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Rome, October 1943

      A young woman marches briskly down a Rome street. Her coat is tightly belted, a scarf is wound around her head and a large cloth bag is slung slantways across her body. Over her arm she carries a smaller bag, containing her purse with a few lira in it and her papers – her identity card and ration book. ‘Chiara Ravello, spinster,’ the card declares and gives her address as Via dei Cappellari 147, flat number 5. She has no umbrella against the steady rain falling out of the dark sky, an unrelenting downpour that will continue for hours, as if complicit in the day’s events.

      Within fifteen minutes of the phone call summoning her – ‘Mamma is sick,’ Gennaro had said – she was out of the door. That she is decently dressed at all, given her speed and the fact that her sister, Cecilia, followed her around the apartment, getting in the way and asking fatuous questions, is a minor miracle.

      ‘Who was on the telephone?’ This at the bathroom door as Chiara splashed water on her face. ‘Why are you getting dressed? It’s only a quarter to six.’ This as Chiara fetched her stockings from the rail in front of the stove and tugged the damp resistant things up her chilly legs.

      The rain has pervaded the inside of the apartment; a faint fog seems to hang in the kitchen air.

      ‘You can’t go out without a petticoat.’ This as she pulled her red woollen dress over her head and buckled her belt. Then, rallying, ‘Shall I make you a coffee?’

      Finally, while Cecilia rinsed out the pot at the sink, Chiara had a second to think what might be needed: to don her coat and scarf, and to locate that extra bag in case anything could be salvaged, to consider and discount taking her bicycle on the grounds that it would take too long to manhandle down the stairwell and it would be quicker to walk. Gennaro’s bar on Via del Portico d’Ottavia was less than a kilometre away.

      At the kitchen door she turned to say she had to go and saw that Cecilia had stopped, was standing with the empty coffee pot dangling from her hand, her mouth open. Chiara knew Cecilia had remembered that there was no coffee in the house, that there had been no coffee for over two months. She knew too that the memory had stirred up all that went with that knowledge: the bombs, the deaths, the Nazi occupation, everything that collectively Chiara referred to in her own head as ‘the rubble’. On another day she would have comforted her sister, but not today.

      ‘I won’t be long,’ she said.

      ‘Don’t go out,’ Cecilia said, in her little-girl voice.

      ‘Oh, for the love of God,’ Chiara shouted and she was out the door, her boots clattering on the stone stairs but not loudly enough to drown out her sister’s wail.

      At street level, she thought better of it and ran back up the two flights. ‘Get dressed. Pack a bag with warm clothes.’

      The dithery, wilting look that made Chiara want to slap her into awareness came over Cecilia’s beautiful, doe-eyed face. ‘Is it a holiday?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes. We’re going away,’ Chiara said. ‘Pack a bag for me too. I’ll be home in a couple of hours, or less.’ She showed her on the clock. ‘I’ll bring you back something special.’

      ‘Shall I take my sewing stuff?’

      ‘What you can fit in. Not the machine.’

      ‘I’ll put in a blanket each.’

      ‘I’m sorry I shouted.’

      ‘I won’t tell.’

      Whom Cecilia thinks she might tell is a mystery.

      The street is dark. A curfew operates now, and the street lights are not lit. Chiara’s feet are damp, her boots leak and she slips on the wet cobbles. When she gets to the corner of Campo dei Fiori, she pauses. The first glimmers of this grey dawn that have not yet found their way down into the narrow shaft that is Via dei Cappellari illuminate a deserted square. It is six o’clock on a Saturday morning, and the market should be setting up. The statue of Bruno Giordano is the only human form to be seen. She glances up at him, solemn, hooded, portentous, as if there might be comfort to be had. She shivers.

      She crosses the square by skirting its edges, hugging the buildings. The streets have been emptier since the Nazis took over. As during a bad weather warning – earthquake, snow or landslide – the people of Rome huddle indoors and go out these days only if it is strictly necessary. Always, at night, there are the sounds of sporadic gunfire. There are stories of people being stopped arbitrarily, lined up against walls and marched away, to be interrogated in buildings newly occupied and adapted for the purpose, from where screams can be heard. Later, families are summoned to collect mangled bodies. This is not new; it went on throughout the years of fascism, but it has reached a more terrifying dimension, now that Rome has been declared an open city. It is no longer possible to stay safe by keeping your head down. There is a confusion about sides and allegiances.

      Halfway down Via dei Giubbonari, Chiara turns right into an even narrower street, a route that will bring her out farther down the main road, away from the principal junction. She does not know what she is going towards, only that her help is needed and that, whatever this new trouble, it is happening in the old Jewish quarter. If it weren’t for the gold levy that the Nazi command imposed on the Jewish population of Rome a few days ago, she might not now be so sure that the location of Gennaro’s bar, in the ghetto’s main thoroughfare, is significant.

      Fifty kilograms of gold. She had helped organise and collect donations – rings and lockets, old coins and cufflinks. She would even have contributed her father’s signet ring, but it wasn’t in the jewellery box where she kept it. Afterwards, after the officials had weighed the gold and pronounced it sufficient, she had found the ring wedged in a gap between the tiles on top of her dressing table. She had been glad not to have had to give up this ring that had belonged to her dear father, five years dead.

      Babbo, she thinks, her precious father, and she reaches for a comforting memory of him, but instead an image appears of Carlo, her fiancé, who died only a month later. A grief so strong wells up in her that she whimpers. Loneliness travels through her like cold in her bones.

      With the gold collection, they thought they had pre-empted further trouble and bought the Jews of Rome some peace. But now, she thinks, her steps slow with the rain tumbling down on her, what if an error in the counting has been uncovered? What if the Nazi booty is short by ten grams? By the weight of a ring? She shakes her head, her scarf sodden against the back of her neck.

      She hurries on. It might not be anything so serious. She might be tormenting herself needlessly. And at least she will get a proper cup of coffee at Gennaro’s.

      She emerges at a small intersection where there is a patch of grass out of which a lone plane tree grows. She has it in mind to take cover under this tree and assess the situation. There is nothing to assess. Or she has no way of assessing whatever there is. The main road, Via Arenula, is silent and empty. She loiters underneath the tree, clinging to its protection. She is still on ‘her’ side. By stepping off the kerb, crossing the road, she will enter another world. It is as if the walls that used to surround the ghetto half a century earlier have been rebuilt. They are invisible, but they exist.

      She still has the option of turning back.

