. Well, not quite. Anne Moresby, causing a local stir by arriving in her absurd limousine, was no more charming than usual. Samuel Thanet had bags under his eyes the size of full suitcases, James Langton had the look of someone prepared for a fight and even David Barclay looked concerned about the on-going situation.
Morelli had turned up only a few minutes after Flavia burst in, doing his best to give support. Quite admirable, really; he had taken the syringeful of painkiller, and injected the whole lot into his gum. All on his own. The very idea gave Argyll the quivers. It�s bad enough when a dentist does it. Then he�d grabbed his regulation-issue shotgun and come after Flavia. His run along the street was observed by a back-up car, and they had followed him. Another back-up summoned reinforcements, and that turned the street outside into something resembling a battlefield. Grim-faced men in camouflage talking into radios and marching around with machine-guns; the works. That, of course, alerted the vultures, and within half an hour the press had arrived in full force as well. You could see local residents didn�t approve. The neighbourhood watch committee was going to have something pretty severe to say about this at the annual meeting.
They were all a bit late, as well. By that time all the excitement was over. But as Morelli said, it would look great on the news, and he had a promotion to worry about.
Not that he was very talkative; in his haste and enthusiasm he had rather overdone the painkiller, and the lower part of his head felt like a large block of ice. But his tooth had stopped hurting. However, it did curtail his conversational powers.
So, when explanations were demanded, all he could do was mumble incomprehensibly and ultimately indicate through sign language that Flavia would have to do the talking. He thought it better to preserve his strength for the reporters outside.
�It�s all quite simple, really, once you think about it,� she said. Personally, she would have preferred to have gone back to the hotel and thought it out at leisure. It was, after all, not very long since her careful exposition of what had happened had been revealed as a bit wrong. She was thinking furiously to find out why.
�It was two separate cases, operating in parallel. Once you see that, it becomes easy. The problem was that we tended to assume that the two parts � the bust and the murder � were connected.
�Let�s start with the murder of Moresby. As you know, we�ve just arrested his son; we laid a trap by spreading a story about a fictitious tape. Unfortunately, he didn�t fall for it; but he knew that Jonathan Argyll would be here. He followed us, saw Morelli and I leave to get painkillers, and spotted his opportunity to get Jonathan alone. He needed to kill Argyll, but fortunately he was equally keen on staying alive himself.
�Why kill Argyll? Simple. After he left the party at the museum, Jonathan went to eat, then began walking back to his hotel. He must have left the restaurant about forty minutes after the murder, and was crossing a road about ten minutes later. His head was in the clouds as usual, and he was nearly run over.
�As he lives in Rome and constantly dices with death in this fashion anyway, he didn�t pay much attention to it. A minor incident, but he mentioned it to Jack Moresby, to whom he had taken a liking at the party. Typical, he said, to be run over by a truck. A purple one, to boot.
�Moresby, I discover, drives a purple truck, and his alibi for the murder was that he went home and stayed there. And it was clearly damaging if anyone could say they saw him in the area of the museum fifty minutes or so afterwards. What was he doing there? He was sitting on a time bomb. The least comment might forge a connection and that might start people thinking. A small risk, but any at all was too big. So he loosened the brake cable while Argyll was eating at a restaurant in Venice. I always had trouble imagining Anne Moresby under a car with a spanner in her hands. It�s not her style, somehow. Anyway, the result was one broken leg, and he was lucky it wasn�t his neck.�
Argyll glared indignantly at Moresby. Moresby shrugged.
�Prove it,� he said simply.
�Back to the point. How did son kill father, and why? We assumed he had nothing to gain from his father�s death. But he would have had something to gain, if his stepmother was convicted of the murder.
�Criminals cannot benefit from their crimes. If Barclay and Anne Moresby were convicted of conspiracy to murder in order to get their hands on the old man�s money, then she could not inherit. The money would go to the next of kin, which was Jack Moresby. The will didn�t say he was not to get anything, it just left him out. As it was clear his father would never change his mind, it was the only possible way he could ever become the heir.
�The murder of Arthur Moresby had clearly been decided on, and some of it planned, in advance. The day comes more rapidly than Jack anticipates because he discovers that his father is about to set up the trust for the Big Museum. He comes to the party at the museum � the sort of function that ordinarily he would not be seen dead at � to find out what is going on. He discovers, through Argyll and others, that his father plans to finalise the arrangements very soon � Moresby junior needs to act that same night, or wave goodbye to several billion dollars.
�So straight away he starts laying the groundwork. To Argyll, for example, he drops the information about his stepmother having an affair with Barclay, and says his father knows about it��
�But I wasn�t,� Barclay interrupted.
�So you say,� replied Morelli.
�But look��
Flavia raised her voice, lest she lose her tenuous grip on events. �Jack Moresby,� she said, and waited until she had everybody�s attention again. �Overhears di Souza saying he wants Moresby to inspect the bust in Thanet�s office, and spots an opportunity.
�So he leaves, saying goodbye so everyone knows he�s going. Back to his truck, gets the gun, then waits. When di Souza leaves he walks up the stairs to the office, kills his father, then gets in his car and drives home.�
�Hold on, there,� said Thanet, raising a tentative hand in protest. �This is all very interesting, but I don�t think it fits.�
�And why not,� she asked, a little annoyed to be interrupted in mid-peroration.
�Because of the camera. If, as you suggest, Jack decided to kill his father in my office only about half an hour before he did it, how come the camera was knocked out about two hours before? That suggests much more advanced thought.�
�No, it doesn�t,� she said. �I�ll deal with that later. You�ll see. Anyone else have any points they want clearing up?�
Silence.
�Good. Where was I?�
�You�ve just shot Moresby,� Argyll prompted.
