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To Jo, who makes dreams come true




Prologue

Left to his own devices, Casey would have spent that Sunday lazing by the pool, and death would never have cast its shadow across his day.

It was the third of their four-day stay in Capri, which was supposed to be the ‘rest and recuperate’ leg of their Italian tour, with the rigours of Vesuvius and Pompeii behind them, but Rome and Florence and their sites of historical ‘interest’ to come. Shortly after breakfast, however, Tanya had announced she was bored and demanded a shake-up in their routine … something, anything, she really didn’t care. A walking tour of Roman ruins had been tabled, and, lying on his sun lounger, Casey was still congratulating himself on having suggested they hire a scooter and hit the beaches instead, when the speedboat puttered slowly into the crystalline shallows and the surly-looking Italian at the wheel started trying to engage the assembled tourists in turn. Casey had already begun to raise his hand to make the universal sign for ‘Thanks, but no thanks’, when Tanya put down her book and called out a query. A five-minute stand-off had ensued, with his fiancée hands on hips in the shallows looking impressively toned in her thong bikini, before a price was agreed, grudgingly on both parts, and the cash handed over without Casey having been consulted.

As they left the comforting certainties of the beach behind, Casey experienced a vague sense of foreboding. Being on the water made him nauseous. Being in it awakened fears of what might lurk beneath. Yet it wasn’t the thought of sharks or jellyfish or even drowning that was stoking his disquiet as the boat motored out to sea, but the suspicion he was moments away from being humiliated. The last time he’d tried – God, how he’d tried – to match his fiancée’s fearless athleticism had been in Barbados at spring break the previous year. After half a dozen attempts to stand upright had all produced the same result – him face-planting at speed into the sea’s unforgiving surface – he’d been forced to add waterskiing to the long list of things that Tanya was better at than him.

The tooth-kiss of disdain with which their dreadlocked instructor had greeted his efforts was still reverberating somewhere in Casey’s psyche as the engine was cut and the boat slowed to an unsteady halt some distance offshore. When Tanya announced that she would go first, the two men in the boat glanced instinctively at Casey. In that split second, as he contemplated the self-reproach that would surely follow yet another failure to challenge her, he almost wished he could be rid of his alpha bride-to-be entirely. Afterwards, although he would only admit it to himself, he was relieved it had been her and not him and, for once, he was glad he was a coward.

Unlike her fiancé, Tanya Harper, soon to be Tanya Dean (or possibly Harper-Dean … she hadn’t yet decided), was unencumbered by doubt as she allowed herself to be strapped into the harness of a parasail at a quarter to one o’clock on that fateful afternoon. She wasn’t disconcerted by the fumbling of the glassy-eyed deckhand as he negotiated his way through the clips and buckles intended to keep her moored to the vessel. Or much bothered by the way the captain’s hands brushed her breasts as he checked his subordinate’s handiwork with a series of pats and tugs. She wasn’t even unduly irritated by Casey’s attempts at reassurance … You got this … just relax … it’s gonna be awesome … which were surely meant for himself rather than for her.

Her only hint of concern came in the first moments, as the captain revved the throttle in what was clearly a deliberate attempt to unsettle her. She was jerked into the air unexpectedly and her heart dropped into her stomach, forcing out an involuntary cry of alarm. Flushing, she fixed him with her coolest stare, and ignored both his apology and Casey’s suggestion that it was never too late to change your mind, babe. ‘Just make sure you freaking film this,’ she admonished her fiancé, unable to mask her irritation.

Apparently satisfied at having caused a tiny crack in her veneer of self-possession, the captain busied himself at the controls and, with Casey withdrawing sulkily behind his phone camera and the deckhand lost in silent contemplation of who knows what, Tanya felt able to give herself over to sensation. At first, as the boat accelerated over the waves, she was all too aware of the violent forces buffeting the cable that was winching her skywards, and the deafening flapping of the canvas that billowed behind her. As she rose higher, however … ten, twenty, fifty, eighty metres into the air … such considerations fell away and she felt herself hovering high above the earth, suspended on the wind. She was transported by a jolt of pure exhilaration, as if she might even be having some sort of out-of-body experience, before she reconnected with a sense of self and started to take in the view. Far below, on the deck of the boat, the three men appeared as insignificant as sandflies. To her right, the vast expanse of the Tyrrhenian Sea stretched away into nothingness. And to her left, at perhaps half a kilometre’s remove … the limestone jewel of Capri, its cliffs jutting jagged and chalky, like shark’s teeth, straight from the aquamarine. As the boat sped on, they reached the island’s limits, and the mainland came into view some distance beyond. They veered north and then west again in a broad semicircle and Tanya found herself swinging back the other way, with Capri on her right at closer quarters. Close enough, at least, to make out the contours of the rock face and the texture of the trees and bushes that found purchase in its crevices. And close enough to notice a splash of red at the foot of the tallest cliff.

Her first instinct was that it must be a sail cloth, ripped free and deposited overboard in a winter storm and only recently made shore now the gentler tides of summer had come. But the colour was too vibrant, too eye-catching to have suffered a long immersion at sea, and instead she reasoned it must be something dropped from the clifftop, a towel perhaps, or even a coat. In the blink of an eye it had passed out of view, and she might just as quickly have forgotten about it, had the boat not turned for a final pass, bringing the rocky shore closer still. This time, there was no mistaking it. The shapeless thing took form, sprouted arms and legs. A head.

The body of a woman in a red dress lay sprawled at the bottom of the cliff.

Tanya felt herself go cold. Now, for the first time, she was afraid. She imagined herself dropping from the sky, spinning uncontrollably, anticipating the concussive impact of flesh on rock, the split second of insight as she realised this was it … this was all there was and ever would be. She tried to shout, to call to the insects below, but she found she had no voice, or none that would carry across what now seemed an impossible distance. Casey was looking at something on his phone, oblivious. She floated on the wind, feeling utterly helpless. And then the captain turned back to check on her and she started to flail her arms and point.
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Later it would occur to Joe that the body might already have been lying there on the rocky coastline just visible below as his plane circled in a lazy holding pattern above Capri, waiting to turn decisively northwards and start its descent into Naples. That day, however, as he sat in a middle seat towards the back of their crowded flight, craning his neck to see past his daughter’s head, which was blocking a large proportion of the tiny window, and trying to catch a glimpse of their destination several thousand feet beneath them, murder was the furthest thing from his mind.

