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CHAPTER ONE 

Angela Parker sat in the sunshine with her back against the wall of the old fort in Bassano del Grappa and gazed out over the valley at the foot of the Alps. Northern Italy had been the perfect choice for her recuperation. Already she was healing from the terrible car crash that had left her damaged both physically and psychologically. 

With a sigh she rose to her feet. It was noon and time she found some shade. She wandered across the square and sat down under the canopy of a small café. After ordering a sandwich and lemonade she watched people passing by—an old lady with shopping; two men arguing over the bonnet of a brokendown car; a couple of tourists; a girl and boy whizzing past on a motor bike; a mother and daughter with a child in a push-chair, hurrying home. 

The noise behind her increased as the old men tipped dominoes on to the table. She smiled and decided that it was time to return to her apartment. As she rose a passing businessman moved a chair out of her way. She thanked him with a polite smile then leaning heavily on her two sticks began to walk back across the square. 

Hugo, her stepfather, had told her she was welcome to the apartment, belonging to his family, for as long as she needed it. It lay in a narrow lane in the old part of town, tucked beneath the fortified walls. There was a restaurant and jeweller on the ground floor and a lift to take her up to the first floor. 

Sinking gratefully into the large blue suede settee she laid her sticks along the floor and sat back. 

At four that afternoon she opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. With slow movements she eased her feet to the floor. Once, she had moved swiftly and gracefully if not on the stage then to the music in her head. Family and friends had envied her the natural co-ordination and enthusiasm she exhibited. She had been promised a great future and the love of a good man. 

Where had it all gone, she asked herself every day. At first she had wallowed in self pity. Friends had dropped by the wayside. The family had fussed a great deal, feeding the bitterness and resentment that turned her against them. Then the healing process took over. With the exception of odd moods of depression she fought her way back from paralysis with all the determination and energy that had preceded her accident. 

Only when the recovery stopped, when she was told she could expect no further improvement, that she would never dance again, had the light inside her died. They had tried their best to console her, Hugo and her mother, her two brothers, Daniel and Benjamin, but nothing had mattered to her, not even Philip’s desertion when he realised she would always limp slightly. He was a choreographer, a creator of movement and beauty and he couldn’t be expected to understand the needs of a lame person. 

At half past four the doorbell sounded and without glancing at the television viewer she pressed the button to open the door. Carlo, the son of the people across the lane, always brought her an ice-cream from the shop at the bottom of the street at this time of day. 

She smiled as she heard his footsteps coming up the steps from the hall. He was nine years old with black hair that lolled around his head in great loose curls and eyes almost too large for his small, cheeky face. His brown gaze was always direct and his manner verged on the insolent but his honesty and love of life bought him a million pardons. 

He chattered non-stop as he handed her the ice-cream and took the small change she offered him. Then they both sat down at the table and she concentrated on what it was he was saying. 

‘There was a man looking for you this morning, signorina.’ 

‘How do you know he was looking for me? Did he ask for me?’ 

‘No, but he rang your bell,’ the young boy went on. 

Angela frowned. 

‘What did he look like, this man?’ 

Carlo tipped his head to one side and stared upward while still taking a bite out of his ice-cream, a thoughtful expression on his face. 

‘He might have been big but he was thin. He was quite old.’ 

Angela’s eyebrows rose a fraction for Carlo’s idea of old was anyone over thirty. He licked the drips of cream from his fingers. 

‘And he was a polizziotto,’ he added. 

‘A policeman? Did he have a uniform on, or how did you know he was a policeman?’ 

Carlo shrugged his shoulders and grinned. 

‘I always know. He had no uniform, but I know.’ 

Angela was confused. Why would a plain clothes policeman come to see her? She searched her mind for any law she might have broken, any accident she may have witnessed, but there was nothing. Had something happened at home? Were they bringing her bad news? She finished her ice-cream and wiped her hands at the sink. 

‘Will he come back, do you think?’ 

‘Si. They always come back.’ 

After he’d gone Angela switched on the television to take her mind off the visit of the police and also to help improve her Italian. On her arrival in Italy at the beginning of the summer she had only her schoolgirl Italian to fall back on. Her stepfather had rarely spoken to them in his native language. Now, after several months she could converse quite easily. 

*          *          *

‘I came because of the note.’ 

Hugo Pagelli paced from one side of the apartment to the other, a big, angry man. 

‘What note?’ Angela asked. 

She sat in the gold suede armchair, a look of amazement on her face. 

‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’ 

Her stepfather had arrived without warning that morning. He handed her an envelope and she withdrew a single sheet of paper and read it. Her mouth fell open as she gasped. 