�Yes. Anyway, everything else,� she resumed, �happened as the various statements said. Summoned by a call from Arthur Moresby, Barclay makes his way over to the administration block, discovers the body, rushes back to call the police and everybody stands around waiting for them to arrive, except for Langton who, considerate and caring man that he is, goes and makes his phone calls.�
This was a weak spot; Flavia knew it, and so did Jack Moresby. �Yeah, but my alibi,� he said. �Langton called and I was home. Ten minutes after the body was discovered � and the murder can only have been committed a few minutes before that. Because of that call my father made to Barclay.�
Flavia frowned at him, and so did Argyll.
�Of course,� he said. �And if your father had indeed made the phone call to Barclay, then you could not have killed him, because you couldn�t have got home in time to take Langton�s call. But he was already dead by then. You made that call. Easily done, after all. It�s not hard for children to be mistaken for parents � they often have the same accent, mannerisms and intonations. You shot your father, went home, then phoned. The records prove it. The call summoning Barclay came on an external line. Therefore it couldn�t have come from Thanet�s office. Therefore it couldn�t have been your father.�
Flavia looked at him thankfully. A concise explanation, she thought. Nicely put.
�From there on, the police go into action,� Flavia continued calmly, as though she�d been clear on this point all along. �They hear about the trust not being signed; they hear about this affair; they hear that Moresby had been told; they hear he is a vengeful man; they can assume he would not be at all happy; and eventually they find and identify the gun.
�Careful planning has given Anne Moresby and Barclay means, motive and opportunity to kill Moresby. Jack Moresby, seemingly, had none at all.
�The trouble was that it all immediately began to go wrong, because of the missing bust. When the police turn up, one of the first things they discover is the empty case. They assume, reasonably enough, that there is some link between murder and robbery, and everybody wastes a huge amount of time trying to work out what it is. The camera is knocked out too early, as Mr Thanet noted; the bust vanishes. Query, where is Hector di Souza?�
Here again, her narrative was interrupted by a contemptuous snort from Moresby who was leaning back in his seat with a passable smile of amusement. Indeed, he looked very confident; sufficiently so to make Flavia feel uncomfortable. She would have much preferred him to be quivering with fright and offering to make a confession. Evidently he was made of sterner stuff.
�You expect anyone to believe this garbage? You�re planning to take this to a jury?�
She gave him as nasty a look as she could manage, and tried to resume her story. But she was feeling rattled; this was so far an exercise in creative speculation, undertaken in the hope that something would turn up in time so that they wouldn�t be forced to let Moresby go. She, as well as anyone, was aware that the evidence so far wasn�t that good. It wouldn�t even stand in Italy, let alone in America. What was worse, Moresby clearly realised this as well.
�For reasons which need not detain us here, we have already established that the bust was not stolen, and that the appearance of a theft was a scheme by Langton to unseat Thanet and enrich himself in the process.�
This was the stage at which Langton joined Jack Moresby in scowling ferociously and sniffing contemptuously.
�It wasn�t difficult for Langton to work out what was going on. Clearly, Jack Moresby wanted police attention to focus on his stepmother, and equally obviously Hector di Souza was going to be prime suspect.�
�Very flattering,� Langton commented drily. �Although I must say I don�t see how I�m so clever if the combined resources of two police forces had such trouble.�
�Firstly,� she replied tartly, �because you knew the bust business was mere piffle. Secondly, because you were outside the museum, captured on the camera, at the time when Moresby went over to the office and when Jack Moresby must have left. Jonathan used to sit on the same lump of marble for his smoke as well. If he could see all comings and goings in the administrative block very clearly, so could you.�
�Prove it,� he said. Jack Moresby gave him an understanding smirk.
�Langton saw Jack Moresby leave the administrative block, and was smart enough to realise what was going on,� she continued doggedly. �He also knew that the existence of di Souza meant it was going to go wrong. That is to say, Hector di Souza was going to be the main suspect. It had also dawned on him that Hector knew more about this bust than he�d thought.
�What about Hector? Somehow he knows that whatever is in that case, it isn�t the bust he once owned in 1951. Old Moresby, I imagine, tells him to go back to Rome and get the proof. He has no love of di Souza but this looks like a fraud by a close associate. Hector runs back to the hotel and prepares to leave, booking himself on a two a.m. plane.
�Both Langton and Jack Moresby have a great interest in getting di Souza out of the way. Killing Hector meant that he couldn�t say what he knew about the bust and also that Anne Moresby and Barclay would again become the main suspects.�
More speculation, of course. Any lawyer would make mincemeat of it.
�In essence, I suspect the telephone conversation said either you will be arrested or di Souza will be; but certainly neither Mrs Moresby nor Barclay will come under suspicion unless you do something fast. Will you confirm that, Mr Langton?�
�No,� said he uncooperatively. He and Moresby exchanged comradely smiles. Flavia ploughed on.
�Hector meanwhile, not knowing old Moresby is already dead, is packing his bags in a hurry � leaving the room in an uncharacteristic mess � and preparing to leave. Jack Moresby, alerted by Langton, calls di Souza, hears he is going to leave the country and offers to take him to the airport. Any favour for a friend of his father�s. Especially in the circumstances. He drives like fury to get to the hotel before the police arrive, and is in such a hurry that he almost runs over Argyll near the hotel. Di Souza is probably dead within the hour, and buried in the patch of waste ground within two.
�The trouble for Moresby is that di Souza�s disappearance merely convinces the police even more that di Souza is their man. A heavy hint is required. So he plants the gun near the body and phones the police to tell them where it is.
�Obvious, really. Whoever heard of any sensible murderer leaving an identifiable gun by the side of the victim? But at long last, and after much prodding, the police take the hint.
�Everything is coming along swimmingly. Moresby dead, di Souza converted into evidence against Anne Moresby, the bust safely vanished, with the police in Italy daily increasing their estimate of its importance. And, I imagine, a tacit understanding between young Moresby and Langton that in return for silence he will continue to fund the museum with Langton as director. Or maybe it�s just a cash deal.