For some reason, the name-board that greeted him and Angelica at the arrival gate some fifty minutes later carried his full title – Detective Chief Inspector (‘Ispettore’) – as well as a version of his name he hadn’t used since primary school: Joseph Mottram. But Joe was not coming to Italy in an official capacity. A ‘well-deserved break’, his superintendent had euphemistically called it when Joe had come to confront him over the application form he’d found waiting on his desk one morning towards the middle of May, already signed and initialled ‘DK’. ‘Special Leave’ was the technical term for it. But Joe knew it for what it was. An enforced lay-off. An intervention from above. He’d tried to argue the toss. The last thing he wanted was to be sat at home, brooding. He still had fourteen days of bereavement leave outstanding. He would book a fortnight somewhere hot. Come back tanned and refreshed, ready to get stuck back in. But Dan Keely was having none of it. Joe had given twenty years of outstanding service, his boss told him, and he had high hopes he’d give many more. In the circumstances, however, there were legitimate concerns about his work–life balance, his mental health. Leave would be taken.

Six long weeks.

It had been Angelica who proposed they take the opportunity to spend time with Sofia’s parents on the island where her mother had lived the majority of her tragically short life. Feeling guilty at the minimal contact he’d had with his in-laws since the funeral, and miscalculating that a fortnight was the longest his daughter could bear to be away from her friends, Joe had agreed, in principle at least. By the time he realised she was expecting them to spend most of the summer in Capri, an excited Angelica had already broached the idea with Elena and Gennaro and received an equally excited and approving response. Even then, despite the risk of causing offence, he’d done his best to back out. Perhaps Angelica could pass the summer with her grandparents, he’d suggested, and he could join her for part of it. Maybe a week. Or two at a push. After all, what would he do on a small island for a month and a half?

‘Spend time with me,’ had come her reply.

As they made their way to the taxi that his in-laws had booked for them, Joe listened as his daughter gave the Italian she’d learned from Sofia a run-out with their driver. Already she seemed more animated, maybe even more alive than he’d seen her since that day when their lives had changed in an instant. With her darker colouring and her expressive gestures, she seemed instantly at home amongst the Neapolitan throng, in sympathy with the reuniting families, the lovers saying their heartfelt farewells. Sofia had always seemed happy here, Joe reflected, and this might be where Angelica would relearn to be happy too. But for him it invoked only sadness. A feeling of unease.

This feeling only grew on him as the taxi nosed its way through the crowded Saturday evening streets of Naples towards the ferry port, their driver accelerating into every tiny suggestion of space and sounding his horn at the slightest provocation. The city was exactly how he remembered it. Loud. Colourful. Vibrant. Oozing a zest for living in the shadow of the great volcano. But shabby and dirty with it. Almost slatternly in the way it displayed its poverty for everyone to see. The weeds growing out of the broken asphalt. The graffiti covering every surface. The grimy, faded grandeur. Inevitably, the air-conditioning wasn’t working and they were forced to ride with the windows down, assailed by the stench of diesel fumes and the sewers ripened by the summer heat. And was there just a whiff of something even more sulphurous … the city’s dark underbelly? In Joe’s experience, no one exuded a greater contempt for the law – and for those like him who were charged with upholding it – than the inhabitants of Naples. Nowhere better exemplified the sly cynicism lurking in one corner of the otherwise sunny Italian soul.

He hadn’t always felt this way about his dead wife’s birthplace, Joe reflected, as he stood on the quayside at Molo Beverello, waiting for the approaching ferry and keeping a close eye on their luggage, while Angelica played a game of peek-a-boo with a wide-eyed child in a buggy. When Sofia had first brought him home to meet her parents, he’d been so hopelessly besotted, so mesmerised by her exoticness, he’d expected to fall as madly in love with the people and the culture that had given rise to her. Unfortunately they hadn’t proved quite so eager to embrace him back. Her mother, Elena, had been the exception, but she was as English as he was, although she was constantly reminding anyone who cared to listen that she could trace her roots on her mother’s side back to Sicily. But Sofia was an only child and there was no chaotically large and loving family to grasp Joe to its bosom. And the one pure Italian in her immediate bloodline – her father, Gennaro – proved persistently cool towards his prospective son-in-law. It wasn’t so much disapproval, Sofia explained, as disappointment that she’d chosen London over Capri. It didn’t help, of course, that whenever Joe visited, Gennaro was working. It would be the height of summer and the family’s restaurant would demand all his energy and attention from first thing in the morning to last thing at night. And yet, outside the kitchen, the old chef was ebullient and gregarious, endlessly warm towards his customers and his employees. It was only towards his daughter’s husband that he seemed to maintain a wary reserve. Joe was dreading the prospect of the summer ahead, without Sofia’s essential sweetness to mitigate the lingering suspicion of hostility between them.

‘We’re here.’

Angelica’s hand tugged at his arm and pulled Joe from his reverie. Through a window in the passenger cabin, he could see the north side of Capri laid out in front of them. The sun had dropped below the horizon but it still gave off a peachy-purple glow that outlined the contours of the island. The busy waterfront was ablaze with light and colour, which reflected off the blackening surface of the sea as the boat manoeuvred to make its final approach. Behind the port, the dark mass of rising ground was dotted with the lights of villas and hotels, looking, from this distance, like nothing so much as fairy lanterns. Seen reflected through Angelica’s eyes, there was something undeniably magical about the island. But Joe had been taught to view it through a different lens.

A gilded prison, Sofia had called it, seeking to reassure him that, however much she loved her parents and looked forward to her visits home, she hadn’t the slightest intention of ever going back to live there. Capri was the polar opposite of London, she told him: Catholic, conservative, monocultural, claustrophobic. A place where everyone seemed to know everyone else’s business and made it their business to make sure everyone else did as well. A place where questions were better not asked, and explanations were seldom offered. A place where feuds flourished and enmities lingered, but the greatest hatred of all was reserved for the foreigners who flocked to the island from Easter to the Feast of St Francis in early October, and were only to be tolerated as long as they didn’t question the price of anything.