      She thinks of Cecilia. She visualises her listening to light music on the radio while she packs and then switching it off when the regular government communiqué comes on. In her mind she has her instead putting on the gramophone player and packing their cases to the rhythms of her song of the moment, sung by her new favourite matinée idol, Gino Bechi. They saw the film three times when it came out in March. ‘The Road Through the Wood’ is the tune playing in homes across Rome as people pack their bags, lock up their houses and flee the city. Why should she and Cecilia be any different? They are luckier than most. Their grandmother – their nonna – still lives up in the hills.

      A far-off rumbling noise gets louder. She keeps close in to the tree, envisaging a military vehicle. Then a bus with steamed-up windows rolls into view. There seems to be no one on board apart from the driver. A dog comes trotting down the road, stopping to sniff at odd pieces of boggy rubbish in the gutter. The municipal services have broken down, and the streets have not been cleaned for weeks. The dog wanders onto the pavement and cocks a leg against the tree.

      Chiara looks for signs in these occurrences – the absence of passers-by, the fact that public transport is running, the glimmer of the paler patches on the mottled bark of the plane tree in the early morning light, the way the rainwater drips off the end of the yellowing leaves, the dog choosing this tree to urinate against – interpreting them as first one thing and then its opposite. Her consciousness flickers between extremes: that the message was wrong or misconstrued or a false alarm, and it is as normal a day as Rome gets to have these days, or that something untoward is taking place on an apocalyptic scale.

      A bird squawks in the branches above her; a cold drop of rain lands on her nose. The rain has soaked her through, seeped up into her boots and down through her scarf to her hair, dampening her shoulder blades and the tender, chilly place between them. The rainwater gurgles down the drains, and she is standing as still as Giordano himself, frozen in stone. She wants to go home. She pictures a blue china bird with its head thrown back and its beak wide, perched on a windowsill. The view of the tower of San Lorenzo from the window, the pine trees of the cemetery beyond. Their childhood home.

      Rubble, she thinks.

      Across the road there is a movement. A man in uniform has appeared from out of the shadows of one of the streets leading into the ghetto. And with that sight, that reminder of danger, doubt falls from her. She moves out from under the tree and steps off the pavement.

      Mamma’s sick, she thinks. That is what Gennaro said to her on the telephone. It’s their code in case the line is tapped, but they hadn’t worked out what the next part of the story should be.

      And she is thinking, as she crosses the road, about what she will say if stopped. She can’t say she’s going to visit her mother, who died in the San Lorenzo bombing three months ago and wouldn’t be living in the ghetto anyway. An old lady who does live in the ghetto comes into Chiara’s mind. She doesn’t know her real name but everyone calls her Nonna Torta – which might mean Granny Pie or Granny Wrong; both epithets would suit. She used to supply bread and pastries for the bakery in Piazza Guidia. The unleavened bread made with coarse, unhusked flour and used at Passover, the rye loaf with caraway, the plaited challah, the twisted loaf with poppy seeds, the nutty pastries filled with dried fruit, figs and plum paste. Priests and nuns had been known to come and queue for her famous wild cherry tart, and there were rumours that the pope himself had tasted it.

      Chiara will say, if stopped, that she has heard Nonna Torta, an old friend of her grandmother’s, is sick, and she is on her way to see whether there is anything she can do for her. Perhaps it is because she knows Nonna Torta’s address that the old lady has presented herself in her mind. She is a regular at Gennaro’s bar and lives in Via di Sant’Ambrogio, just behind. Or perhaps it is because Nonna Torta is indeed unwell, not sick in her body but wandering in her mind.

      The soldier has taken up position against the side of the building. He ignores Chiara as she passes him. She understands that he is not there to stop people from entering the Jewish quarter but from leaving it. He has the spread-winged eagle insignia on his cap.

      Terrible noises assail her as she enters the ghetto. Screams and bellows, metal sparking off stone. As she walks farther in, Chiara assembles everything she knows about Nonna Torta. The effort keeps her from crying out or running or reacting in any way at the sight of German soldiers stationed at corners, battering at front doors; the frightened faces at windows. From high up in buildings come shrill cries.

      Nonna Torta wears her pinny at all times except on the Sabbath. She is bow-legged. Her hair is white as the feathers of a dove. She is a storyteller although she often repeats herself. Chiara finds her difficult to understand because she mixes in words and phrases from the Judaeo-Roman dialect. She has lived in the ghetto all her life and was born before Italian unification. She remembers the ghetto walls being torn down, back when she was a girl, and the place opening up. People moving out across the river to Trastevere, which was previously unheard of; before, the Jews had all been crammed in there together, cosy and separate. No change occurs without something being lost, after all.

      The thought of Nonna Torta gives Chiara a frisson of hope. It is the thought of longevity, of lives lived out to complete their natural course.

      When she turns into Via del Portico d’Ottavia, she falters. A column of grey-clad soldiers are lined up along the pavement, the officers standing at strategic intervals. One of them is addressing the soldiers, instructing them. Gennaro’s bar is shut, locked up, the blind pulled down behind the glass. Beyond, where the Theatre of Marcellus looms up, massive and ancient as if untouchable, three lorries with dark tarpaulins are parked. Suddenly, the men all start to shout, a terrible bellowing roar that makes the hair on her body stand on end and the damp place between her shoulder blades throb. Just as suddenly, they stop. Then they disperse, in groups of two or three, disappearing down various streets of the ghetto. The few remaining ones take up position, some in front of the lorries, others at each of the tributary roads.

      Chiara knocks at the door of the bar.

      ‘It’s me,’ she whispers through the keyhole.

      The blind lifts a fraction, and Gennaro’s face appears, his eyes black and wild, his cheeks smeared with soot. He opens the door a crack, bundles her in and leads her through to the storeroom behind the bar where an overstuffed, pot-bellied stove belches out smoke. This is one of the places they keep the anti-fascist pamphlets that a team of volunteers leave around the city, moving quickly and as if they are going about their everyday business. There are several stores at different locations around Rome, and a printing press in a sound-proofed chamber behind a butcher’s refrigerator in the Testaccio area.

      Gennaro has been burning evidence.

      ‘Can you get on with this?’ he says, gesturing at the stove and the small mountain of leaflets next to it or strewn around the floor. He must have just swept them from the shelves. ‘I need to get the bar open.’ He makes a noise that could be interpreted as a laugh. ‘Business as usual. Give the appearance of.’

      ‘They’re not here for us,’ Chiara says.