�And just to be on the safe side, Langton heads back to Italy as quickly as possible in case Moresby decides to dispose of another possible witness. As long as he is immune from attack, Moresby will have to keep to his side of the bargain.
�Perfect and delightful. But it all slowly comes unpicked. How? Firstly because the attempt to kill Jonathan fails and my arrival means that he hangs around rather than taking the first plane back to Italy as any sensible accident victim threatened with being sued should.�
Moresby had kept calm throughout this narrative, and seemed barely perturbed. �Entrapment,� he said. �Won�t get very far on that without anything else. And you don�t have much else, to my way of thinking. I may have stolen the gun, but you have to prove it. I may have nearly run Argyll over, but again you have to prove it. I may have imitated my father, but so might someone else. There are lots of trucks painted all sorts of colours in Los Angeles. I may have tried to kill Argyll, but the cable might have come loose on its own. I may have killed my father, but I may not. A bit flimsy.�
�And this evening?�
�I was invited, got here early. Walked through the door and was kicked in the stomach.�
�Carrying a gun?�
�Lots of people in Los Angeles carry a gun.�
Morelli�s frown by this stage was clearly caused by more than his tooth. His anxious glance at Flavia indicated that he was seriously concerned that his case was falling to pieces. He was sure that Moresby had tried to kill Argyll; and that Argyll had little choice but to hit him first; but it undoubtedly weakened the case. A serious provable attempted murder would have been so much more satisfactory, however distressing Argyll might personally have found it.
�And now, I think, I�ll go home,� Moresby continued with quiet confidence. �If you�ll undo my handcuffs. And I wouldn�t take the risk of harassing me any more. There are laws about that, and I reckon my lawyer will be telling you about them tomorrow morning.�
If it hadn�t been so risky, Morelli might have ground his teeth in frustration. Moresby was right; they�d have to let him go, sooner or later. He even started, reluctantly, to fumble in his pocket to get out the keys.
�What the hell have you done to my house?� came an outraged voice from the door. They looked up and saw a red-faced Streeter standing, open-mouthed and surveying the devastation. It was, indeed, a bit of a mess; the lawn had been churned up by cars driving over it and policemen marching up and down; much of the crockery had been broken in Argyll�s self-defence exercise; the doors were not on nearly as securely as previously; the furniture had been disarranged, books and furnishings all over the place.
Even before he�d parked his car, a neighbour had marched up and protested.
�Mr Streeter,� said Morelli, glad of the distraction. �You�re late.�
�Of course I�m late. You could work that out for yourself, couldn�t you? Obviously, I couldn�t come before Thanet.�
Morelli squinted in the attempt to understand what he meant.
�What are you talking about?�
�I had to wait until he left his office. I couldn�t just walk in and take it with him there.�
�Take what?�
�The tape.�
�What tape?�
�The one you asked me to bring. From Thanet�s office.�
A long silence, as Morelli, Flavia and Argyll all shook their heads in disbelief.
�You mean to tell us that you were tapping his office?�
�Of course; I don�t know how you found out. I put it in several months ago; I have grave concerns about some financial matters��
�But why the hell didn�t you say this before?�
�Well, it was illegal,� he said, lamely and unconvincingly.
�I don�t believe this,� Morelli said thickly through the painkiller. �Are you really such a�Oh, what�s it matter? What�s on this tape, then?�
Streeter, with some considerable air of self-importance, handed it over.
�I should say�� he began, but Morelli waved him to silence.
�Shut up, Streeter,� he said as he borrowed a Walkman from a patrolman, stuck the earphones in his ears and listened. The silence was interminable, and Morelli didn�t help alleviate the tension by the way he occasionally snickered, grinned, frowned, and looked at members of the museum with suspicion, disapproval and a hint of scornful malice. Evidently it was an interesting tape. Eventually he switched it off, pulled out the earphones, and looked around with an air of profound satisfaction.
�Right,� he said cheerfully to two policemen standing in the corner. �Take him off and charge him with the murder of his father. That�ll do for the time being. We can add di Souza later. And him� � here he pointed at Langton � �you can book for attempted fraud and conspiracy to commit murder.�

Getting Moresby out of the house and into a police car took longer than it should. He didn�t want to go, and he was a big man. Overcoming his reluctance took an awful lot of pushing and shoving from the police, but it was clearly work they enjoyed. Eventually Moresby exited, pursued by a television crew.
�Why are you charging me with murder?� Langton asked with understandable alarm when attention finally turned to him. �I didn�t do anything to anybody.�
�That�s the law. That�s the way it is.�
�This is ridiculous. You can�t prove anything.�
�If you were defrauding Moresby about the bust then all the rest follows naturally.�
�If,� he replied. �But I stand by my story. I bought it from di Souza, and di Souza stole it, as far as I�m concerned. You can�t prove that case was empty.�
Flavia smiled sweetly. �Oh, yes we can.�
�How?� he said scornfully.
�Because we know where the bust is.�
�Do you?�
�Yes.�
�Where?�
�Still in Italy. And, of course, we�ve arrested Collins.�
�But in return for a co-operative attitude�� said Morelli, striking while the iron was hot.
Langton thought it over. �Do you think I can have a talk with you for a moment, Detective?�
He and Morelli went into the kitchen to discuss matters. Despite the rather strained circumstances, Langton clearly entered into the spirit of the occasion. Once a dealer, always a dealer; it gets into the bloodstream. And he evidently believed that, once you had reached a decision, you should go ahead with it as quickly as possible. As the bargaining went on, voices were raised, both of them flounced about, positions were stated, withdrawals were made.
And the upshot was that Langton would testify about seeing Jack Moresby leave the administrative block, that he would give full details of the phone call that led to the death of di Souza and would refund the two million dollars that he had absentmindedly transferred into a bank account in Switzerland.