And yet, despite all that, there was something enchanting about the place, Joe couldn’t help reflecting a half-hour later, as the water taxi they’d transferred to rounded the final headland and the terrace of his in-laws’ seafront restaurant came into view. Bathed in soft radiance from the lights that were strung above it, Da Vinale’s gave off a palpable sense of warmth and welcome. As the driver killed the engine, and they floated the last few metres towards the restaurant’s private jetty, Joe could hear a hubbub of conversation calling to him, like siren voices, could detect an aroma of something intoxicatingly delicious in the air.

Perhaps Angelica was right, he told himself, watching the tears flow a few minutes later as Gennaro embraced his granddaughter with such tender emotion in front of his clapping customers, and a smiling Elena gestured to Joe with open arms to invite him into the family’s moment of joyful reunion. For all his lingering fears and misgivings, perhaps this might just be where the two of them could start to heal.
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The moment she saw the body, Lara instantly regretted her comment about lunch.

She and her colleague Gianni Gallo had been sitting in the open-plan office on the fifth floor of the State Police headquarters in Naples, bemoaning their luck at being stuck in the office on a hot Sunday in July, when the call had come through. Listening to the voice on the line as it reported the discovery of a body at the foot of cliffs on the north-east coast of Capri, Lara had sighed inwardly and contemplated leaving the matter, which had all the hallmarks of an unhappy accident, for the late shift to pick up. When she googled Tiberius’s Leap, however, she couldn’t help noticing it was less than fifteen hundred metres from a restaurant she and Nicky had visited in those first weeks of freedom after the pandemic, and memories of the glorious things they’d eaten at Da Vinale’s, and the equally glorious sex that had followed on a darkened beach nearby, came flooding back. Consulting her watch, and then grabbing her vape, badge and gun in that order, Lara had jokingly asked if Gianni fancied taking a boat to Capri for lunch.

Frozen there, with the indignity of her grim and pitiful death for all to see, the young woman looked like tenderised meat. The back of her skull had disintegrated from the impact of the fall, with the flesh of her scalp ruptured like twisted metal, and grey matter lying half in, half out of what remained of her cranial cavity. One leg was twisted backwards, while the other jutted unnaturally to the side. Her exposed flesh was livid with bruises and cuts, so many raw abrasions it almost looked like she was covered in a rash.

Lara breathed in deeply through her nose, was forced to admit to herself she felt queasy. She looked on with admiration as Gianni went about his business, matter-of-fact and cheerful, chewing gum, exchanging banter with the local constables. They were all male and very out of shape, and they stood around watching and appraising her in that way so many of the male inhabitants of her native country seemed to specialise in.

Inevitably it was Gianni who found the phone lodged in a crevice between the rocks, almost seven metres from the body, but less than a metre from the water’s edge, where the evidence it contained would have sunk without trace. How it came to fall so far from the hand that held it, and how it survived a drop of three hundred metres would later become the subject of her fevered speculation, but for now Lara restricted herself to expressing gratitude as he brought it to her, like a dog returning a ball to its mistress. While Gianni went to continue the search, Lara was left to bag up the phone and try to gather her scattered wits sufficiently to resume the duties expected of her as a recently promoted State Police inspector.

The first thing to go under her mental microscope was the deceased’s outfit. Lara knew next to nothing about fashion – she was dressed, as always, in a T-shirt, fatigues and army-issue boots in varying shades of charcoal and black – but even she could tell that the woman’s dress had been lovingly cut from expensive cloth. Belted at the waist and sleeveless, it made Lara think of dancing or cocktails on the terrace of a grand hotel. The same could be said of her sandals, which were not at all suited to sight-seeing the archaeological remains that lay hidden from view, high on the clifftop above.

Then there was her bag to consider, a leather knapsack of obvious quality. A search of it had turned up nothing so practical as sunscreen or a hat or even a bottle of water, which were surely prerequisites for a climb in this heat. Instead, it contained an unused panty-liner, lipstick, hairbrush, a key card so discreetly branded it was impossible to identify which of the island’s many hotels it belonged to, and €186 in assorted notes and coins. Just like the outfit, it seemed a selection one might make in anticipation of a lunch date or a shopping trip. And why was the deceased not wearing the bag? Surely it should either be across her shoulders or safe on the clifftop above.

A distinctive ringtone sounded, and for a split second Lara imagined an acquaintance of the deceased might be calling with the answer to the many questions crowding in on her. But the device in the evidence bag was silent and she realised it was her own phone – newly issued at work and still on its factory settings – that was trilling for her attention. It was her boss, Curti, and she knew instantly why he was phoning … urgent, impatient, anxious for information to help him manage those above him in the chain of command. She resolved not to speak to him until she’d something to tell him. The woman’s name not least of all.

As she declined the call and switched off her phone, Lara remembered, with a flash of irritation, that she’d made arrangements with friends for later, but there was no way she’d be back in Naples in time. She was about to key in her passcode so she could make a call when it did its new party trick of recognising her facial features and opened unbidden. A thought struck her and, instead of making the call, she put her phone away and turned her attention to the dead woman’s device. Donning a pair of latex gloves that were kept handy in the pocket of her trousers, she took it out of the evidence bag and removed its shattered screen protector. She crouched by the dead woman’s side, turning the phone to face its erstwhile owner. Flipping the phone back in her own direction, she saw the ruse had worked – the phone’s camera app was open, and a live video feed of her immediate surroundings was displayed on the screen ready to be captured in a photograph. Beneath it was an icon representing the last photo taken and, instinctively, she pressed it. As the photo expanded into the centre of the screen, the foremost of Lara’s myriad questions – What happened here? – appeared to find the beginnings of an answer.
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If Joe had been informed of this young woman’s demise as he’d lain in bed earlier that Sunday, less than a nautical mile from where Lara would find herself studying the contents of her mobile phone, he wouldn’t have been disconcerted, or very much surprised. In a decade with the southern command of the Metropolitan Police Service’s Murder Squad, he’d learned to accept death whenever and wherever he found it.