      ‘No,’ he says. ‘But still, we wouldn’t want them to find all this, would we?’

      ‘They’re rounding up the Jews,’ she says.

      Then she notices the headline article on the uppermost pamphlet, written by a prominent Jewish intellectual. Like many, he had returned to Rome after Mussolini was ousted in July and before the armistice was declared in September. In that brief period, when they thought that for the first time in twenty years they could say what they wanted, he had produced a flurry of articles. She wonders where he is now, and hopes he has got out of the city.

      ‘You’ve got soot on your face,’ she says to Gennaro.

      He wipes it off with his sleeve, grimaces at her as if she is criticising him. It is hard to be kind when you’re frightened.

      ‘Go on,’ she says and smiles. Her smile probably looks like a grimace too.

      Gennaro has packed the stove too tightly. Chiara has brought the spare bag with some idea of rescuing pamphlets for another time, or for posterity, or for some other reason that had seemed compelling in the kitchen fog earlier. It escapes her now, when, like Gennaro, she urgently wants to obliterate all traces of them. She snatches up a long, slender piece of wood from the sack of logs and kindling, and jabs at the dense mass of smoking newsprint. The piece of wood snaps.

      She casts about for a better tool, flings wide the half-open door of a cupboard and finds a metal dustpan and broom, a big bottle of pink liquid that might be a cleaning product or might be paraffin – should she pour it in? Would the whole building go up in flames? – and yet another pile of pamphlets. These date back four months, to the beginning of the summer, and feature a photograph of Mussolini addressing the crowds in Piazza Venezia, the people filling the square like ants, and a caption she can no longer read. A powerful, disgusting smell emanates from the cupboard. She pushes the door to, returns to the stove, armed with the dustpan, and pokes fiercely at the wodge of paper inside, trying to break it up. The stove is like a little animal that they have been force-feeding. It is starting to choke.

      A vision of Cecilia as a child appears. She sits opposite Chiara at the table in the kitchen of their former home in San Lorenzo (rubble, Chiara thinks automatically). A steaming plate of tripe sits untouched on the red-and-yellow-checked cloth in front of her sister. Meat disgusts Cecilia, and offal most of all. With ham and mortadella, the kind of meat that is served in slices, she has developed a method of furtively scooping it into her lap, to be thrown away, hidden or devoured by Chiara later. It is the discovery of the hidden stashes of rotting meat behind the sofa that has invoked greater vigilance from their mother at mealtimes. Tripe stew in tomato sauce is too messy a dish for lap scooping but, in any case, their mother is in the room with them, or in and out at least, so Chiara cannot help.

      ‘Eat up your food, Cecilia, or you won’t grow big and strong,’ their mother says, for the hundredth time.

      Cecilia is constantly admonished thus. She must be nine or ten years old, Chiara thinks, after the onset of her illness but before that summer when a spate of uncontrollable seizures damaged her brain irrecoverably. As their mother comes to the table, Cecilia grabs a hunk of bread and stuffs the whole piece into her mouth. To show willing, perhaps. Her jaw clicks. She cannot move it to masticate and cannot get the huge unchewed lump down her throat. Her eyes are popping. Her face is going red. If she were a snake with a rabbit in its jaw, she would throw back her head and her powerful neck muscles would take over the business of swallowing. But Cecilia is not a snake. Her little neck cannot expand. Then Mamma is there, banging Cecilia’s back, which doesn’t work, then sticking her finger into Cecilia’s mouth and hooking the mush out, which does.

      Chiara uses the dustpan handle to hook the papers out of the stove. She lays them out on the floor, unpicks and loosens the wad, then starts again, tearing the sheets into smaller scraps, stoking the flames. Their mamma was a demon for physical intervention in their maladies: greased fingers up the bottom for constipation, vigorous chest massaging with oil for colds, tincture of iodine slathered over cuts, methylene blue for sore throats. If poking and rubbing and the application of unguents, ointments and poultices didn’t work, then you were malingering. If the malady continued or worsened beyond denial, then it was to the priest with you. She didn’t believe in doctors.

      Chiara is making progress. The stove is burning at full capacity, and she starts to warm up. Steam rises from her clothes. As she gets into a rhythm of tearing, shredding, burning, poking, she shuts her mind to the intermittent roars, to what might be going on outside. She is like an engine driver, stoking her little train, thundering down the rickety track. She needs to get to her destination. This is her job.

      She clears the pile, sweeps up the debris and tips it in. She watches as the last scraps are consumed and then remembers the other stack in the stinking cupboard. The stench hits her anew when she opens the door. She lifts most of the pile of papers, which are pulp in her hands. When she stuffs them into the stove, a heavy, noxious smoke billows out. She wraps her scarf over her nose and mouth, soggy fragments of newsprint sticking to her fingers and catching around her wrists, and works at the damp mass with her improvised poker, forcing it to fragment. She coaxes a flame, then another. It catches fire.

      She goes back to check she has cleared the cupboard. She peels a leaflet from the cupboard base and seems to see, for a fraction of a moment, two little green lights, instantly extinguished. She leans in, clutching her scarf around her nose, and the lights reappear. They are the eyes of a cat. A black cat with white paws, lying at the back of the cupboard, four or five tiny kittens at her breast. To one side, stiff and lifeless, lies the runt, the tiniest of creatures. Chiara sees that she has destroyed the cat’s newspaper nest, her refuge, the home she has found for herself and her offspring. Now she pulls the last pamphlet out from under the family and takes their bed. The emaciated cat makes a sound, attempts to stand but lacks the strength.

      Chiara picks up the runt’s body with the last remaining leaflet and chucks it in the stove. She returns to look at the cat. She allows herself to contemplate the cat’s life: running from dogs, skulking, roaming the city’s ruins, scavenging for scraps. The brief wild moment when these babies were conceived. She ponders leaving the cloth bag as a bed for the animals. The cat is patently starving.

      People are going hungry.

      It is only a cat.

      She wipes her face and hands with the end of her scarf and goes through to the bar. There are no customers. Gennaro has raised the blinds and set some tables and chairs out on the street, in the rain. Chiara looks out at the people there. She has never seen human beings being herded before.

      ‘Coffee?’ Gennaro says.

      Chiara wants to go now, but she is overcome by a wave of nausea and her legs tremble. She steadies herself against the bar, turning away from the sights beyond the window.

      ‘Please,’ she says.