In return Morelli would do his best to arrange matters so that the court looked sympathetically on his genuine sense of remorse and contrition and would not overstress the argument that Langton had incited Moresby to murder di Souza. Jail was likely, but not for very long. All very satisfactory.
While this was going on, Thanet and Barclay were in another corner, staring out of the window and also doing a certain amount of hard bargaining. They suddenly had a lot to talk about.
�I�m glad to hear about the Bernini,� Thanet said, crossing the room with a satisfied look on his face. �Now we won�t have the embarrassment of having to send it back.�
�No. But you can send di Souza back if you want,� Argyll said. �It is the very least you can do, in the circumstances.�
�I suppose we should. I�m sure Barclay will oblige with the money. We don�t have a penny at the moment. Not until this is all settled.�
�You�re not going to have a penny, anyway, settled or not,� Anne Moresby chipped in from her lonely position on the sofa. �I�m still going to close you down.� Despite being saved from innumerable years in jail by the efforts of others, the experience did not seem to have softened her much.
Oddly, the remark did not have the usual effect on Thanet�s demeanour. He looked at her with interest, then glanced at Barclay.
�I don�t know that this is a wise move, Mrs Moresby,� Barclay said.
�Why not?� she asked.
�Because of the circumstances. If you go to law over this, the museum will fight. There is a more than fair chance that it will win.�
�It doesn�t have a leg to stand on.�
�I think that if it came out in court how you persuaded your lover to bug Mr Thanet�s office to get material for blackmail��
Morelli and Flavia exchanged glances. Streeter? Well, why not. She was having an affair, they were old college friends, she had got him a job, he was useful as a spy in place. No wonder he�d looked so upset when the subject was raised the other day. Another mistake, they thought simultaneously. Anne Moresby looked furious and Streeter had an air of almost childish sheepishness about him.
�Go on,� she said.
�Mr Thanet has made a suggestion��
�Which is?�
�A billion to the museum and the rest to you. Even you should be able to rub along on that. And you give up your place as a museum trustee.�
A silence greeted this remark.
�You�ll abandon the Big Museum?� she asked eventually.
Thanet nodded regretfully. �No choice, really. Not much you can do with a billion these days.�
�Well, at least that�s a blow for sanity.�
She thought carefully, calculating risks, costs and options. Then she nodded. �OK. Done.� Also a decisive person.
Thanet smiled, and so did Barclay. Both were highly concerned that their role in the income tax affair should be kept under wraps. This seemed the best way of doing it. Admittedly, preserving their careers had just cost Anne Moresby a fortune she would otherwise have undoubtedly won, but nothing�s cheap these days.
�Get it settled as quickly as possible,� she went on. �Then I can wash my hands of the entire place.�
�That will take time, of course,� Barclay said, thinking of his fees.
�Which, I�m afraid, is the other thing I have to say,� Thanet added apologetically, his face looking concerned once more.
�What�s that?� Argyll asked, as the statement seemed to be addressed to him.
�Money. It�s all frozen, you see.�
�Pardon?�
�Until the estate is settled. It�s held by administrators. We can�t get at it too easily.�
�So?�
�So, I�m sorry to say that we won�t be able to buy your Titian. No way of paying for it. I�m afraid we�ll have to cancel the deal.�
�What!�
�It�s off. We don�t want it. Or rather, we do, of course, naturally, but can�t afford it. Not at the moment.�
�You don�t want that Titian?� Argyll said, astonishment growing as understanding seeped in.
Thanet nodded apologetically, hoping he wasn�t about to be thumped.
�I know it will set back your career��
Argyll nodded. �Certainly will,� he said.
�And I know your employer won�t be at all happy��
�No. Indeed not. He�ll be most upset.�
�We will of course pay a cancellation fee, as per the contract. When we get some money again.�
�That�s kind of you,� he said, feeling strangely elated.
�And I�d be happy to explain things to Sir Edward Byrnes and the owner, so that there is no misunderstand��
�No!� Argyll said sharply. �Absolutely not. Don�t you explain anything. Leave that to me.�
Then, overcome, he gripped Thanet�s hand and pumped it up and down. There is a lot to be said for having decisions taken out of your hands. It is so much easier to accept the inevitable without regret or doubt. �Thank you,� he said to the bewildered director. �You�ve taken a great weight off my mind.�
�Really?� Thanet said cautiously.
�Yes, indeed. Of course, I have made a proper mess of this��
�You didn�t mess it up,� Thanet said, trying to console.
�Oh, yes I did. Dreadful. What a waste of time.�
�Well, I really wouldn�t go that far��
�Of course you would. And Byrnes will think, do I really want someone like that running my gallery? Much better to have that fellow in Vienna. He may be boring, but at least he�s reliable. Don�t you think?�
Thanet had given up by now, and just stared at him blankly.
�So I�ll just have to rot away in Rome. Unemployed, homeless, no money, and the market in a mess. How awful.� And beamed happily.
Flavia had watched all this with interest. It is not everyone who watches their careers disintegrating with such contentment. And the fact that she understood perfectly why he was so happy made her come over all funny.
Sentimentality apart, though, it did seem a high price to pay for her company. Flattering though it was. Argyll�s trouble was his lack of finesse. He often missed a neat flourish because he was, essentially, much too nice to be really determined.
So she thought she�d provide that extra touch herself. As a mark of affection.
�Of course, in six months� time you might come along and decide you want that Titian, after all,� she said gently. �For a bit more than you offered this time, taking into account all Jonathan�s time and trouble. Risking life and limb to save your museum, and all that.�
Thanet agreed this might be possible, but privately doubted it. Six months was a long time in the future. Amazing what you could forget. It was not as if he ever wanted the picture in the first place.
