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For Jane


Lightning struck a dead tree fifty yards to her left. The stark flash illuminated the downpour in front of her and the barren plain beyond. Away to her right, the long line of steel railway tracks was reflected briefly. Using it as a compass, she adjusted her direction in parallel, before everything went dark again. The lightning could strike her, she thought, finding the shortest route to the ground through her body. Perhaps she had earned this.

Aatifa did not stop, keeping up her rapid pace. She listened: only the rain, nothing else, apart from her own footsteps on the stony surface. Her breathing too, loud and laboured; pushing herself on. Were they already after her? The storm would wash away her tracks but it would also mask any sound of pursuit. At least the angry sky would keep the wild animals lodged in their hiding places.

A thunder clap reverberated deep inside her and before it faded, another blinding flash, nearer this time and behind her. In that split second of light, she saw the palms of her hands. The blood was still there, mixed with rain now and running down her fingers. His blood.

She bent down and grabbed a clump of dirt, rubbing it between her hands until they hurt. Then cupping them in front of her, she caught a pool of raindrops and washed the gravel off.

The Italian’s life was valuable to them, and they would seek to exact a price from her for it. But she wanted to live. She had reason to.


Chapter 1

ENZO PEELED HIMSELF off his damp bed and took a salt tablet with water to rehydrate. The cool of the floor felt good beneath his feet.

Warm, unheated water trickled out of the shower and he began to scrub himself methodically. If he didn’t do it at least twice a day, the earthy aroma of his own body would follow him around like a lingering shadow. Apart from a deep tan from the neck up, Eritrea had not changed his appearance. He was still an average-looking man of forty, slimly built, with a body that had never been fit.

As he dried himself, the majestic voice of Caruso wafted up from the gramophone in the living room. Each time the tenor reached the peak of a crescendo, he sang along with him.

Standing now in front of his wardrobe mirror, he adjusted his tie until it was flawless. Then he pushed open his bedroom’s tall wooden shutters, letting in a blast of East African light. As his eyes adjusted to the glare, he took in the view once more. Sprawled out below him were the city’s Ottoman-built rooftops and beyond them, stretching all the way to the horizon, was the reason for his presence here. Massawa had the biggest and deepest port in the whole of the Red Sea and he was its harbour master.

The Colonial Office’s advertisement for the Massawa post had appeared a month after he had broken up with Silvia, on the brink of their marriage. It had been a mutual decision, no great fuss. Instead of being depressed, he found their separation a release, giving him the energy to seek a brand-new start. ‘That witch is making him throw his life away,’ his mother had cried.

In the distance he heard the muezzin calling the local Muslims to prayer from the Sheikh Hanafi Mosque. Beyond that he could see the elaborate spire of the Orthodox Christian cathedral peeking above the rooftops. The early Italian colonists had brought a gaggle of missionaries with them but Christianity had beaten them to it, having already taken root here a thousand years before. It had come via Syria and Byzantium, an ancient interaction that had left its traces in the refined features of the Eritreans themselves. On his arrival in 1930, five years ago, that had been the first surprise.

Outside, his Italian neighbours were kissing goodbye on their doorstep. Enzo nodded politely, and he and the husband walked in parallel down their garden paths, before parting ways on the street. The wife, Eva, was one of those pale, skinny, northern women who didn’t eat enough and were always complaining about some imaginary ailment or other. There weren’t many Italian women out here, so Enzo took pity on her and would occasionally chat to her over the garden fence.

As he walked along the unpaved, dirt streets, the city came to bustling life around him. Massawa’s market could never be called elegant but it had its own charms nonetheless. All around him the local stall-holders were busy setting up fruit and vegetable displays under rickety makeshift canopies. There were baskets of freshly picked tangerines and sacks laden with black cumin, cardamom, coriander and Indian long peppers.

Other people were on their own way to work too. Nine out of ten were Eritrean, most in traditional African clothes but a few, the ambitious ones no doubt, wore suits.

The other ten per cent were Italian men. The Italian community here was so small that most of them knew each other well and some kissed cheeks and stopped to chat. No one paid Enzo any attention as he walked on, not even the Italians.