      She stirs sugar in, three spoonfuls, and becomes aware that Gennaro is talking to her, telling her some tale. He is saying he didn’t notice anything strange when he first arrived at the bar at five o’clock this morning. He had cycled in as usual from his home on the other side of the river. All the way, nothing strange, except that the river was swollen with all the rain. On Garibaldi bridge the rain had intensified, and he had paused to pull up his hood and adjust the bike light. He had been cycling slowly because his brakes didn’t work very well.

      He had stopped to buy some coal, and the chap there, whom Gennaro had known for years, a real busybody of a man who had his finger in a lot of pies, a lot, had told him that he had heard this great noise during the night, coming from the ghetto. A cacophony, he called it. Round after round of gunfire and explosions. Shouting and bellowing, just like they had been doing on the street when Chiara arrived. It had gone quiet again at about four in the morning.

      Anyway, this bloke, Federico, had told him there wasn’t any coal, and he didn’t know when supplies would next come, so Gennaro had bought a bundle of firewood instead. It was a bit damp because of being tied on the back of his bicycle and that’s why it was so smoky in the back room when he had first lit the stove. It wasn’t even seasoned wood. But you had to take what you could get these days.

      ‘Where do you get your coal?’ Chiara finds herself asking, as if that is a more pressing subject than the night-time noises or what is happening outside in the street. ‘Do you go to that place off Viale Trastevere?’ She imagines for a moment that she is interested in the answer, that she will change her coal supplier.

      A young man enters the bar. A soldier accompanies him but stops at the threshold, neither in nor out. Gennaro greets the man by name. Alberto. He puts his fibre suitcase down beside his legs and orders an espresso. The case is tied shut with a blue dressing-gown cord. His black scarf is neatly crossed at the front and tucked into the upturned collar of his shabby coat. His hair is flattened from standing in the rain. His face is pale, broad, unshaven. His cheeks hang slack, his full-lipped mouth slightly open. There is no conversation while Gennaro prepares the man’s drink. The cup rattles against the saucer as he lifts it. He has to use both hands. His fingernails are dark with oil or dust.

      Chiara’s thoughts have become a case of ball-bearings, skittering and careering. She thinks about the treat she is going to take home to Cecilia and wonders whether perhaps Gennaro has something squirrelled away that she might do a deal on. Some biscuits perhaps. Or whether, if the buses are running, she could get up to Tor di Nona where the black marketeers trade and see if there is cheese to be had, or a tin of tuna or beans.

      She tries to stay with these thoughts. They are comfortable. But then the flames licking at the kitten’s lank fur are in her head and she questions whether it was actually dead. She is horribly present in this room, now, in this moment. It is as if the damp seepage that, despite the heat of the flames, persists in the hollow of her back, is not rainwater but something else, some residue from a deep pool of human pain. She has been dipped in it, and it coats her.

      The man swallows noisily, puts his cup down on the counter and runs his hand along the wooden surface. He leans forward and, in a quiet voice, he asks Gennaro a question. He says, ‘What are they going to do with us?’

      Gennaro shakes his head.

      The man looks around him, his gaze lingering on the tables and chairs. Chiara feels his eyes on her, but she doesn’t meet them. The soldier at the door calls him. He picks up his bag and leaves.

      Chiara follows him as far as the doorway and watches as he is escorted back into the line of people being herded along the street to the waiting lorries. The population of the ghetto – the old, the young, babies in arms, people on crutches, women and children – all shuffle towards the trucks in an almost-silent procession. Some of the very smallest among them are crying and griping, the way babies do, but the adults and the bigger children, the ones capable of speech, do not speak. There are some young men like the one who came into the bar, but not many.

      ‘Where are the men?’ she asks.

      Gennaro comes to stand next to her. ‘It’s tobacco ration day,’ he says. ‘They’ll have gone to get their ciggies.’

      She glances sideways at him. ‘What?’

      His face is solemn. Streaks of soot remain in the creases of his jowls, accentuating their droop, as if he’s been made up to look doleful. Can lives hang on so little as a packet of cigarettes? Chiara wonders.

      ‘Yes,’ Gennaro says as if she’s spoken out loud. ‘That’s how it is.’

      Some of the people still have their nightwear on underneath their coats. Most are carrying bags or have bundles strapped to their backs. They are being nudged along with the points of guns. On the other side of the line, two officers lean against the wall, chatting and smoking.

      ‘What will they do with them?’

      ‘They’re probably taking them to a labour camp up north,’ Gennaro says.

      ‘Babies and old ladies in a labour camp?’ Chiara says.

      But now Gennaro is saying something about his mother having warned him not to open a bar in the ghetto, and how it used to be a pawnbroker’s, and who was going to come here now, and how it will be blighted, and then, mid-sentence, he stops speaking and stands there, shame-faced. Then he starts jabbering on again about nothing strange, he noticed nothing strange earlier, and again he stutters to a halt.

      ‘They’ll be back one day,’ he says eventually. ‘When this war is over.’

      They watch as the last person in the line passes. Nonna Torta brings up the rear, swaying and muttering. She is in her nightdress and slippers with her pinny on top. She has no bag.

      Across the way, the two Nazi officers are still talking, their backs resting against the stonework, each with the sole of his left foot, encased in its knee-high boot, flat to the wall in a disquieting but almost reassuring symmetry.

      Gennaro is crying.

      ‘Did you know you have a hungry cat and some kittens in your storeroom cupboard?’ Chiara says.

      ‘A cat?’ he says. ‘I’ll take her some milk.’ He goes back to the counter and bends down, rooting about. ‘Got some little biscuits she might like,’ he says and disappears into the back room.

      Chiara steps out into the street and joins a small group of bystanders. She places herself at the rear beside a woman with unkempt grey hair who holds both hands to her cheeks as if she is resisting covering her eyes. Chiara too knows that she has to watch this whole spectacle. She has to bear witness. Then when she has borne witness, she can perhaps walk away; she can go back to her life. She can gather up her sister, and some rations and clothes, and she can leave this city and take refuge in their grandmother’s house in the mountains and wait for the Allies to arrive.

      Her mind flies away to the sheep in the meadow behind her grandmother’s house. Always, all of her life, this field, the feel of it – the smell of the grass and the wild oregano that grows in the hedgerows; the clearness of the air, fresh and sparkling and brighter than the air in the valleys; the view of the other hills, the way they undulate away in all directions – all of this has been a comfort to her. The cleanness and the safety of hills: she longs for them.