�But it would have to be with no funny business this time,� she continued, half talking to herself. �I mean, no income tax fiddles. Jonathan here has his reputation with Sir Edward to think about. Did you know that people say Byrnes is the only honest dealer in the business? Hates shady stuff. If he ever heard of any of this�I mean, he�s the sort of person who just might tell the IRS, just to safeguard his good name. It is the IRS, isn�t it?�
Thanet nodded thoughtfully. IRS it was. And the last thing he needed now was to be hauled over the coals by them. The very thought of those flinty-eyed hatchet men going through the books made him shudder. It might give Anne Moresby fresh ideas as well. So, recognising an in-built transitional overhead cost when he saw one, he nodded.
�Ten per cent over the original price?� he suggested.
�Fifteen,� Flavia corrected gravely.
�Fifteen, then.�
�Plus a ten per cent cancellation cost now, to go direct to Jonathan.�
Thanet bowed in agreement.
�Plus interest, of course.�
Thanet opened his mouth to protest, then decided it wasn�t worth the effort. Flavia was smiling charmingly at him, but he could see her eyes glinting with what looked like a very nasty combination of merriment and determination. She was, he decided, perfectly capable of paying a visit to the IRS before she left the country.
�Very well, then. I think we understand each other. Is this satisfactory, Mr Argyll?�
Argyll, standing there and feeling that life�s infinite variety was too kaleidoscopic this evening, could do little more than indicate that it seemed just about OK.
�By the way,� Flavia continued absently. �Who is going to keep an eye on the market in Europe for you? Now that Langton seems unlikely to be in any position to keep his finger on the pulse, so to speak?�
Thanet was getting used to her now, and could see where she was heading. So he stood, feeling resigned, and waited for it.
�You really need an agent, just to keep you informed. Nothing permanent, or full-time, simply someone to be your eyes and ears on the continent. On a retainer basis. Don�t you think?�
Thanet nodded, and sighed.
�Indeed,� he said, giving way gracefully. �And I was rather hoping that Mr Argyll��
�Eh? Oh, yes,� said he. �Delighted. Delighted. Anything to help.�

�Drink,� Morelli said after everyone had finally gone. He�d sneaked them out of the back and into his car, over the fence and across the neighbour�s garden so the waiting press didn�t see them. Pity about the neighbour�s cactus collection, though. It would take years before Streeter won communal forgiveness. But then he probably wouldn�t be living there much longer.
�You shouldn�t. Not with all that junk in your bloodstream.�
�I know. But I need one. And I owe you one.�
A dingy bar, full of dingier people. Very nice.
�Your health,� he said from behind a beer.
�Salute,� she replied, raising the glass. �Pretty odd about Streeter tapping the office after all. Sneaky little sod.�
�Yes, interesting, that. Another example of museum politics at work.�
�How so?�
�Well,� the detective began, �as you heard, he was Anne Moresby�s lover. More than anyone he knew the Moresbys weren�t a tender loving couple, and he suspected that Anne was behind the shooting somehow. Naturally, he was concerned that she not be arrested, so he did his best to keep what he assumed would be incriminating evidence under wraps.
�The trouble was that we started going after her anyway, and then all this business of the lover as accomplice came up. Streeter wasn�t in the camera�s view at the time of the murder, he knew that Anne Moresby had a perfect alibi and began to think that he was being set up.
�So he swapped sides. Instead of trying to protect her, he decided to incriminate her before she got him. Any indecision vanished when Argyll suggested he produce his tape. He thought Argyll had discovered it really existed. I�m not too sure who was more dimwitted, him or us.�
�If you think about it, none of them are exactly paragons, are they?� Argyll said. �I mean, tax fiddles, murder, fraud, adultery, theft, framing each other for crimes, eavesdropping, firing people. They deserve each other, I reckon.�
There was a long pause as they considered this. Then Morelli smiled at the thought, and raised his glass once more. �My thanks. I don�t know whether we would have got him eventually without your help. Maybe we would. But your comment about the bust made Langton tell all. How did you find out where it was?�
She shrugged. �I didn�t. I haven�t a clue.�
�None?�
�Not the foggiest. I made it up. I wanted to annoy him.�
�In that case it was lucky.�
�Not really. After all, not much depended on it. You could convict Moresby on the taped evidence alone.�
Morelli shook his head. �Maybe, but every bit helps.�
�What were you grinning at when you were listening to that tape, by the way?�
The American gurgled with sheer pleasure. �I told you we thought Thanet was carrying on with his secretary?�
Flavia nodded.
�Well, he was. In his office. Very passionate. I was just thinking how much I will enjoy myself when that tape is presented at the trial and is played to the entire courtroom.�
Argyll looked at them both with a rueful grin. �This hasn�t been a very impressive display, has it?�
�How do you mean?�
�We pointed the finger at the wrong murderer three times. We got Anne Moresby�s lover wrong. Someone tried to murder me and I didn�t even notice. Out of all of them Moresby was the only one I thought was basically OK. We invented a theft that didn�t happen, and in the end only have a chance of getting a conviction because Streeter completely misunderstood me and Flavia told a whopping lie to Langton. And we still don�t know what happened to that bust.�
Morelli nodded contentedly. �A textbook case,� he said.
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Hector di Souza was buried twice; once after a requiem Mass in Santa Maria sopra Minerva with full choir, dozens of attendants � including a real cardinal archbishop, the sort he�d always had a weakness for � and more cloth-of-gold vestments than you could shake a stick at. Friends, colleagues and enemies turned up in full force, dressed in their best, and the incense was burned like it was going out of fashion. Hector would have loved it. The march to the grave was appropriately solemn, the grave itself suitably verdant and the requiem dinner afterwards agreeably fine. No gravestone, yet. Enormously expensive, gravestones.
The second time he was buried in the accounts of the Moresby Museum; Argyll sent them a combined bill for transporting di Souza and his antiquities back to Italy and he heard no more of the matter. The beechwood coffin with brass trimmings got lost under the heading of post and packing for unwanted goods and the Mass went down as administrative expenses. All true, in a way, but not exactly poetic.