What was bothering him as he lay in bed at sun-up, watching the first beams of daylight creep between the shutters, was the absence of Sofia. He’d felt it the night before when all the niceties and formalities that surrounded their arrival were over, and a weary Elena had walked him along the landing to show him the room he’d be sleeping in. Joe had recognised it as the one he’d shared with his soon-to-be wife when they’d arrived for that first visit, freshly engaged and infatuated, almost twenty years previously. Then, Sofia had delighted in giving him the tour of what had been her teenage bedroom, still lined with her favourite books and posters, still marked by her youthful miscalculations, including the time she’d nearly burned herself alive while reading beneath the sheets with a candle. Now, though, in the aftermath of her death, all the old signs and stains had been smoothed out or painted over and her things had been tidied away to who knew where. There’d been no trace of her, as Joe searched the drawers and cupboards late at night, unable to sleep, restless to find proof his memories were not failing him.

When he next awoke, the first thing he saw was the travelling alarm clock he’d placed at his bedside. Cursing, he sat up. Ten fifty-three! He’d only intended to doze a few minutes. Flushing slightly in anticipation of how his in-laws might react to such slothfulness on the first morning of their stay, Joe jumped out of bed and raided his suitcase for fresh clothes.

Stepping out of his bedroom, he glanced along the landing to where he imagined Angelica still lay sleeping. He thought about knocking for her, but the idea of entering her private space, of encountering the aura of wariness – or was it outright hostility? – with which she now seemed to greet him, gave him pause. Deciding she was old enough to negotiate her own house rules, he made his way along the corridor to the front door.

Crossing the courtyard that separated the family’s apartment from their place of work, he entered the restaurant by its rear door. The building consisted of a small brick structure that housed the kitchen and toilet block, with a more spacious wooden ‘lean-to’ attached to the front and overlooking the sea. The overall effect was to make the restaurant’s ‘front of house’ feel light and airy, with every inch of wood whitewashed, and generous windows giving spectacular views out over the shallow cove that Da Vinale’s nestled in. The roof was made from a translucent corrugated plastic that let in yet more light, but also added to the impression that the wooden structure had been thrown up in a hurry while plans were made for erecting something more solid and permanent. A set of folding doors opened out onto the terrace, where the majority of the restaurant’s covers would typically be seated. To his right, the turquoise waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea sparkled lazily in the late morning sunshine. Ahead he could see Elena out on the terrace and, deciding that she represented his least intimidating option, given the rather alarming noises emanating from the kitchen to his left, he stepped through the open door to join her.

Sofia’s mother had her back to him as she busied herself laying tables. Joe took a moment to look around. At the far end of the terrace, a set of metal steps connected the restaurant to the street above. The terrace itself was partially shaded by a wooden pergola, which was wreathed in a startling profusion of purple bougainvillea that was covered in turn by an equally impressive quantity of bees. Beneath it were a dozen or so tables, some of them basking in direct sunshine, some entirely out of it. Their size and shape varied, but each was covered in starchily pristine white table linen, and identically dressed with cutlery and glassware, and napkins of such a pure azure they could only have been cut from Italian cloth. And each was crowned with a bowl of fresh lemons.

Joe cleared his throat, but Elena gave no sign she’d heard him. ‘I can’t believe I slept so long,’ he ventured.

‘It’s nearly the afternoon,’ she agreed, making no attempt to reassure him.

‘I’m usually in the gym by six.’

Still she did not look at him. ‘You’ve missed breakfast.’

‘Fasting’s good for you.’

Only now did she turn and fix him with those intelligent eyes, so warm and brown, so like her daughter’s. ‘Nonsense.’ Her tone said There’s an end to it.

Joe felt the weight of her gaze, probing and studying, and he considered how he must look through her eyes: greyer and gaunter than the last time he’d been here, no doubt, hollowed out by grief.

As if she could read his thoughts, Elena reached out and cupped his upper arm, communicating with a squeeze right through to the bone. ‘At least we’ve got the whole summer to fatten you both up,’ she said, indicating he should take a chair.

‘Really, Elena. I’m all right.’

‘Sit!’

Joe did as he was told.

At the door to the interior, she turned back. ‘Should I take something up to Angelica?’ she asked.

Joe grimaced. ‘Maybe leave her.’

A look passed between them – of understanding if not quite complicity – before Elena disappeared inside.

Sated by the coffee, bread and cherry jam Elena had brought for him, Joe would happily have sat there all day, listening to the cries of childish excitement from the beach nearby, watching the birds circling and the boats and jet-skis passing by. He’d fallen into a reverie, warmed by the sun, enjoying the feeling of not having to analyse or decide anything, of not having to think about very much at all.

His peace was broken by the sound of breaking crockery. It was followed almost immediately by cursing in Italian. Joe looked at his watch, suddenly aware the restaurant must soon be opening and his lingering presence might not be appreciated. Collecting his cup and plate, he steeled himself to enter the lion’s den.

As Joe pushed open the doors to the kitchen, Elena was on her knees, picking up shards of shattered ceramic and wiping up a spattering of whatever the broken dish had contained. The lion himself, Gennaro, had stopped roaring, but it was obvious his stress levels were rising. He hovered over the clean-up, brush and pan in hand, his unruly mane of grey hair only half tamed by the band that was supposed to hold it in a ponytail, the white T-shirt straining to contain his belly already speckled with sauce. Behind him, a pan sat forgotten over a low flame. It had started to smoke.

Elena was first to look up and Joe held up the items in his hands by way of explanation. ‘In the sink, please,’ she instructed him, unflustered as always, as the doors behind Joe swung open and a youngish man hurried into the kitchen, a basket of fish on his shoulder, almost bumping into him in the process. ‘No clams today. No scallops,’ he barked, removing the basket from its perch and dropping it onto the nearest surface.

‘Madre di Dio!’ Gennaro muttered. ‘Do we have bottarga?’