      The inhabitants of the ghetto have been corralled into a hollow in the road in front of the Theatre of Marcellus where the ground has been excavated. Elsewhere, from the direction of the river, comes shouting and the crack of gunshot, but these people, who stand waiting among the ruined, broken pillars, are hushed.

      The tarpaulins on the sides of the lorries have been rolled up, and this now-homeless throng are made to climb aboard. The gap between the witnesses and the rounded-up Jews is widening. It’s as if she is watching them across a swelling river.

      A young family catches her eye. They are already on the back of one of the trucks and have managed to stay together. The father is intent, serious, handsome in his shirt and tie, suit and coat. He has a high forehead and his curly hair has been dampened down. He is the sort of man who might smoke a pipe, Chiara thinks, as her own father had done. And who might stick it in his mouth and suck on it while he was pondering a difficulty, then remove it to make a pronouncement. The sort of man who is not hasty in his judgments. Now he is trying to find a way of being the man of the family, of retaining some dignity. In his arms he holds a curly-haired girl, chubby-faced, with fat little wrists protruding from her big-buttoned coat, eyes sparkling as if this is an adventure. In between the husband and wife stands another, bigger child, a boy, perhaps seven or eight years old. He is clutching the sleeve of his mother’s coat.

      It is the woman who draws Chiara’s attention. She holds a toddler, whose mouth is turned down, as if in parody of the looks on the faces of the surrounding adults. The woman is better dressed than most and gives the impression of having chosen her outfit with care, not hurriedly throwing on whatever she could find in the frantic minutes before they were forced out of their homes. This woman wears pearl stud earrings and a dark-green hat on the back of her head. Her coat is also dark green, tightly belted. It is like a going-away outfit.

      Perhaps, when the terrible hullabaloo was taking place at four this morning, she didn’t retreat fearfully into the nethermost recesses of her apartment nor pull the blanket over her head, but dared to look out and saw the Nazi soldiers running amok. And when they interrupted their mayhem, instead of thinking it was over and going back to bed, she made her family get up and get dressed. She fed them bread and a hot drink. She packed their bags, one for each of them. This family, Chiara thinks, had been going to run, but they didn’t do it fast enough.

      The woman’s eyes flick from side to side, searching the crowd. If the gap between the onlookers and the Jews is now a torrent, this woman is still searching for a bridge, a raft, a piece of flotsam.

      Chiara is staring at the woman, and the woman’s restless gaze finds her. Without taking her gaze from Chiara’s, the woman bends down and unpicks her son’s fingers from her coat, pushes him away. Chiara glances at the child, back up to the woman who is still fixing her steadily, down to the boy who has grabbed a different handful of cloth. Chiara focuses on the mother’s fingers as she unfurls the claw of the child’s hand, prising him off again. Chiara’s eyes swivel between mother and son, but the woman never takes her eyes off Chiara. She grips the boy’s shoulder, says something and the boy stands clear of her, hands dangling by his sides. The boy, the only straight-haired member of the family, is neatly turned out, grey shorts, socks pulled up, one knee scabby.

      Then Chiara is shouting and pushing her way to the front of the small crowd, shrugging off a restraining hand that briefly rests on her arm.

      ‘My nephew,’ she shouts out. ‘That’s my nephew,’ pointing at the boy.

      ‘This child is yours?’ the soldier who is directing operations at this truck asks in heavily accented Italian.

      ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘My sister’s.’

      The boy wobbles on the edge of the truck, his face stretched, intense but unfocused. He is like the child made to stand on a stool at the front of the class, singled out for humiliation.

      ‘Pass him down to me. Come to auntie, darling,’ Chiara cries out.

      Encouraged by the sound of her own voice – shrill, maternal, outraged – she keeps up the clamour, holding out her arms to receive him. Some of the people around join in. ‘Pass that boy down,’ and ‘This is his aunt,’ and even, from somewhere in the group, a man’s voice, ‘That boy is no Jew.’

      A soldier of superior rank appears and demands to see Chiara’s papers. She recognises him as one of the two that were leaning against the wall opposite Gennaro’s bar. While he unfolds her documents, the boy is handed down. He is stiff and heavy. She sets him down beside her, pulls him tight into her flank, gripping his hand. She can feel the tautness in him.

      She does not look at the mother again. She must not see doubt. She looks instead at the officer’s face, lean and clean-shaven, up to his peaked cap, along to the tip of his revolver, down to the skull-and-crossbones collar patch. She notices the gold thread on his epaulette, and the stitching that has torn at some point and been resewn more clumsily in a different-coloured thread. The damp patch between her shoulders throbs, as if expecting a bullet. It will surely travel straight through to her heart.

      ‘My sister,’ she comments, staring at a trail of thread, ‘is a seamstress. You wouldn’t even see the stitches if she had done that mending.’

      She knows he doesn’t understand her. They are just words she sends out to try to pierce the bubble of silence that has descended on them like a solid-domed roof. A great emptiness fills her head as if she might be about to faint.

      ‘Spinster,’ the officer says, pointing to the word with his ungloved hand.

      ‘He is my sister’s boy,’ she replies.

      He looks at her and at the child. Is it enough that the words ‘of the Jewish race’ are absent from her documents? Chiara has never made the fascist salute. Even at school she managed to avoid it and has prided herself on this small act of tacit resistance. Now, though, she is wondering whether the moment has come, whether that would in some way settle the matter.

      The truck engines start up and a cry is wrenched from the boy at her side. ‘Mamma,’ he screams and Chiara snatches him up, presses him into her chest.

      He starts to kick her.

      ‘Mamma. Mamma,’ he screams again and again. It is all she can do to hold him.

      She hisses into his ear, ‘Shut up or the soldier will shoot,’ and he goes limp against her, a dead weight. ‘Can you give me my card, please?’ she says boldly. ‘I need to get him home.’

      The driver of the second vehicle shouts something. He is ready to leave. The SS officer glances over at the lorry. His eyes run over its occupants. And then he leans down and tousles the boy’s hair.

      ‘Be good for your auntie,’ he says and drops Chiara’s papers into the cloth bag hanging from her shoulder.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she can see the boy’s little suitcase up there on the truck next to where he had been standing. His clothes, his possessions, maybe a toy or a bedtime book. Something that was his. She can’t have any of it. Not a single thing. Not a photograph. Not a vest.

      The trucks pull away.

      Chiara stands in a daze with the heavy child in her arms, his face pressed into her coat.

      ‘Off you go,’ the officer says, giving her a look that she doesn’t understand. He raises his voice, addressing the whole crowd. ‘Go away now,’ he barks and claps his hands, in a theatrical gesture. The show is over.