IF YOU LOVE YOUR STEPDAUGHTER KNOW THAT SHE IS IN GREAT DANGER. PERHAPS SHE CAN GIVE TO US WHAT WAS TAKEN FROM US, she read. 

‘What are they talking about? What do they mean and what was taken from whom?’ 

He had stopped his pacing and was towering over her. 

‘Have you noticed anyone following you? Anyone taking a more than natural interest in you. Have you had any strange visitors?’ 

She was frowning as she answered hesitantly. 

‘No, well, there was a policeman here yesterday.’ 

‘You have broken the law?’ 

His voice was rising with his temper. 

‘No, of course not.’ 

‘What did he want, this policeman?’ 

Angela got to her feet and he moved away from her and stood looking out of the window. She sighed. 

‘I don’t know. I didn’t see him. The little boy across the lane told me he had been. Does it matter? What connection can a visit from the police have to do with that dreadful letter? Did you give it to the police? Is that why they came to check up on me to see that I was not in any trouble?’ 

A shiver ran across his shoulders as he turned to face her. 

‘The police must not know I am in the country.’ 

‘Why?’ 

He sat down in the chair she had recently vacated. 

‘Let me explain, Angela. There was an inheritance in my family that was hidden away during the war. After the war there were only myself and a distant cousin left of the family. He is an evil man and I suspect he is the sender of this letter. For many years the inheritance has lain hidden but now it has been brought to the government’s notice, or should I say the lack of it has been brought to the government’s notice. You see, sixteen years ago, I was accused of stealing these things. Now my cousin wishes the inheritance for himself, so he brings me here because I alone know where it is. He reminds the police that I am a wanted man.’ 

‘Then you shouldn’t have come.’ 

‘I would not put you in danger and worry your mother.’ 

They stared at each other, both minds working silently. His tone was grim when he spoke. 

‘You will go home and I will stay and work this thing through.’ 

‘I’m not ready to go home.’ 

The determination in her own voice surprised her. 

‘Nevertheless, you will go.’ 

Angela sat down again. She watched him as he moved to the telephone and rang the airport. He booked her a seat on a flight leaving that evening. She remained silent, her mind swirling with indecision. Who was this evil member of Hugo’s family? 

Her stepfather was in trouble and instinct told her that if she disappeared it would be even worse for him. 

‘Please, pack your things now, Angela. We can stop for a meal on our way to Venice. After that it will be time to leave you at the airport.’ 

Shaking her head, Angela stomped off to her room. She had few possessions and only a hold-all bag to pack. 

When she returned to the main room she saw that Hugo had closed the shutters and switched off the electricity. The little sunlight that peeked in through a multitude of cracks in the shutters threw the room into a shadowy greyness. 

‘Good,’ he said coming back into the room after closing the shutters in her bedroom. ‘We can go now.’ 

Angela watched him pick up her bag then followed him out of the apartment. He helped her into his hire car and as they drove off she saw her little friend from across the way come to the doorway of his home, licking a large icecream. He waved happily to her as they turned the corner and drove out of sight. 

*          *          *

They ate in the restaurant of a high-class hotel on the outskirts of Venice. It was still early and they had the place to themselves with the exception of an American couple and a man sitting in the farthest corner from the windows who rarely raised his head from his meal. When they had finished their dinner they made small talk over coffee in the lounge. Angela asked after her mother and brothers. 

Hugo answered in monosyllables, his mind on other things. At last it was time to leave and Angela replaced the magazine she had been glancing through. As she straightened, her eyes met those of the man leaving the diningroom. 

A bolt of something like recognition shot between them, then was gone as he walked past them and out of the main entrance. He had taken a long time with his meal she thought as she followed Hugo out of the building. 


CHAPTER TWO 

Back in the car Hugo did his best to encourage conversation. The family thought Angela might like to apply for a post teaching dancing. There was an opening at her old school, and if she didn’t want to live at home there was always the flat above the garage. 

It had been her studio in the past but could be altered to facilitate her living there. 

Angela shrank to the far side of the seat and concentrated on the darkening view, chewing her bottom lip in distress. They meant well, she told herself silently, but she couldn’t prevent the shudder that ran through her body at the thought of returning to the place where her future had been changed so dramatically. 

Eventually, wising up to his step-daughter’s silence, Hugo fell silent also and time slipped by until they were parking at the airport terminal. There was time to spare and after putting her bag in the hands of an airport official they went for more coffee. 

Hugo came back to the table after several minutes away and placed magazines and boiled sweets before her. 

He was about to sit down when Angela said, ‘Please don’t hang about for me. I’ll be quite all right, really.’ 

He straightened up and fiddled awkwardly with the magazines. 

‘Well, if you are sure.’ 

Suddenly concerned she asked, ‘Where will you stay? How will your cousin know where to contact you if you don’t go back to the apartment?’ 