‘I’ll check,’ the younger man volunteered. As he crossed Joe’s path, he flashed a cheery smile and raised a hand in greeting, gave his name as Luca. Ah. So, you must be the cousin, Joe thought, watching him make his way towards the storeroom, the shelves visible through an open door. Luca had spent time in Bristol studying to be an actor and Sofia had visited him once, although Joe had never been introduced in person before his abrupt and unexplained return to Italy. As Luca reappeared with a block of something reddish-brown, presumably bottarga – which Google would later inform him was the dried and salted egg sac of a tuna or grey mullet – Joe remembered what he was supposed to be doing and crossed to the sink. He started to rinse his plate but was told by Elena to leave it. Aldo, the pot-washer, wouldn’t take kindly to being usurped.

Joe looked around. Luca was now busy combining flour, eggs and water into a dough, a pasta-maker standing ready nearby. Elena was counting plates and transferring them to a trolley. Gennaro was focused on cutting the bottarga into wafer-thin slices. Surrounded by so much focus and purpose, Joe felt himself becoming exactly what he feared when Angelica had first broached the idea of spending the summer with her grandparents … a spare part. He contemplated beating a retreat, but to where and to do what? Suddenly the next six weeks yawned almost limitlessly ahead of him. It had been a mistake to come.

‘Can I help?’ he blurted out, and almost instantly regretted it.

There was no immediate response. Heads remained bent, eyes remained fixed on whatever task was in hand. Joe breathed an inward sigh of relief and shaped to leave.

‘Gennaro?’

The old chef lifted his head to find Elena looking at him.

‘Joe’s offering to help,’ she explained, with infinite patience.

The frown deepened. ‘Is this a good time, tesoro?’

Evidently not, Joe couldn’t help thinking.

A look passed between the old couple and Elena seemed to concede the point. ‘Why don’t you take Angelica to the beach?’ she suggested, stopping short of explicitly rejecting Joe’s offer, but ushering him towards the door all the same. ‘Come back at four when the lunch service will be over. We’ll all sit down together to eat.’

Joe was only too happy to make his escape.

For the second time in an hour, Joe found himself hovering outside Angelica’s bedroom, but this time he knocked, softly. There was no response and he knocked again, a little louder, but still she didn’t reply. Thinking she might already have risen and gone out, he opened the door and looked in.

His daughter was sitting on the bed with her back to him, staring at her phone. She was wrapped in a towel, her hair gathered messily on top of her head in a scrunchie. An earbud was protruding from the ear nearest to him and Joe could detect a ghostly trace of music. He paused, uncertain whether to advance or retreat, glanced around for something to guide him, and that was when he saw it.

A photo of his dead wife on the bedside table.

He recognised it instantly. Taken on their wedding day at her most devastatingly beautiful. The sight of it, framed and brought here by his grieving child, floored him, and it took all his self-control not to cry out. He retreated onto the landing, closing the door as quietly as his shaking hands would allow, resting his head against it, trying to control the flutter of panic as those familiar, unwelcome thoughts came crowding in.

Joe had been working late, later even than usual, when Angelica called.

‘Have you heard from Mum?’ she asked without preamble.

‘Not since this morning. Should I have?’

There was silence at the other end of the line.

‘Is something the matter, love?’

‘She wasn’t here when I got back. I can’t get hold of her.’

Joe looked at his watch. 9.43pm. Wednesday. ‘She’s got yoga.’

‘She’s usually home by nine.’

‘Maybe she stayed for a drink.’

‘I’ve texted Julie. She left an hour ago.’

The first tremor of anxiety was detectable in her voice, but it didn’t occur to Joe to worry. Sofia’s bus had broken down. Or she’d stopped to buy wine and a takeaway. The explanation was bound to be mundane. He’d agreed to come home all the same.

He took the Overground, allowing him to continue texting and phoning on the way. By the third time of calling, Angelica was semi-hysterical – ‘Something’s happened, I can tell’ – but Joe refused to get carried away. It was only as he left the station, and started the short walk home, that the first inklings of disquiet came calling. Turning the corner into Stratton Avenue, he saw the aura of blue light up ahead and was able to make out the line of police tape across the end of the street. A knot of worried residents had gathered, and he called out to them, asking what they knew. Some kind of accident, an old man told him. A woman had been knocked down. Was in a bad way. The speed they drive up and down here, someone else ventured, it’s a miracle it’s not happened before … we need cameras, speed bumps. But Joe had stopped listening, was hurrying towards the cordon.

Flashing his warrant card, he ducked beneath the tape. As he saw the ambulance and the squad car parked across the centre of the road, doors open and lights flashing, all the desperate need to know suddenly went out of him and he slowed to a halt. He could see a female paramedic kneeling in the road a few metres in front of him, attempting CPR, with the lower part of the injured party’s legs visible behind her; the colour and design of the trainers they were wearing were sickeningly familiar. A male paramedic now emerged from the ambulance with a medical bag, and something of his urgency communicated itself to Joe. He started moving again, still hesitant, sensing he was sleepwalking towards the end of his life as he knew it, but unable to stop himself manoeuvring into position so he could see the victim’s face.

It was Sofia and he knew instantly she was dead. There was something pathetic about the way she looked, stripped of animation, T-shirt lifted to expose the bruised and paling flesh beneath. The second paramedic knelt to inject something into her prone and lifeless body, while his colleague continued with her chest compressions but, unable to bear witness to their doomed attempts at resuscitation, Joe had already turned away.

It took a long moment for his agitation to subside, for his breathing to become regular and his pulse to normalise. At last, when he was as satisfied as he could be that any trace of the distress Sofia’s photo had caused him would no longer be detectable, he knocked again, this time much more loudly, and made a show of re-entering his daughter’s bedroom, as if for the first time. Angelica started and whipped round to face the door with a look of surprise, clutching her towel to her chest.

‘What the hell, Dad!’

‘Sorry, sorry.’ Joe raised his hands apologetically, pointing one finger towards his daughter’s earbuds as he did so. Perhaps it might help if she took those off?

Barely bothering to hide her indignation, she obliged him. ‘What do you want?’

‘Fancy going to the beach?’

‘With you?’

Joe could only shrug. Who else?

His daughter took her time to consider this proposal. ‘All right,’ she agreed at last, in a tone that made clear she considered it a mighty concession on her part.