      Chiara moves away as quickly as she can, the inert child clutched to her bosom, his feet swinging into her knees with each step. She wonders whether she has suffocated him. She takes the road to the river, lurches along Lungotevere under the plane trees and, when she gets past Garibaldi bridge, she puts him down. He has left a trail of snot down the front of her coat.

      ‘I want my mamma,’ he says.

      She looks at him. Small, defiant. Orphaned. Her knees buckle, and she puts her hand to the parapet. For the first time this morning, the sun comes out, giving the leaves above their heads an orangey-gold glow. Down below, a fallen branch bobs past on the engorged river. She steadies herself.

      ‘I’m taking you home with me,’ Chiara starts to say but stops and grabs at his clothing instead, because he is making a run for it. She hoicks him in close, crouches behind him, pins his flailing arms, shushes him. A label is sticking out from his coat collar. Daniele Levi she reads upside down. That will have to go. She wraps her arms around him tightly, there on the pavement, holding him still, binding him. She takes the end of the tag in her teeth and pulls at it, rips it free.

      All the way home, Chiara drags the boy, kicking and shouting ‘Mamma’ until his voice is hoarse. If it were a battle of wills, he might have got away. His determination to run is at least as great as her determination to keep him. But it is a question of physical strength, and he does not have a chance.

      By the time they get to Via dei Cappellari, he is silent.

      Two packed suitcases are in the hall. Cecilia is sitting at her sewing table in the salon. She does not immediately look up. She is hemming a piece of fabric the colour of damson plums. The folds of the cloth ripple over the edge of the table, almost down to the floor, catching the glow from the watery sunlight at the window. She snips the thread with a pair of scissors, straightens up.

      ‘Finished,’ she says, and looks at them, over the top of her round-rimmed reading glasses. She stares at the exhausted, tear-stained child.

      ‘Is this my something special?’ she says to Chiara. Then, before Chiara can answer, ‘Didn’t they have any girls?’
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Cardiff, MARCH 1973

      There was the before: before Maria found the letter, or understood what it meant. That was etched in clarity, a sunshine time not appreciated then but revered in retrospect when it was forever gone. Everything with its shine and polish and sharply defined gleaming edges that reflected the light back at you. Then there was the after, when a fog had descended and the air was heavy with it, so Maria felt as if, just by breathing, she might be slowly drowning.

      In the middle, at half past six in the evening, came the pit. To think about it was to have the sensation of falling backwards. Not to think about it – not to have it replay endlessly, not just in her head but in her being, as if she were caught in the beam of a strobe light that meted out white pain – was beyond her.

      To the before time belonged her little sister, Nel, sitting on Maria’s knee to have her hair plaited, their brother Patrick skating on yellow dusters up and down the hall, polishing the parquet to earn his pocket money. There was Tabitha, next-door’s cat whom she was feeding while the neighbours were on holiday, chasing a butterfly under the lilac bush. There was a walk across the promenade to the newsagent on the other side of the lake to buy the Telegraph for her dad, and ice creams for herself and the kids. Flirting with the boy in the ice-cream van. There was Brian. He was a creature of the before time. Poor Brian. The whole family watching Doctor Who, Maria cross-legged on the floor, leaning against her dad’s shins. The comfort of those legs in their brown-corduroy gardening trousers. Gone.

      Maria had been waiting for Brian to phone. She was thinking that kissing him, or rather, being kissed by him – he was the first boy she had ever properly kissed – had been a teeth-clashing, spittle-infused experience. She was wondering whether snogging was necessarily like that or if it was to do with Brian’s prominent teeth. There was a swollen rim inside her lower lip where his teeth had pressed into her. She ran her tongue along it repeatedly.

      With exams looming, life and revision were all blurred together so that even there, sprawled on the beanbag under the stairs next to the telephone on a Saturday afternoon, she had a book propped open.

      Lift me with thee to some starry sphere, she read.

      She was doing Keats and the Romantic Poets for English Lit. She tried to imagine Brian lifting her with him to some starry sphere. A thought slipped in before she had time to shut it out: any version of a starry sphere that Brian could access might not be one she wanted to enter.

      Patrick skated past.

      ‘Oh, Brian,’ he said, clutching his hands to his heart as he sashayed by. He was eight years old and thought himself a great wit.

      ‘Shut up and go away,’ Maria said. He shot the length of the hall to the front door, shimmied off his duster, turned and thundered up the stairs.

      She had met Brian at a high school gig that she had gone to on the night of her sixteenth birthday with her friend Ed, and now Ed wasn’t speaking to her. The band were sixth-form boys who played Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple covers. The lead guitarist had a trick of sliding to the front of the stage on his knees, and the singer shook his head about as if he had a blond mane like Robert Plant. The boys at that school weren’t allowed to grow their hair.

      Maria, wearing her new lilac loons and a striped, skinny-rib jumper, saw this boy out of the corner of her eye and kept looking at him until he glanced across. The band was playing ‘Black Dog’. The boy, who had a feathery haircut like Rod Stewart’s, down to his shoulders, couldn’t keep away. She was like the woman in the song, dripping honey. She drew him to her, holding herself very still, her head slightly bowed, first looking at him from under her lashes and then down at the floor. He walked over and leant in close to be heard over the noise of the music. A hot tickle in her ear. He had to go backstage, he said, because he was recording the band. She didn’t catch why.

      ‘Don’t go away,’ he breathed.

      He disappeared through a door on the left-hand side of the stage, and Maria had stayed close by, full of promise and mystery, swaying to the music, but all the time with an eye on the door where the boy had gone. By the time he came out, her lift was waiting and she had to go. She had pressed her number, boldly, into his hand.

      It had been three days before he had phoned.

      ‘Brian,’ she said to her mum when he eventually did. ‘Why did he have to be called Brian? It’s as bad as Trevor.’

      ‘Good Irish name,’ her mum said. ‘Don’t forget Brian Boru, the high king of Ireland.’

      Maria’s dad was Irish.

      Lolling in the crunchy folds of the beanbag with Keats open on her lap, Maria thought about how she had liked Brian best in those three days, when she was in a kind of agony of expectation and waiting, thrilled with a yearning. When, closeted in her bedroom, she would play her mum’s old jazz (she hadn’t got any records of her own yet) on the portable stereophonic record player she’d had as a birthday present, and would practise kissing, using the back of her hand. This was before she had known that he thought novels were a waste of paper and that people who laughed at Monty Python were fakes, or that he was a first-year student at university, reading Chemistry, of all things.