However sneaky they may have been in the past, the jolt of recent events seemed to reform the museum somewhat. The removal of Langton, and Streeter�s decision to develop his consultancy on a more full-time basis lightened Samuel Thanet�s universe to such an extent that he became almost obliging. Certainly, as far as Argyll was concerned, the director kept his word; Argyll got a cheque for his cancellation fee and a post-dated contract for the Titian within a fortnight. He and Byrnes came to an arrangement regarding future commissions and thankfully put aside any thought of his returning to England. And, within three months, the cheques for his retainer started arriving with commendable regularity. Not big, by the standards of art dealing, but more than sufficient to live off and have money left over.
There was a problem of accommodation, of course; the housing shortage in Rome has been chronic since the days of the Renaissance popes and there is no sign of that changing before the end of the next millennium. In the end, he lodged with Flavia until he got organised. But the practical solution was largely disingenuous; both were primarily concerned to see what happened. To their mutual amazement, the arrangement worked extraordinarily well and he eventually gave up even the pretence of looking for anything of his own. Domestically speaking, she was a complete pig, having developed not a single housewifely skill in her entire life, but that was OK; Argyll was not exactly houseproud either.
Domestic matters sorted out, Flavia got back to work with a vengeance and a cheery insouciance that made Bottando both relieved at the change and complacent about his original diagnosis of her ill humour. Among more routine matters, she interrogated Collins at the Borghese, took a statement from him about his involvement with Langton, got him to admit burgling Alberghi, picked up the other oddments he�d stolen from his flat, sent them back to their rightful owner � together with a stern recommendation that he look after them this time � and packed the young and foolish man off to California for a little chat with Morelli. For her own part she persuaded Bottando not to bring any charges against him. No point in being vindictive; it just created paperwork and she doubted whether he�d ever do the like again. Not in Italy, anyway; not with a passport stamped like that.
And then it was truffle season, one of the highlights of any thinking person�s year. Black ones, white ones, and spotted ones. Cut thin and scattered as liberally as you can afford over fresh pasta. Worth travelling several hundred miles for, so you can eat them fresh. And to one restaurant in particular, which is so good that it appears in no guides, no gazettes and is scarcely known to anyone outside the Umbrian hilltown where it has been seducing tastebuds for a generation.
Flavia was even reluctant to tell Argyll where it was, but he got the information out of her eventually, and he decided that it was time to celebrate his return to full mobility by taking her to lunch. And en route, she had the brainwave of what to get him for his birthday. He was thirty-one and beginning to feel his age. It is the time of life when even the most optimistic get their first glimpse of senile decay looming up over the horizon.
A fine lunch of truffles, mushrooms and Frascati did something to reconcile him to the vale of tears through which he was passing at such alarming speed, however, and he was in a much more benevolent mood by the time he loaded himself into the passenger seat of Flavia�s car and they set off erratically on the road once more.
True to his Californian decision, he not only refrained from criticising the speed at which she drove, he even managed to avoid flinching every time she overtook. But as far as he could see there was no absolute ban on asking where they were going, even if it was a surprise.
She just smiled, and kept on driving. Only as they swept on to the road to Gubbio did he begin to have an inkling and even then he kept his conclusions to himself. It would be a pity to spoil it by guessing.
He was right though; she parked near the main square, led the way down the side streets and knocked on a door. Signora Borunna answered, and smiled as Flavia apologised for disturbing them.
The smile was not as gentle as before; rather there was a sad tinge about it which she found disconcerting. But they were invited in and Flavia explained that she wanted to take up the offer of a piece of sculpture. To buy, of course.
�I�m sure Alceo would be honoured, my dear,� she said quietly. �I shall go this minute and find him. He�s in the caf� up the road.�
She walked to the door and then hesitated.
�Signorina, please,� she said, turning round to face them. �I need to ask you something.�
�By all means,� she replied, a little puzzled by the woman�s manner.
�It�s Alceo, you see. He�s not been the same � since he heard about poor Hector. He feels, well, he feels a little guilty.�
�Why on earth should he feel guilty?� Flavia asked, even more surprised.
�Well, that�s it, you see. I was wondering if you would listen to him. Tell him he did nothing wrong. I know it was unforgivable, but it was with the very best intentions��
�Signora, I don�t understand a word of what you�re saying.�
�I know. But it would be good if Alceo would unburden himself. And if you could find it in your heart to forgive him��
�I can�t imagine what there is to forgive. I�ll gladly listen, though.�
She nodded, apparently reassured, and went off to fetch her husband. While she was gone Argyll slowly went round examining the man�s handiwork. They were, he said, wonderful. Even though they were new, he would love one of these. And what a marvellous present, he added, giving her an appreciatory squeeze.
�I wish I knew what�s got into Signora Borunna,� she said as Argyll held up a madonna and indicated that his life would be complete if he were to be given that. �Seemed such a jolly person last time I was here.�
�Soon find out,� he replied as the door opened once more and the pair of them came in, the wife leading and the sculptor dragging in behind.
Borunna was greatly changed; grey and haggard, he looked as though he had aged a decade in a couple of months. He now looked old, and didn�t look happy. The tranquil contentment had vanished.
Flavia had been brought up to believe that telling people in their seventies that they looked awful was insensitive, so she confined herself to greeting him cautiously and introducing Argyll. She omitted to mention the madonna; that would have to wait until later. But what exactly was she meant to say to him?
Fortunately Borunna helped her out. Eyes cast down, he slumped into a battered armchair, took a deep breath and began for her.
�I suppose you want a full confession,� he said heavily.
Both of them were completely bemused by now. So she sat down and decided it would be best not to say anything at all.
He took that as agreement and began again. �Well, I�m glad. Especially now. I�ve felt so dreadful since I heard about Hector being killed. I should have told you everything then. But I wanted to protect him, you see. When I think I could have saved him��
�Perhaps you ought to start at the beginning?� Flavia prompted, hoping that this would enable her to make some sense of it.