‘Downstairs in five?’ Joe ventured.

Angelica looked at him like he was an idiot.

‘I mean … whenever … just take your time,’ he conceded, knowing he would be waiting at least half an hour.
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He was never there when she wanted him and too often there when she did not, Angelica reflected as she watched her dad pick his way through the bar towards her.

Half an hour ago she’d needed him. In his absence, a French guy wearing an astonishing pair of fluorescent-orange swimming briefs had latched on to her at the beach and threatened to turn nasty when she’d asked to be left alone. It was Daniele who had rescued her, flopping down on the empty sun lounger beside her and pretending to be her boyfriend. He was just as much a stranger as the other man, but something about his manner had been reassuringly guileless, in a way the Frenchman’s was not, and it helped, of course, that he was lithely good-looking, with soulful eyes and cheekbones to die for. She’d agreed to his suggestion that they go to the beach bar until she was sure her tormentor had departed, maybe get themselves a drink to enhance the deception. Now, just as beers had been bought and she was starting to enjoy herself, Joe was back.

She could guess, of course, where he’d been. Despite protestations to the contrary, he’d soon grown bored of the beach, just as she knew he would when the idea of coming had first been mooted. Donning her earbuds and pretending to be absorbed by her phone, Angelica had watched out of the corner of her eye as Joe grew increasingly restless, huffing and rolling his eyes at the crime novel she’d lent him, putting it down and picking it up again at least half a dozen times before abandoning it completely. He’d tried sunbathing, on his front and then his back, before retreating under a beach umbrella, declaring the heat a threat to sanity and safety.

The only thing that seemed to hold his attention was the passage of traffic at sea. A sleek super-yacht – Calypso – was anchored off the beach, and Joe had watched with apparent fascination as a party of guests was ferried noisily ashore, no doubt making their way for a booze-fuelled lunch somewhere nearby, possibly even Da Vinale’s. A tall man with ginger hair, which clashed unpleasantly with his red Hawaiian shirt, was striking a ‘Land ahoy!’ pose in the stern, and ostentatiously singing ‘Row, row, row your boat’ for his companions’ amusement. Angelica felt an instant stab of dislike for him.

As time ticked by, she’d noted the presence of police speedboats as they hurried back and forth, had observed Joe observing them in turn. Later, a helicopter could be heard hovering, hidden by the island’s mass, and she saw him look away east, calculating distances and timespans. It was soon after that he announced he was going to hire a jet-ski. She watched him start it and perform a few experimental loops before accelerating away around the corner of the bay. He was such a bloodhound, she thought, sniffing out trouble wherever he went.

When Daniele had suggested going to the bar, she’d felt the need to warn him her dad might soon be coming back, that he was prone to act protectively. She figured if the boy’s intentions were dishonourable, then this might give him pause.

‘How old are you anyway?’ he’d asked, returning with two bottles.

‘Old enough to drink beer.’ She took a swig.

‘But seriously. How old?’

‘Seventeen,’ she confessed, trying to sound casual.

‘Sicuro?’

‘Honestly.’

Daniele had shrugged languidly. ‘It’s no surprise, your father … he’s protective.’

‘He can’t help it,’ she retorted, deciding to drop the bomb. ‘He’s a policeman.’

The boy laughed. Either he was a good actor, or he was genuinely unfazed. Unlike so many of the boys she encountered at home.

‘Salute!’ he announced. ‘To fathers … and getting away from them.’ He raised his bottle in a mock toast, clinking it against hers before drinking.

But there was no getting away, because here Joe was.

Sensing a slight stiffening of her demeanour, Daniele turned and rose at the older man’s approach. Joe loomed over him, seeming at least twice his size.

‘This is Daniele, Dad,’ she offered cautiously, unsure how he was going to react.

Daniele put out a hand, but Joe ignored it. He was staring at the bottles instead.

‘What’s that?’

‘What does it look like.’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘It was me,’ Daniele admitted.

Joe turned his gaze on him, seemed to consider him for the first time.

‘She’s seventeen.’

‘She told me.’

‘It’s just a beer, for fuck’s sake,’ Angelica interjected.

Joe ignored her, and the profanity. ‘It’s illegal.’

‘In Italy? No. If she’s with an adult. And she has the permission of the parent.’

‘She doesn’t.’

Daniele glanced towards Angelica. She felt herself flushing to her roots, but Joe seemed impervious to the embarrassment he was causing. Taking his wallet from the pocket at the back of his swimming shorts, he opened it and doubled down in the dickhead stakes by showing his warrant card to the younger man.

Daniele grinned. ‘She told me this also.’

‘Then what are you still doing here?’

There was really no coming back on that. Angelica watched as Daniele downed his beer in a number of slow gulps and put the bottle back on the table. He reached out to pick up his phone, which was resting up against hers, and with a wink, he was gone.

It was a few minutes before Angelica realised that Daniele had been one step ahead of her and that the proximity of their phones had been deliberate … he’d used NameDrop on his iPhone to suggest exchanging contact details. As she unlocked her phone and accepted his contact card, sending hers back in response, she smiled, but to herself; she didn’t want that arsehole to think she was anything other than furious.
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The last of the lunchtime diners were still on the terrace at Da Vinale’s as Lara passed by in the speedboat taking her and Gianni to Marina Piccola, where a police car was waiting to transport them into town.

A call to the Travel and Tourism Federation had yielded a lead to help with her most pressing of challenges: to put a name to the dead woman. The discreetly branded key card had quickly been identified as belonging to the Hotel Americano, so called in honour of Capri’s past as one of Hollywood’s favourite playgrounds. It was a connection Lara was quick to work out for herself as she walked into the lobby twenty minutes later to be confronted by a wall of headshots of the glamorous and famous. Even the manager, Signor Carlotti, looked like a tribute to the golden age of movies, with his pencil moustache and slicked-back hair, his slim-cut suit and narrow lapels.

Up in the room, a search of the safe, accessed with a key supplied by the eager-to-please Carlotti, turned up a passport that confirmed the details from the hotel register: Shannon Elizabeth Headley, a British national, born 7 June 1990. Slipping this first piece of proof into an evidence bag, Lara turned her attention to the rest of the suite.