      In those three days, the squat green telephone on the shelf under the stairs had assumed a presence all its own. She had picked up the receiver often to check the ringtone was there, quickly put it back in case he had elected that very second to call, had found it engaged and given up for ever. She had offered up her equanimity and well-being to a ginger stranger in a school hall. As one might do, then, in the before time.

      ‘Dress rehearsal,’ Nel shouted down the stairs.

      The kids were preparing the Fabulous Kelly Easter Rabbit Show to be performed on the landing on Easter Sunday after the treasure hunt. Maria was the compère.

      The phone rang. ‘Can you call me back?’ Brian said. ‘I’m in a phone box.’

      ‘Someone get me a pen and a piece of paper,’ Maria bellowed.

      ‘Do you want to go to the pictures tonight?’ Brian said. He wanted to see Conquest of the Planet of the Apes again.

      Nel came hurtling down the stairs. ‘Pat’s doing a poo,’ she said.

      Nel was six. She liked to talk about bottoms, farts, poo, and had learnt to make a squelching noise with her hands. She snorted with laughter.

      ‘Pen and paper, quick,’ Maria said.

      ‘Where from?’

      ‘Mum’s desk.’

      Maria repeated the number in her head and listened to Brian tell her film times. Nel was taking an age.

      ‘Quick, quick,’ Maria shouted.

      The line went dead. From the back room came a great clattering. Maria unfolded herself from the depths of the beanbag and went to investigate, muttering the number.

      Nel was standing beside an upturned drawer, manila envelopes and pieces of paper protruding from beneath it. ‘It wouldn’t open,’ she said. ‘The drawer was stuck.’

      ‘That’s the one they keep locked,’ Maria said. ‘It’s for important documents.’

      ‘You said quick quick.’

      ‘It must have been a bit broken already,’ Maria said. ‘Or Mum didn’t lock it properly. Or,’ she squeezed Nel’s little bicep, ‘you’ve got superhuman strength.’

      Nel squealed and wriggled.

      ‘Never mind. Let me phone Brian back and then I’ll tidy it up.’

      They went back to the hall and Maria dialled what she thought was the number. ‘It doesn’t work,’ she said.

      Nel was hovering helpfully near by. ‘You said a seven at the end,’ she said.

      Maria, unconvinced, tried altering the last digit and this time it rang but no one answered.

      ‘That’s not right either,’ she said.

      She thought of Brian in the telephone box waiting for her call, hunching up his velvet jacket round his ears, turning his back to the irate queue building up outside. She imagined a battleaxe with a hairnet rapping on the glass. Conquest of the Planet of the Apes again, she thought. How desperately unglamorous.

      ‘Never mind,’ she said, ‘I tried. He’ll phone again.’

      Nel ran off upstairs.

      Maria slid her hand under the drawer and flipped it over, pushing the contents back into place. It was stacked with labelled manila envelopes. Legal Docs said the uppermost one. She flicked through. Deeds, Certificates, Guarantees, Insurance. She picked up the drawer, slotted it back into the desk and pushed it shut. As she turned away a piece of thin airmail paper lying on the carpet caught her eye. She picked it up and turned it over. It was a typed letter, dated just a week before, with a handwritten postscript.

      
        
           

          Via dei Cappellari 147,  

          Int. 5, Roma, Italia 

          Signora Edna Kelly 

          41 Buttermere Avenue, 

          Cardiff 

          17 March 1973 

          Dear Mrs Kelly, 

          I write in reply to your letter addressed to the occupant of the above address. I am unable to pass on your correspondence to Daniele Levi as you request because I do not know his whereabouts. He left a long time ago and never gave a forwarding address. 

          Yours sincerely, 

          Signora Chiara Ravello 

        

      

      Who was this writing to her mother from Rome? She knew her mother had a sort of penfriend in Italy, from when she’d been an au pair there. Was it something to do with that? But her mum’s correspondent was female, and this letter referred to a ‘he’. She struggled to recall what her mum might have told her. Helen, the friend in Italy was called. She had married an Italian and stayed, but her mum had come home and married Maria’s dad. Her childhood sweetheart.

      Maria studied the postscript. The handwriting was angular and upright, written in black ink, with a fountain pen, not a biro, old-fashioned and somehow foreign. The letters were formed separately, a jerky, staccato style, as if the writer had never learnt joined-up script. Only the Rs in the middle of ‘sorry’ connected. They reached out to each other and then to the Y, with a curl first and then a bar across, like little bridges, holding the word together.

      Sorry.

      
        
           

          PS. It pains me to say. It is not known if Daniele is alive or dead. So sorry. 

        

      

      She laid the letter back on top of the legal docs envelope and shut the drawer.

       

      Pat and Nel were either side of Dad on the sofa so they could slide over the back and hide if they got scared, Maria on the floor at his feet, Mum on the armchair. The Saturday teatime Doctor Who ritual. A paper napkin and a side plate on each of their laps, a picnic spread out on the tablecloth in the middle of the carpet: open ham-and-mustard sandwiches and mashed-egg-and-cress ones made with crusty white bread from the bakery on Albany Road, jars of pickle, crisps doled out from a giant packet, an apple or an orange each, and a pot of tea.

      Maria loved Saturday afternoon tea and had loved Doctor Who since it first started ten years earlier; she had been six, but Pat and Nel hadn’t even been born then. Their first-ever television set was black and white. Now it was in colour. The Spiridons, spindly creatures enslaved by the Daleks, became fully visible when dead. Only then could their furry, floor-length purple cloaks be seen – cloaks the same colour, Maria observed, as her own crushed-velvet maxi coat.

      ‘Would you rather have the power of invisibility or be able to travel through time?’ she asked in the kitchen afterwards. She was washing the dishes while her mum cleared up and put things away.

      ‘Time travel,’ her mum replied straightaway.

      ‘Where would you go?’ Maria asked, swilling her hands about to froth the water.

      ‘When would you go, that’s more the question,’ her mum replied. ‘What era would you visit?’ She stood next to Maria a moment, the bunched-up tablecloth in her hands, a faraway look on her face.

      ‘I’d go to Rome in 1821,’ Maria said, ‘to Keats’s house. I’d take modern treatments for tuberculosis, and then he would get better and write more poetry.’

      ‘You’d need a nurse on board,’ her mum said. ‘Moi,’ she added, patting her own chest and identifying herself as the nurse intended, in case Maria was in any doubt.