�I was only acting for the best,� he said. �I knew that Hector would lose the bust, but compared to being put in jail, or deported, that seemed to be getting off lightly. I thought he�d approve, you see. And he would have done, if I hadn�t made such a fearful mess. I provoked him, you see. It was my viciousness that caused all this.�
�And how, exactly, was that? In your own words, that is,� she said, looking up for inspiration at Signora Borunna.
He sighed heavily, rubbed his eyes, thought long and deeply and eventually brought himself to begin his tale. �Hector came round to our house when he got back from the Swiss border. He was in a dreadful state. Absolutely panicked. His life was coming to an end, he said. The bust had been confiscated, he�d already spent the money he�d been paid for it, he would be prosecuted for smuggling.�
�This is 1951, you mean? Right?�
�Of course.�
�Just making sure. Carry on.�
�He was worried that was just the beginning. What if they searched out where it had come from? I reminded him that he�d claimed to have bought it at a sale. He had, he told me. But he didn�t know how it got into the sale in the first place. What if it had been stolen? He didn�t know, but he knew who was going to get any blame.
�It took us an entire evening to calm him down. He was completely distraught. Never, he said, would he do anything so stupid again.
�It looked as though he wasn�t going to get away with it. About a week later he received two letters. One was from the Borghese saying that their examination of the bust was complete, they were convinced it was genuine and would he come round to discuss it. Another from the police, saying that papers in his case had been passed on to the public prosecutor�s office which would inform him in due course of any action to be taken. That, as you know, meant that some action would be taken.
�Hector was crazy with worry. And, to be frank, he was driving us crazy as well. He was not a bad man, you see. If he�d been a real crook he would have handled it much better. He was careless and got caught out, that was all.
�I felt sorry for him. We both did, my wife and I. She was particularly keen that we try and help him. They were such good, old friends. Then I got the idea��
Here he lapsed into an introspective and depressed silence again. Flavia sat impassively, waiting for him to come out of it and continue the story.
He did eventually, looking at her properly for the first time with an almost defiant look.
�It was a good idea. I went to the local library and found a picture of the bronze copy of the bust in Copenhagen��
�So that was how you knew about that,� she said, speaking for almost the first time.
�Yes, that�s right. And I studied it carefully, and made drawings. Dozens of them. Then I went to my workshop in the Vatican.
�I didn�t have much time, so the workmanship was not my best, but it was passable. I used old fragments of marble that were left over from a job we�d done repairing bomb damage. In three days I had enough to pass muster. I made an appointment at the Borghese and went round, with my notepad and my fragments.
�I was shown into the office of a little man in the museum. I must say, I didn�t like him. One of those cold, arrogant, snobbish little men you come across sometimes. The sort who rhapsodise about sculpture but sneer at sculptors. I was a communist in those days, and perhaps a bit more sensitive to these things. It made me all the more determined, especially when it came out that he was the man who�d been assessing Hector�s Bernini.
�So I ask him, �Are you finished?�
��Oh, indeed,� says he.
��And what do you think?�
��I don�t see how it concerns you. But, if you�re interested, it�s a very fine piece. One of The Master�s best early works. It would have been scandalous had it been lost to the country.�
��I�m sure Hector didn�t mean��
��Signor di Souza is a scoundrel and a crook,� he says, in a nasty tone. �And I intend to ensure personally that he pays the price. I had a word with the prosecutor only this morning, and he is in full agreement. This sort of behaviour must be stamped out. An exemplary punishment will warn others.�
�So you could see, that it didn�t look good for Hector at all. This man was out to get him. I hated him, I must confess. There he was, all sleek and well-dressed. He didn�t have to search around for food or worry where the next meal was coming from. He, with his family and his connections and his money, didn�t have to concern himself with making a living. And he was so sure of himself. So self-righteous.
��You�re impressed by the bust, then?� I ask him.
��Yes,� he replies. �Bernini has been my life�s work, and I have never seen a better example.�
�So I say: �Well, I�m flattered. Thank you. I must say I was pleased as well. Though I say it myself.�
��What do you mean?�
��What do you think I mean? I sculpted that bust. Me. In my workshop. It�s not Bernini at all.�
�Now, that rattled him good and proper. But he wasn�t having it. �You?� he says with a nasty sneer in his voice. �A common labourer? You expect me to believe a cock-and-bull story like that.�
��Common labourer I may be,� I say, proper mad now. �But an uncommon sculptor, if I might say so. Good enough, it seems, to make a fool out of a man who�s spent his life studying The Master, as you put it.�
�You see, signorina, I�d all but forgotten Hector by now. I didn�t like being called a common labourer. Originally I just wanted to get him to leave Hector alone. But now, I was determined to humiliate him. He still didn�t believe me, so I whip out my drawings, and show them to him. Then I bring out my little pieces. A nose, an ear, a chin. You know. Practice pieces, I say. To get it just right on the finished marble.
�You could see him getting uncertain, all his arrogance draining away. He looked at the drawings � I�m a good draughtsman � then at the lumps of stone I�d carved, and you could see him worrying. Maybe, he was thinking. Just maybe. You must remember what turmoil the art world was in. It wasn�t long since the Van Meegeren business in Holland, where the greatest experts had authenticated the most awful fakes. And everyone had a good laugh at their expense. This Alberghi man was not the sort to take a joke.
�So I ploughed on with my story. I did my very best to convince him that I�d made the bust for Hector to sell to a foolish collector in Switzerland, who thought it was a great bargain. There was nothing illegal in it; you didn�t need a permit to export modern works. And then the Borghese comes in and authenticates it. Thank you very much, says I. Greatly increased in value now, I tell him. Hector will be pleased.
�This was where I went too far, wanting to rub his nose in it. He snaps his head up and says, �What?�
�And I say, �Well, in the letter you wrote to Hector you say it�s genuine. So, a bust with an authentication by you��
��You will not use that letter�� he says, furiously.