The closest he came to contact with another living being was an unhappy, one-humped camel that almost knocked him over in a narrow alley. Enzo stumbled backward to avoid being trampled and one side of his suit received a heavy coating of dust from a wall. The young herder apologised profusely but Enzo assured him he was fine. He brushed himself down and continued on, twisting his arm up to look at the grazed elbow. There was no avoiding it: he would definitely need new suits.

Enzo rounded one last corner and there in front of him was the Red Sea. He scanned the bay quickly but he was, as usual, disappointed. Apart from some Arab dhow fishing boats, there was only one medium-sized Italian ship at anchor. The noisiest sound in the port came from the pelicans, fighting over scraps of food being thrown overboard by the merchant ship’s captain. Enzo saw the man turn towards him and he hurried into the harbour office.

Inside the main room his staff, a mix of Italians and Eritreans, were already at work. As the sun rotated around the building each side would spend several hours with its shutters closed to prevent the interior from turning into an oven and baking its occupants. With the clerks sweating and chain-smoking in semi-darkness, it resembled an opium den more than a functioning government office.

Daniel, Enzo’s young Eritrean assistant, spotted his arrival and hurriedly picked up some papers from his desk. Tall and good-looking, he had prominent cheekbones and wore thin-framed spectacles over his bright, blue eyes. Daniel wore his tie all day too, though he had grown up in this heat.

‘Good morning, sir.’

‘It is not good, Daniel,’ Enzo replied. ‘We have the biggest and best port on the whole of the Red Sea and yet no one uses us. Do you know why?’

‘No, sir, I don’t.’

‘Neither do I, neither do I,’ he sighed.

Enzo opened his office door as Daniel held out a document in front of him. After inspecting it quickly, he signed it and handed it back. Then he closed the door, leaving his assistant to speak into the wood: ‘Thank you, sir.’

Enzo had taken the highly unusual step of promoting Daniel as his assistant at the end of his first three weeks in charge, simply because he was the only person who seemed to know what he was talking about. And he could do it in several languages too. It was remarkable for someone who had not attended school. Imagine what he could have become with an Italian education, Enzo thought.

His office was made of wooden window frames on two sides, carved as an afterthought out of the larger open-plan room. The walls did not reach the ceiling, so he could not escape the noises from the main office and only the metal Venetian blinds hanging on the glass stopped him from being permanently on view.

Sitting down at his desk, he adjusted his collection of ink stamps until it was just the way he liked it and then proceeded to open the morning mail. He was in the middle of reading and sorting each letter when his rhythm was broken by the sound of someone shouting. He opened one of the blinds an inch with two fingers and peered out. The merchant ship’s captain with his blotched red face, and wild, unkempt beard, was standing in the middle of the main office, holding a crate of something in his hands.

‘Can’t you see what you are doing to me?’ he bellowed. ‘Look at this stuff!’

Daniel tried to put his hands out to stop him, but was too late. The captain upended the crate of oozing, noxiously rotten fruit all over the floor.

‘Now, it’s all yours. You can have the stinking lot, you bunch of whores.’

Enzo closed the blinds quickly as Daniel entered. ‘Tell him I’m out, would you?’

‘I know you’re in here, boy,’ the captain shouted over the wall. ‘You’ve stopped me from sailing for a bloody week, you son of a bitch! Who’s going to pay for my cargo? You’d better or else you’re going to see my fist!’

Enzo felt the blood drain from his face.

Daniel returned bravely to the fray. ‘When all your paperwork is in order, then you will be allowed to sail. The regulations …’

Enzo peered out again in time to see his assistant being winded by a hard shove in the chest.

‘You know what you can do with your regulations, sonny,’ the captain spat. ‘Where is that little weasel? I’ll wring his scrawny neck …’

Enzo looked around for somewhere to hide. The only option was under his leather-topped mahogany desk which would have been too undignified. New voices joined the argument outside as the port police arrived. He opened his door, and watched them haul the struggling captain out. Punches flew from both sides and the police gave a few extra in retribution for previous encounters. Relieved, Enzo returned to his desk.