There was little of interest in the bathroom, save for a half-empty blister pack of birth-control pills in the bottom of a washbag. In the wardrobe were a couple of low-cut cocktail dresses and a collection of the sort of lingerie that, when considered in harness with the contraceptives, might indicate the dead woman had been making an effort for someone. But who? The manager was adamant she’d been travelling alone. And no one had called to report her missing.

By this time Gianni had started to lose interest, to goof around. He held one of the dresses to his chest – a gold lamé number – pretending to model it.

‘It suits you,’ Lara said gruffly, trying not to encourage him.

‘Maybe you should try wearing one,’ Gianni opined, sounding like her father.

She was tempted to dress him down, but confined herself to a ‘Fuck you, Gallo’ as she took the dress back from him. It was as she was returning it to the wardrobe that she noticed the suitcase on the highest shelf and realised, with a flash of irritation, that he hadn’t searched it. Taking it down and unzipping it, she found an A4 manilla envelope and six more blister packs of pills in an inside pocket. Only these weren’t for birth control.

She held them up for her colleague’s inspection.

He whistled with surprise. ‘Fentanyl!’

‘Call the lab,’ she ordered. ‘Tell them to prioritise the tox report. I want to know if she was under the influence of this shit before she fell.’

As Gianni stepped out to place his call, Lara turned her attention to the envelope. It was sealed, and she looked around for something to open it. She settled on the handle of a bottle opener she found in the mini-bar and used it to prise up the flap as gently as possible. As the glue gave way, she was able to peer inside. Legal documents by the look of it. Some kind of insurance form? A medical questionnaire perhaps? She resealed the envelope as neatly as possible and slipped it into another evidence bag. As keen as she was for answers, it would be wise to seek legal advice before she pried further.

Signor Carlotti was doing his best to ingratiate himself as he showed the two officers to a table at the pool bar a few minutes later and offered them a drink. Coffee? A Campari? Champagne, perhaps? Gianni glanced at Lara, but she shook her head, explaining they wouldn’t be staying long, they only had a few questions.

The manager briefly excused himself to deal with a guest. While Gianni grumbled in the background, Lara took the opportunity to look around. Citizens of nowhere lounged around the pool in states of undress, parading the results of plastic surgeries or Ozempic regimes. Necks and ears dripped gold, wrists sagged under chunky watches. Food and drink were ordered and discarded, barely sampled. Everywhere there was conspicuous consumption. Shannon Headley had clearly had money, Lara reflected.

Carlotti now returned and proceeded to outline the known facts about Shannon’s stay in the Hotel Americano. She’d arrived three days previously, he said, on the Thursday afternoon, in a water taxi from Positano – a transfer from the hotel had been waiting on the dock at Marina Grande to meet her at 1.30pm, as arranged. On that first night she’d dined alone in her room, a Sea View Suite, but on the second she’d asked the concierge to book a taxi to take her to a restaurant on the coast for 7.30pm. Yes, of course he knew the name, Carlotti smirked, making a show of consulting his notes. Da Vinale’s.

Lara wrote it down without giving any indication that the name was familiar to her. ‘Do we know anything else about her movements?’ she asked.

She’d breakfasted in the restaurant at the hotel on both Friday and Saturday, Carlotti said, but not this morning. There was no record of her having ordered anything from either of the bars or making use of the gym in the basement. He had no report from the staff of her in or by the swimming pool. There was CCTV in all the public spaces if they wanted to check for themselves, although he couldn’t imagine that would be necessary.

‘We’ll be the judge of what’s necessary, Signore,’ Lara told him.

Shannon had visited the concierge’s desk on two separate occasions, Carlotti continued, once on Friday afternoon, when she’d been supplied with a tourist map of the island, and the second time mid-morning on Saturday, when she’d asked about recommendations for a masseuse. Before either detective could voice a question, he produced a copy of the map from his jacket pocket and handed it to Lara, pointing out the directions it included to Villa Jovis and Tiberius’s Leap.

‘And the name of the masseuse?’ Lara nudged him, pen poised in hand.

The manager’s face fell. An assistant concierge had dealt with the enquiry and her English wasn’t the best. The employee had initially misunderstood Ms Headley’s request, had assumed she was asking the hotel to book her a massage, when in fact she’d already made her own arrangements but was wanting to know if the salon was a reputable one. The masseuse was not on their list of approved practitioners and the assistant had offered to make an appointment with one who was, but the offer had been declined. The name in question had, of course, been written down but the note had subsequently been discarded. The therapist’s name began with an A to the best of the assistant’s memory, Carlotti offered apologetically, maybe Annunziata or Assunta? But no, unfortunately, he couldn’t supply a surname, or a company name, and he had no way of knowing whether the appointment had been kept.

Gianni closed his notebook and clicked his pen, signalling impatience to bring the interview to an end, but Lara was not quite ready to give up on this little peacock of a man.

‘Is there anything else you can think of?’ she enquired. ‘Anything at all?’

It was the question he’d obviously been waiting for. Producing a piece of paper, Carlotti placed it on the table, smoothing out the fold so they could get a good look at it.

Gianni didn’t have his glasses, was forced to squint. ‘And who is M. Sanghera?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ the manager beamed, playing his trump card with a flourish. ‘But it’s the name Ms Headley’s room was originally booked under.’
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As they came down the steps to the terrace a few minutes before 4pm, Angelica in a visible state of high dudgeon and Joe still very much in the doghouse, the sight that stopped them in their tracks was more arresting than anything they’d encountered at the beach. Gennaro was stripped to the waist, sluicing away the sweat of his labours under a hand pump. Elena stood holding a bottle of shampoo and a towel. As the last of the water was pumped and then poured in a cascade over his head, the old chef slicked his hair back, twisting it into a knot and wringing it dry in a practised fashion. Elena held out the towel for him and he pretended to reach out for it but grasped her by the wrist instead, pulling her into his damp embrace.

‘Gennaro!’ she shrieked, bursting into hysterical laughter. ‘You’re soaking!’