His dark eyes closed momentarily as his hands found their way to the pockets of his suit jacket. 

‘I know where to find him. Don’t worry, I know what he wants,’ he replied eventually. 

Angela frowned. 

‘Please, be careful,’ she said, genuinely worried. 

He nodded. 

‘Say nothing at home. We don’t want them to be dragged into this. Your mother will only worry.’ 

He bent down to touch his mouth to either side of her face. 

She watched his back disappearing through the rapidly filling tables. 

The first time she heard her name being called on the Tannoy she knew she had made up her mind. She moved as quickly as possible to the reception desk and cancelled her flight. Her bag had gone but she still had a purse strapped to her waist. 

In it she had her passport, credit cards, cheques and keys, the second set of keys to the apartment. She’d had them cut for the caretaker in case she ever lost her own. 

Two days ago he had returned them to her before he went on holiday. Nearly all Italians holiday in August for a month and he had worried that she might need them. 

She took a taxi back to Bassano and the apartment. It was dark now and she hoped her arrival would go undetected. Inside, the evening was darker still as she fumbled her way to the lift. Once back in the kitchen, she searched in the cupboard beneath the sink and found the torch. It threw out a strong beam as she shone it around the room, then placing it on the work surface, she crossed to the settee and sat down, laying her walking stick on the floor. 

Resting back against the cushions she allowed her mind to run through what she had done. In the taxi all her thoughts had been centred on Hugo and the trouble he may be in. 

Now she wondered what help she thought she could be and regretted not boarding the plane. Yet there was something, she wasn’t sure what, but it niggled away in the back of her mind waiting to be recognised. She shook her head and set herself to planning her own survival. The shutters were closed and they must stay that way all except the kitchen window which looked out into an enclosed yard. 

The electricity must stay off in case the light betrayed her presence in the apartment. If Hugo’s evil cousin was hoping to get to him through her then she must give them no opportunity. There was gas to cook with and heat the hot water, so she would be quite all right. A pan would do for a kettle but when she went to put it on the stove the electric button to ignite the flame refused to work and she had no matches. So for the time being she would drink water. The cupboards were all well supplied, so she would not starve. 

The caretaker and his wife had come in once a week, to clean the apartment and do her laundry and shopping, but she would manage, she told herself. She would leave little mess to clean up and she could wash through what she was wearing, which was all she had, when the need arose. She didn’t look beyond that, refusing to think of what would happen if she were to fall and no-one knew she was there. She must learn to walk without her stick. 

They had told her at the hospital that it was possible if she continued with the physiotherapy. But when she knew she would never dance again she had refused all offers of help and allowed herself to become dependent upon her sticks. 

Now the time had come to throw the sticks away. 

*          *          *

Next morning birdsong woke her and she lay listening to the noise of people busy in the lane. She rose and made her way into the kitchen area where she opened the shutters and let the sun flood into the room. She found, to her delight, a gas lighter lying along the top of the boiler. After several times the flame fluttered into life and she put it to the gas ring with a sigh of relief. 

Now at last she could have a cup of tea. She filled the pan with water and put it on to boil then crossed to the settee and sat down. Placing a cushion beneath her knees, she started the exercises that would help her to walk unaided. 

That afternoon she took her first few steps without her sticks, careful not to push herself beyond her ability in case she fell. Nevertheless she felt triumphant. 

It was on this high note that the doorbell rang. She froze into perfect stillness, the breath heavy in her throat. She had forgotten that the doorbell was on a different electric system. The box was in the main hall and quite separate from the apartment. 

It came again, more stringent this time. Whoever it was they were becoming impatient. Couldn’t they see the shuttered windows? Wasn’t it obvious that no-one was home? 

She clutched the window frame, afraid to move. The sound came again, longer this time, almost as though the person knew she was there. It wasn’t possible, was it? 

Perhaps Hugo had discovered she hadn’t boarded the plane and knew she would have come back here. She had to find out. Opening the shutter just a fraction she peered down into the lane, but her visitor was standing too close to the door. She couldn’t see him. 

Then as though sensing her curiosity he stepped back and looked up. Angela gasped with shock, pushing the shutter closed and stumbling back into the room. 

It was him, the man who had dined in the same hotel as her and Hugo, the man whose eyes had met hers with recognition. Who was he? What did he want? Had he followed her home? 

The bell rang again and she realised he wasn’t going to go away. She switched on the security television viewer and spoke into the microphone. 

‘Who are you? What do you want?’ 

In answer he held up a wallet with a badge displayed inside. 

‘Police.’ 

She chewed on her lower lip as she considered what to do, then she reluctantly pressed the button to open the door. 
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