‘They’ve arrested him again,’ said Daniel, sticking his head round the door.

‘Some people just have to learn, Daniel. Follow the rules: happiness; don’t follow the rules: misery.’

Enzo chose a stamp from his array, blew the copper base clean, inked it, and then firmly slapped it down on the page in front of him: APPROVED.

Under Enzo’s guidance, the harbour office was now running so efficiently that they could deal with the limited amount of work they had in a very short space of time. By mid-afternoon his staff were usually doodling on the headed stationery or, worse, asleep. The only other distractions available were the two Italian women he employed who were the object of much chatting up by the male staff, even though they were both engaged and neither was likely to come near the awards end of any beauty pageant. One of their husbands-to-be, a Fiat car mechanic, would sometimes arrive unannounced and stand in the doorway, keeping tabs on his betrothed and, more importantly, her male co-workers. No words ever passed between the happy couple, but for the few moments the jealous mechanic was around, the entire male staff suddenly became very busy workers indeed.

Enzo himself did not seem to come under suspicion which made him slightly depressed. He was a single man after all, still almost in his prime. Why should he not be a suspect?

Since today was no busier than usual, there was nothing else for it but to count down the hours by sneaking out a novel from his top drawer. Sea adventures were his favourite, cut-throat pirates and stormy seas, damsels in need of rescue and cannon battles sending sailors down to the murky depths.

It had never been like this in Genoa. There, ships were coming and going all day long from every corner of the globe; most of the time he never even saw the vessels he was entering into his logs. He longed for Massawa to have such busy times.

The sun was fading as he walked home and the market stalls were almost all gone. Swallows darted over his head flying between their clay nests under the rooftops while skinny dogs helped themselves to the leftovers from the day’s trading. The salty smell of the sea on the evening breeze brought some relief to the narrow streets and he enjoyed the cool currents on the back of his neck. The city was at its most beautiful at this time, the red sunset bathing the arched coral stonework. It wore its history on its sleeve: Turks, Egyptians and now Italians had all left their mark.

When his first two-year spell had come to an end and he had decided to stay on, the decision had been an easy one. There was nothing to go back to in Italy. His sister Maria had promised to visit him but she never had, though she did write regularly enough. His mother was much too old and frail now to manage the six-day voyage. When she had hugged him goodbye at Genoa’s quayside, she had tearfully predicted that she would never see him again.

‘Of course you will,’ he had assured her. After all, he wasn’t going to America.

He lingered outside a gift shop, attracted by a cage containing a large parrot that was completely grey except for a flamboyant set of bright red tail feathers. The Eritrean shopkeeper hurried out of his doorway.

‘For you, sir, only fifty lire.’

Enzo smiled and walked on.

‘Forty, a special price for you, sir, just forty – that is a real bargain.’

Enzo sat down outside a bar under an archway, at a circular wrought-iron table as far away from the other customers as he could manage. Opposite him a group of Eritrean men, young and old, chatted and played dominoes. Some puffed away on hookah pipes. They spoke a mix of Tigrinya and Arabic, neither of which he understood. Tigrinya meant the speaker was likely to be Christian; an Arabic speaker was more than likely Muslim.

He ordered a glass of dry white wine and drank it quietly on his own. Since the day of his arrival he had never once felt threatened among these people and he just took it for granted now. He guessed that they caused no trouble because they could see that Italy had brought only benefits. He drained his glass, paid his bill and in rudimentary Italian the bar owner wished him a good evening.

At home, he put on Caruso once more and then sat and ate a little bread and cheese. Soon he began to regret his listening choice. ‘The Elixir of Love’ had put him in a melancholy mood, so he stood and turned it off.

He shaved before retiring so that he would not be in a rush in the morning. Then he lay naked and sweating on his Italian sheets on his Italian bed. He left the shutters open to let in the night-time breeze, for all the good it did. The thermometer was still hitting thirty-five degrees.