He spun her round, covering her neck in kisses and it was then she saw Joe and Angelica, staring. ‘He’s an animal,’ she said for their benefit, gently pushing her husband off, but smiling as she did so.

Gennaro growled jokily. He seemed entirely unabashed.

‘Luca’s cooked a seafood risotto,’ Elena continued, attempting to straighten her hair and clothing. ‘We’ll eat it out here.’

Joe felt a stab of something he couldn’t quite name. They still had each other, could still find moments for love and laughter in the endless grind of grief. He glanced at Angelica, who was looking equally conflicted.

‘I’m not hungry,’ she declared.

‘Angelica!’

‘I’m not.’

‘Your grandparents are going to a lot of trouble to have us here.’

Angelica ignored him. ‘May I be excused, Gran?’

‘Of course, my darling.’

She went inside, closing the door to the restaurant with more force than required.

‘Will you go after her?’ Gennaro asked, coming to join them. He was towelling the water from his ears.

Joe shrugged. ‘And do what?’

‘Find out what’s wrong,’ Elena suggested. ‘Talk to her.’

‘She doesn’t want to talk to me.’

His father-in-law couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘Your own daughter?’

‘We don’t exactly speak much.’

‘Not even when you sit down to eat?’

Joe almost laughed. ‘We never do.’

‘You don’t make dinner for her?’

‘I don’t know how to cook.’

The old chef looked stunned.

Joe felt a sudden urge to explain himself. ‘Sofia … it made her happy … you know … to do it for us.’ He trailed off, feeling a lump forming in his throat. Elena reached out to squeeze his hand. Briefly he tolerated the gesture. ‘I can use the microwave,’ he added, trying to lighten the mood, but Gennaro looked even more horrified, if that were possible.

‘Go and wash up,’ Elena pronounced, ushering Joe away. ‘And then we’ll eat.’

As Joe rinsed his hands in the basin of the restaurant’s toilets, he experienced a mild but persistent stinging sensation and realised that his wrists and forearms must be sunburnt. It could only have happened during his jet-ski adventure at the beach, he reflected.

He’d noticed the build-up of maritime police traffic during the afternoon, and by the time a helicopter could be heard hovering somewhere to the east, he was convinced a major incident must be occurring. Making the vaguest of excuses to Angelica, he’d hired one of the jet-skis that sat idle in the shallows and set off at speed across the bay. Within minutes, he was rounding the rocky cape he’d seen from the other side, but the coast continued on for at least another kilometre in a series of shallow bays backed by high cliffs. There was no sign of activity, nowhere for the police to have made landfall.

Joe had ploughed on, rounding one spur of land and then another, passing the yawning mouths of several caves cut deep into the chalky flanks of the island. He’d almost reached the point where common sense must surely prevail, and he would have to turn back, when he saw them – a small group of boats at anchor a couple of hundred metres up ahead, surrounding a narrow shelf of rock at the foot of a truly terrifying cliff face. He’d slowed to a crawl, suddenly conscious that he was thousands of miles from his own jurisdiction, but drawn ever forward by his curiosity.

The sight that greeted him as he neared the scene was not unlike other incidents he’d seen over the years, setting aside the strange, remote beauty of the place. White-coated scene-of-crime investigators buzzed around, with plain-clothes detectives directing them, and uniformed officers standing guard.

Joe had cut his engine and let the jet-ski drift. So intent was everyone on their tasks that no one had noticed his approach, and he’d found himself nearing the cluster of police vessels, had started to make out more of the detail. He’d caught a flash of vivid red between the legs of the assembled officers and had sensed immediately a body must be lying at the foot of the cliff. He’d steered to his left, trying to get a better angle, and that was when someone had spotted him.

‘Ehi! Fuori di qui!’

Joe had seen the female detective immediately. She was staring straight at him, waving him away. He’d no idea what she’d shouted, but he got the gist. Get out of here! As others had turned to look and gesture, Joe raised a hand of apology and, starting up his engine, roared away.

It was the look on her face he saw now, as he stared at his own reflection in the mirror. She was right to look outraged, he reflected, disgusted even, by his failure to observe proper boundaries, by his inappropriate snooping, by his compulsive need to know. Angelica’s right, he thought. I’m obsessed with what I do.

Out on the terrace, Luca had joined Elena as she made preparations for their communal lunch. Joe watched with admiration as they dressed the table, attending to every detail, however trivial it seemed.

Gennaro was the last to arrive, holding two bottles of wine between the fingers of one enormous hand; the bottles had already been opened and drunk from, or perhaps the wine had been put to some purpose in the kitchen, and Gennaro eased their corks out with his teeth and proceeded to pour a measure of red and white into the glasses that were paired at each setting on the table.

‘Just a little,’ Joe protested; it was years since he’d drunk during the day.

The old chef ignored him. ‘Will you say grace, Joe?’ he asked, continuing to pour.

This was awkward. Joe was a lifelong atheist, despite Sofia’s delicate teasing and prompting over the years. But equally, he was not a man inclined to give offence, to throw a person’s culture or traditions back in their face. He felt himself flushing slightly, as all eyes looked to him, and he groped for something, anything to say.

‘He’s teasing you,’ Elena intervened, taking pity on him.

Gennaro roared with laughter.

‘Godless heathen,’ his wife pronounced, but she was smiling again – apparently, she couldn’t seem to help it when it came to Gennaro – and Luca was too.

Still chuckling to himself, the older man leaned forward to remove the lid from a large orange casserole in the centre of the table. As he lifted it, and a delicious, musky waft of aromatic steam was released into the air, there were murmurs of appreciation and appetite from those assembled. All except Joe, that is, who had retreated into his thoughts, was lost somewhere in memory.

They had met on New Year’s Eve.

Joe hadn’t intended to join the celebrations, had even volunteered to work crowd control, so convinced was he that the night would prove a damp squib, as the occasion usually did. It was only through a combination of dumb luck – a mix-up with the rotas – and the dogged persuasion of his friends, that he found himself at the party that evening.

The attraction had been instant and mutual. Sofia was dark, very pretty and slight – piccola the Italians called it – and she watched the fireworks beside him on the balcony with a childlike reverence.
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