�And I smirk at him. �Try and stop us,� I say. �I will,� he replies.
�So he calls a guard from the museum, and they go into the next room. Where the Bernini was. The first time I�d seen it, and it really was beautiful. Everything Alberghi and Hector said was true. Obviously the real thing. I could tell, just by looking. A lovely, lovely piece��
He stopped again for a while before restarting, clearly hating every word that he uttered.
�Anyway, Alberghi gestures at the bust, and tells the guard to pick it up. He does, even though it�s heavy, and Alberghi leads the way out. They go all the way through the museum, out to the back, to a little courtyard where some builders are doing work, and the guard puts it on the ground. I followed after them, you see. And Alberghi goes up to a workman, and takes a heavy sledgehammer from him. It was before I could do anything to stop him, you see��
�What happened?�
�What do you think? He hit it just once, with enormous force. Right on the head. The blow spread straight through the marble, and the entire bust broke into pieces. A dozen, maybe more, and hundreds of shards. Irreparable damage. I just looked at what he�d done, and Alberghi threw the sledgehammer down and came up to me.
��Well, sculptor,� he says, all the nastiness back in his voice. �So much for that. That�s what you get if you try to pull a fast one on me. Now take your work and go.�
�And he dusted off his hands and walked off. If I hadn�t goaded him, it might never have occurred to him to destroy it. I don�t know why I did it. I collected a few fragments, the least damaged bits, but there was nothing to be done with them.�
There was a long pause, during which Borunna didn�t feel like talking and Flavia could think of nothing to say.
�How very unfortunate,� Argyll put in rather lamely. Borunna glanced at him.
�Unfortunate? Yes. But the trouble is��
�Yes?�
�I don�t know how to tell you. You�ll think I�m a monster��
�Just try us.�
�I felt happy.�
�Happy?�
�Yes. When that sledgehammer came down and that beautiful work was smashed into pieces, I was exultant. Triumphant. I can�t explain it. I�ve felt guilty about it ever since.�
He looked at her as though she could confer some form of absolution for his feeling. Which she felt unable to offer.
�And Hector wasn�t prosecuted?�
�Oh, no. There were no charges. Alberghi thought that any defence would have involved saying the bust was a copy and that could have made him a laughing-stock. Hector still had the letter. So all Hector heard was that the bust had been confiscated. And that was it.�
�And you never told him?�
�How could I? It would have broken his heart. I was destroyed by it. And Maria said it was best forgotten. So I forgot it all, until you turned up. I should have told you everything then. But as I knew that the bust in America couldn�t be genuine, I assumed Hector had been forging again. But if I had said something, at least he would still be alive.�
�Is that what worries you most?�
He nodded.
�Well, you can set your mind at rest there,� she said gently. �By the time I saw you he was already dead.�
�I think he did know,� Argyll added. �It was why he wanted to examine the bust. And that was why he was killed, in fact. If he hadn�t known, he would never have insisted on talking to Moresby alone, and wouldn�t have been in the way. He was going to come back to Italy to get you to corroborate what had happened.�
�But how could he possibly have known��
Flavia glanced up, beyond Borunna, and saw his wife, framed in the doorway. She remembered everything she�d heard. Di Souza�s reputation as a bit of a womaniser. The younger woman alone with him while her older husband was off working. How he had got to know di Souza through his wife, how the sculptor often came home and found them together, how they were so close, how she was so keen that Hector be helped out of trouble. And she understood perfectly why Borunna had felt so happy when he had seen Hector�s head smashed into bits by that sledgehammer. Perfectly natural.
And she also saw the look of fright on the old lady�s face that she might bring it all up, and remembered the look of sadness and devotion when she�d said how worried she was about her Alceo�s fit of depression.
�He must have found out through contacts in the Borghese,� she said hastily. �I don�t know when, but as far as I can see he dealt with the blow well enough. He certainly didn�t seem to bear you any grudge.�
�So you don�t think my not telling you made any difference?�
�None at all,� said Flavia robustly. �If that�s all that�s worrying you then you can put your mind at rest. Even the little you told me was crucial and the full story wouldn�t have made the slightest difference. I confess it�s a shock to find out about the bust, but it was a long time ago. What happened to the bits?�
Borunna was reluctantly and slowly coming out of his gloom, encouraged along by her reassuring comments. Full rehabilitation would take some time, and the ministrations of a doting wife. Still, he at least began the process of coming back to normality. The bits of the bust, he said, were in a box down in his workshop by the cathedral. If they wanted to see them, he�d show them. But only after they had selected and taken a piece of his carving.
�From both of us,� his wife added. �With our thanks.�
As Argyll had already made up his mind, and Flavia was more than happy with the choice, that bit was easy. So, clutching the madonna wrapped in a piece of old newspaper, and with the old couple holding hands like a pair of adolescents, they walked slowly through the narrow streets to the workyard.
The box was covered in drawings and tools and a thick layer of dust, the lid was formidably heavy, and the contents were covered by old sheets. But underneath them all was the source of their recent problems. One by one, Borunna pulled them out and laid them on a bench, organising them to show how the bust had looked.
Most of the face was there, but he was certainly correct in saying that the piece was irreparable. About half had vanished, and much of the rest was badly chipped.
All four of them looked at it in silence for some time.
�What a pity,� Flavia said, a statement so self-evident that it needed little comment from the others.
�The trouble is I�ve never known what to do with it. It would be criminal just to throw the pieces away, but I don�t know what else to do.�
They stared a while longer, and Argyll got the glimmerings of an idea. Properly set in an upright piece of marble, the face would look almost unblemished. If restored by an expert. A nice bit of lettering�
�Do you still want to make some apology to Hector?� he asked.
Borunna shrugged. A bit late now, he said, but yes. How?
Argyll held the face up until it glinted in the autumn light.
�Don�t you think this could be turned into a wonderful gravestone?�
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