His mind drifted to thoughts of home and he wondered how Silvia was back in Genoa and if she had finally married. He pictured her with a baby and a husband, and he gave the husband a face, not his own, but the Fiat mechanic’s from Massawa.


Chapter 2

THE PIERCING SOUND of the telephone ringing woke him from an uncomfortable sleep. He was one of only a handful of people in Massawa to have one at home. The wooden telegraph poles planted at regular intervals up the street came to an abrupt halt outside his house. It was supposed to be for work emergencies but there had never been one of those. Only one person ever called him. Rising slowly, he walked down into the hall, naked, feeling in dire need of a shower.

‘You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?’ said Salvatore at the other end of the crackling line.

‘No, I haven’t,’ Enzo lied. ‘I’m coming.’

‘Get the morning train. We’ll have lunch too.’

‘I can’t, I have to work.’ He looked towards the hall door and was shocked to see that it was pitch dark outside. ‘It’s still night-time!’

‘It’s five thirty but I knew you’d be up.’

‘I wasn’t,’ he said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, ‘and why are you?’

‘Party at the chief of police’s house. Just in. All right, eight o’clock then and don’t be late,’ ordered Salvatore and hung up without saying goodbye.

Enzo cursed and hauled himself back up the stairs. His head had only just resettled on the pillow when he opened his eyes again and frowned. What in God’s name could he get for a present?

By half past six, his long shadow was stretching out in front of him as he walked through the empty market and the silent alleys, past the wedding-cake façade of the Bank of Italy. He was standing on the quay long before the ship’s funnels were visible against the rising sun.

Today’s visitor was Queen Eleonora, the fortnightly supply ship sailing out of Naples. He walked along the dock as she was being unloaded, inspecting each newly arrived wooden crate as it was hoisted by rope up and out of Eleonora’s hold. Daniel was already on deck supervising that operation. Behind him, Eritrean dockers piled the smaller sacks directly on to donkey carts, delivering them to warehouse storage, except for perishable goods which were bound for the ice house.

A dozen passengers disembarked down the gangplank, all men. Of these, a couple were soldiers and the rest looked like farmers. Enzo pointed them in the direction of his office. He recorded the names of every Italian who arrived here by sea and that was nearly the entire colony since few made the journey by land, and only a handful ever came by air.

A larger group of nearly thirty Italian men, dressed in suits but with their jackets off, waited on the quay to depart. They chatted and smoked among themselves and looked with disdain at the new arrivals.

Opening a well-worn, leather notebook, Enzo began to write.

Goods IN … 10 tonnes of dried pasta … 1 tonne of assorted biscuits …

20,000 bottles of red wine … 10,000 of white … 1 motor car.

He looked up enviously as one of the new model Fiat 1500s was gently winched off the ship. Even the happy departees had stopped their chattering to turn and watch. It was no doubt destined for a judge or one of the factory owners. Certainly not for him on his government salary which was even less now after Mussolini’s belt-tightening pay cuts. As the car’s wheels touched down softly, the Italian dockers and passengers applauded. The Eritrean workers looked bemused: there was no one inside.

The Italian dockers gathered around it, gawking in the windows at the pristine upholstery and the new state-of-the-art features. Enzo clapped his hands to get them back to work just as a middle-aged Italian with slicked-back hair sauntered up the dock. He was accompanied by a strikingly elegant Eritrean woman. Enzo recognised him as the owner of a local leather factory, one of the few who were making money here from the cheap labour on offer.

‘A beauty, isn’t she?’ said the man, admiring his new automobile.

‘Yes,’ agreed Enzo, ‘it is.’

He held up the release papers for him to sign and as he did so he noticed the plain gold band on the man’s wedding finger. There was a wife back home somewhere who either didn’t know about this other woman or pretended not to while her husband stockpiled cash into their bank account.

The woman, dressed in a frilly white blouse and grey pencil skirt, smiled at the Eritrean dockers but they all looked away quickly.

Once the pair had driven off, Enzo walked on down the quay and sighed at a much smaller pile of crates.