      Maria watched her mum through the window as she shook the crumbs out in the garden. She was wearing the stripy pink-nylon overall she always wore to do the housework, buttoned up over her clothes. She returned, clipped a clothes-peg onto the crisp packet to keep the remaining crisps fresh, and went into the pantry.

      ‘Would you go to Rome, Mum?’ Maria said. ‘Would you go and see Daniele Levi?’

      The name had just popped into her head, but once she had said it, she wanted to say it again. She had to raise her voice because the clattering noise of jars and tins had intensified.

      ‘Who is Daniele Levi, Mum?’ Maria said.

      The answer was silence. A sudden and localised silence in which Maria could hear the television from the front room and her brother giggling as he did when being tickled.

      ‘Mum?’ Maria said, half turning, her hands still in the warm soapy water.

      The patchwork curtain that hung in front of the pantry instead of a door was still. The silence was of someone holding their breath. What came into Maria’s head was that her mother was enacting a scene from Doctor Who, pretending to have been transported into another time dimension, and she nearly laughed. She drew her hands out of the bowl and wiped them down the front of her dungarees.

      ‘Mum?’ she said again.

      Her mum burst out from behind the curtain. ‘Where’s your dad?’ she said. ‘I forgot to tell him… I just need to… We need…’

      Her face had assumed an expression that was like a smile but wasn’t, and she offered this grimace to the part of the kitchen where Maria stood and then walked quickly out, closing the door behind her.

      Maria took a step away from the sink and stopped in the middle of the kitchen, watching her parents in the hall through the frosted glass of the kitchen door. The glass distorted their outlines and smudged their movements as if they were under water. Her mum was speaking, grabbing at her dad’s shirt, resting her head on his chest. He put his arms around her. He patted her back, twisting his head to look in Maria’s direction.

      Maria’s grandad came into her mind. She remembered how, soon after he died, he kept appearing in her dreams. Not in a dynamic way, not as a protagonist, but as a silent bystander, attenuated and barely there. She’d wake up, glad to have seen him again but with the sad knowledge that, even in her dreams, she couldn’t resurrect him. That to wish him alive again was to wish him the kind of posthumous life that Keats endured in those last months in Italy. There wasn’t a time-travel machine and there was no going back.

      She opened the kitchen door. She felt sick.

      ‘Come into the back room, Maria,’ her dad said in a quiet voice. ‘We need to talk to you.’

      ‘Go on, love,’ he said to her mum, ushering her ahead of him. ‘I’ll get the kids to leave us alone for ten minutes.’

      What had been unsaid for sixteen years and a month suddenly couldn’t wait a minute longer. Her mother was bursting with it. She didn’t even wait for Maria’s dad to come back but simply blurted it out.

      She told Maria that Daniele Levi was her father, her biological father. As she said the word ‘father’, Maria’s dad came into the room.

      Something jolted through Maria’s body, as if she had a skipping rope or a whip inside and it was being flicked. She thought she heard it crack. Her spine arched.

      ‘No,’ she said, looking at her dad.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘we should have told you before.’

      ‘No,’ Maria said.

      She was sitting on the edge of the swivel chair, the rim pressing into the back of her thighs, and she felt as if she were falling backwards, her back arching further, her legs flailing, an involuntary reverse dive from a high board.

      They told her things; they held hands while they did it.

      He loved her as much as Pat and Nel, he said, he always had, since he’d first set eyes on her when she was three years old. He had meant to tell her, they had meant to, always meant to, but it was never the right time, they loved her so much, she was their precious, pretty, talented girl.

      ‘No,’ Maria said, tumbling backwards and down, plummeting in free-fall.

      The phone rang out in the hall, and they let it ring. Pat answered it eventually and shouted that it was Brian.

      ‘Do you want me to go?’ her mum said. ‘I can tell him you’re not well or something and that you’ll phone him later.’

      ‘No,’ Maria said. She went into the hall.

      ‘You didn’t phone me back,’ Brian said.

      ‘No,’ she said.

      ‘Are you all right?’ he said.

      ‘No,’ she said.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ he said. ‘Don’t you want to see Planet of the Apes?’

      ‘No,’ she said.

      ‘Something else then?’

      ‘No,’ she said. She replaced the receiver.

      Her parents were waiting for her to return. She went up to her bedroom, shut the door and pressed herself flat against it, the painted wood under her palms, her face buried in the folds of her dressing gown that hung from a hook. She was falling backwards and she was knocking forwards. The thud of her knocking head was muffled by the dressing gown. She wanted to be let out. Or to be let in. Out or in, anywhere but there. Where? There, inside her skin. Let me out.

      The telephone rang again. There was a pain in her throat, an acid burning, and her stomach cramped. She clambered onto the bed, dragged the bedroom window open, stuck her head out and vomited onto the front path. She watched and heard it splatter. She couldn’t sit down. She couldn’t stand. She banged her head against the door again. There was nowhere to go.

      They came and they tapped. One at a time. But she didn’t speak to them and they went away again. A note was pushed under her door. She trod on it, grinding it into the carpet. Her non-biological father called up that they were taking the kids over to Gran’s house and would be back in ten minutes.

      ‘Yuck,’ she heard Pat say, ‘someone’s been sick on the path.’

      As soon as they’d gone, she pulled on her boots and jacket, rinsed out her mouth quickly under the cold tap and shot out of the house. She let herself into the next-door neighbours’ with the key they’d left her. It was quiet and still in there.

      She looked at the picture on the neighbours’ wall, a winter tree against a swirling setting sun, gloopy lumps of oil paint, laid on thick, black and orange and red. A horrible, ugly, desolate scene. She touched the ornaments on the mantelpiece as if they might be fake, a porcelain shepherdess with her gold-tipped crook. Her coy partner kneeling, posy in hand.

      She turned and ran from the house. She ran along the path beside the lake, up to the end and into the little wood there. It was getting dark. No one walked there in the dark. She plunged off the main path into the undergrowth, crashing about between the trees, scratching her arms and legs on small branches, trampling white flowers under her feet so they sent out a strong, pungent smell. Jumping and stamping on the blooms, skidding on the mud beside the stream.

      She heard a voice. ‘Excuse me, miss,’ it said.

      And she ran away, along the lake, then up into the unlit back lanes, panting as if a wild beast were at her tail. She slipped back into the neighbours’ house seconds before her parents’ car pulled up.

      They shouted so loudly for her that she could hear them through the walls.
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