Goods OUT, he wrote, 2 tonnes of coffee beans … 1 tonne of cotton and …

He looked behind them for the next crate but instead found a forlorn-looking old man sitting on a pile of battered luggage. The old man glanced at him and they recognised each other, even though they hadn’t crossed paths much since they had landed here on the same ship. He had boarded at Messina in Sicily, dressed then, as now, in peasant farmer attire. The old man looked away again, evidently not in the mood for conversation.

They had spoken briefly, while anchored at the Great Bitter Lake on the Suez Canal, about their reasons for coming to Eritrea.

‘To get away from bastard Italian tax collectors,’ the old man had said.

Back then, he had been optimistic about the parcel of land he could afford and the plans he had for it, but looking at the motley array of suitcases things had obviously not panned out well.

‘Signor Pasini, isn’t it? Taking a trip?’

The old man didn’t look up. ‘I’m going home. I’ve wasted five years of my life here.’ Then he caught Enzo’s eye to make sure that his bitterness registered. ‘The colony is a failure, you know. This is not Italy.’

Annoyed, Enzo turned and pointed to the national colours flying on a pole above his office.

‘That’s not what the flag says.’

Pasini dismissed him with a wave of his hand and started to collect his belongings. Enzo made to help but the old man grunted that he didn’t need any. It was quite a juggling trick to get all his luggage in the air at the same time but he managed it. Enzo pictured him on a Sicilian hillside somewhere with a lamb over his shoulders and several under each arm. He watched as Pasini struggled up the gangplank, his suitcases noisily bashing against each other. Halfway up the old man stopped and turned.

‘You should leave too,’ he said, ‘while you still can.’

Enzo replied with as much conviction as he could muster. ‘We are building something here, Signor Pasini, however slowly.’

Pasini gave him a pitying look and continued up the gangplank.

The bright flower of colonial optimism had withered away long ago and in the last decades the politicians back home had seen Eritrea only as a bottomless money pit. There was prestige, of course, in having colonies like the great European powers. But prestige alone did not employ the thousands of jobless in Italy’s south or enrich the political caste. Belgium had found rubber in the Congo and it had made them rich. Britain had mined gold and diamonds in the Cape and that had made them rich too. Eritrea had none of these and consistently had the wrong colour on its balance sheet.

He stood on the quay, watching until Queen Eleonora was just a smoking dot on the misty blue horizon. The ship had taken away more passengers than she had brought and a smaller cargo than she had unloaded. He wondered how long it would be before that same vessel would carry him away too.

By mid-afternoon he was on the Massawa to Asmara train, with the large caged parrot perched on his lap. His bright idea was already a cause of regret as nothing would stop the bird from squawking. The other passengers had found it funny for the first few minutes but by the time an hour had passed they appeared ready to throttle him and his feathered companion. Eventually, Enzo resorted to taking off his jacket and wrapping it around the cage, and darkness shut the creature up. He relaxed for a while until the unmistakable odour of fresh bird droppings began to permeate the stale carriage air.

Enzo had boarded the train directly from Massawa’s quayside, crossing the causeway that connected the island, on which the old town and port were built, to the mainland; passing the salt pans on the way where the sun dried out pools of sea water. The train had made short time across the rugged, flat countryside outside the city, but slowed down now as it began the long struggle up the mountain to the capital, Asmara. The meandering upward track hewn out of the rocky mountainside was a triumph of Italian engineering, but every trip still pushed the steam engine to its limits. There were sections where Enzo found it best to look in towards the mountain, shielding his eyes from the sheer drop that loomed down the other side. The journey was exhausting, taking several hours, over bridges and through tunnels, picking up pace briefly on straight sections, then dropping to a snail’s pace again as the gradient turned skywards. Angling his nose away from the bird, he closed his eyes, hoping to doze.

By the time they were on the final stretch to Asmara, at nearly eight thousand feet, the air had changed completely from the heavy humidity of sea level to a thin and pleasant breeze. Enzo shivered but his jacket was still over the birdcage and he wasn’t going to risk retrieving it just yet.

Salvatore had badgered him many times to move up here. How could Enzo stick the thick climate down below? But he had to be where his ships were. He couldn’t very well run the port by telephone.

‘Why not?’ Salvatore had asked.

Stepping out of the train station, there was Asmara in front of him: an Italian mirage in the middle of Africa. Half the buildings were newly built in art deco style. Palm trees lined the wide main street. Popular Italian and American music blared from bars as they overworked their espresso machines inside. Movie posters advertised the latest Italian hits. It even smelled like home, with the heavy aroma of garlic and onions.

‘Little Rome’ they called it, and with good reason. On the streets, Italians outnumbered the locals and the Eritreans who were out were dressed like Italians. Any traces of the real Africa were well hidden or in European disguise. Enzo could see the attraction; it was as if they hadn’t left home at all. Feeling the cool mountain wind through his shirt, he buttoned up his jacket, and wished that he’d brought a light jumper.

On the main street he entered a noisy bar carrying his equally loud present. The place was packed, like a Saturday night in Genoa’s old town and Enzo had to elbow his way through the throng. It was dark too with the only light coming from moody red lamps on each of the round, glossy black tables. He spotted Salvatore in a horseshoe-shaped leather booth, looking handsome as always in his full army colonel’s uniform. Salvatore jumped up and greeted him warmly, kissing his cheeks three times.

At six feet tall, with his broad chest, jet-black hair, well-trimmed moustache and the roguish twinkle in his big hazel eyes, Salvatore exuded strength and effortless charm. He had been this way ever since they were kids, outgoing enough for both of them, allowing Enzo to relax and be his true introverted self.

He offered up the bird.

‘Happy birthday. I didn’t know what to bring, so I got you this.’

The bird spread its wings and squawked out louder than the band.

Salvatore was momentarily at a loss. ‘This is my present?’

‘I can take it back …’ Enzo suggested. A vision of himself and the bird sharing a return rail carriage flashed before his eyes.

‘No! I love it,’ said Salvatore, smiling.

He hailed a waiter and the man came over instantly.

‘Look after this carefully for me, would you? And don’t let Giuseppe cook it.’

‘Of course, Colonel,’ said the waiter, taking the bird away to the kitchen where it could witness lesser species being plucked and baked.

‘You really like it?’ asked Enzo.

‘I’ve always wanted one – how did you know?’ Salvatore put his long arm around Enzo’s shoulder. ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you.’

At their table were another Italian man and two beautiful Eritreans in their twenties. Both women were dressed in Italian-style, calf-length skirts with short jackets and sported the latest bob cuts with finger waves.

‘Everyone, this is my oldest and greatest friend, Enzo.’

‘Hi, Enzo,’ they all chorused in party mood.

‘This is Zula, and Enrico – mind your wallet around that guy – and Sarama.’

Sarama was hanging on to Enrico’s arm which meant Zula was with Salvatore. The last time he was in Asmara it had been a different girl and there were quite a few before that.

‘Hello,’ Enzo said, doing his best to match the mood.

‘Enrico works for the railroad,’ said Salvatore, as they sat down.

Enrico nodded and shouted over the Eritrean band’s passable cover of Benny Goodman’s swing, ‘How was your trip up?’

‘I’m always just grateful when we haven’t fallen down the mountain,’ replied Enzo.

Enrico looked shocked. ‘Oh, that could never happen,’ he said. ‘It’s completely safe, one hundred and ten per cent, believe me.’

Enzo immediately started worrying about the trip back home. Salvatore summoned a waiter again and got instant, respectful attention.

‘What will you have?’

‘A Moretti, thanks,’ said Enzo, since everyone else was drinking beer.

As the waiter scuttled away, Enrico nodded towards the entrance. An important-looking man had just arrived with another Eritrean woman in tow. Their age gap made him at least old enough to be her father and quite likely another generation too. Enrico and Salvatore excused themselves and Enzo watched as his friend greeted the man with his most winning smile.

‘Judge Muroni, how are you? You look great, what have you been doing?’

The judge looked pleased to see him too. ‘There you are, Colonel, I’ve been looking for you!’

Not for the first time, Enzo thought that Salvatore was a burst of colour compared to his own shade of grey. He glanced awkwardly at the two girls until Zula mercifully broke the ice.

‘Salvatore said you have a very important job, Enzo.’

‘Oh, did he? It’s not so important. I run the port down in Massawa, that’s all.’

He was pleased to see that the girls were impressed.

‘That must be very interesting?’ said Sarama.

‘Sometimes, yes,’ he agreed.

The girls waited for him to elaborate but nothing came and he sat there smiling stupidly. He could see that they were rapidly getting bored so he forced himself to make an effort.

‘One day, if I keep doing things right, I hope to get to run one of the bigger ports at home, like Naples or Genoa. Massawa might be a good stepping stone.’

The last part was drowned out as Salvatore returned and immediately injected some life into the party.

‘Girls, you missed me, I know, I apologise. Allow me to make it up to you. Filippo! We need spumante.’

Everyone smiled, including the waiter.

The bar was another Italian mirage with a dash of Americana. The decor, the music, the atmosphere were all imported but it was the Eritrean women who looked alien here. The truth was the opposite, Enzo knew. They were the ones at home and everything around them was out of place, including the clothes they wore next to their Eritrean skin.

A small table had been placed near the stage especially for the judge and his girlfriend. The judge was talking to her and she was smiling and nodding back, but she didn’t look comfortable. Enzo had seen this before back home: wealthy, powerful men seeking the company of younger women. This pretty Eritrean had the same nervous look, hoping that other people were not taking too much notice.

Meanwhile at Salvatore’s table the spumante bottles continued to flow one after the other. Enzo nodded and smiled and laughed at the right times, although he hadn’t uttered a single word of his own. He drank faster than he should have, knowing that it would loosen his tongue.

Later on, while Enrico and the girls were energetically swing dancing, he and Salvatore sat watching them. The judge’s girlfriend was up too, having some youthful fun for a few moments away from the old man.

‘Another farmer left today,’ said Enzo. ‘That’s seventy gone already this year.’

‘So? Let them go. What do I care about farmers?’

‘You’d better start. If they all leave, then there will be no reason for any of us to be here. We need people, money, investment, if the colony is to survive.’

Salvatore slapped the table good-naturedly. ‘Serious conversation is banned tonight, it’s my birthday.’

Enzo smiled. Salvatore was allergic to serious conversation on any night or day.

He clinked Enzo’s glass for the hundredth time that evening. ‘Thanks for coming. You are my only friend, you know.’

‘You have lots of friends,’ Enzo protested.

Salvatore waved his hand dismissively. ‘Hah. Not real friends, not like you. You and me go way back, we know each other. They’ll never understand,’ he said, nodding towards the dance floor. ‘Some people, you meet them and they pass through your life, like your ships. The important ones stay, like you and me.’

Enzo nodded. Salvatore was always a sentimental drunk.

‘Listen to me, Enzo – are you listening?’ Salvatore said, pointing his finger at him.

‘I’m listening.’

‘You should get yourself one, you should.’

They’d had this conversation many times before, the first on the day of his arrival when he was hardly off the boat.

‘No,’ said Enzo once again.

‘Why not? Everyone’s doing it, even the judge over there. They’re good-looking, right?’

Enzo looked across at the dance floor. ‘They are incredibly beautiful,’ he conceded.

‘Even a blind man knows that Eritrean women are probably the finest in the world,’ said Salvatore. ‘And they cook too and clean for pin money – but best of all they don’t give you a pain in the ass like Italian women.’

Enzo shook his head and the colonel sighed.

‘You remember when we were kids, and we used to steal figs from Capurro’s orchard? You were always the good boy who wouldn’t come in.’

Enzo nodded. ‘I didn’t go in because I was scared, but I was always the one to get caught just the same.’

Salvatore grinned. ‘That’s because you ran like a girl.’

‘Thanks for that.’

‘Don’t mention it. Now listen, as your friend, I am telling you, go into the orchard, it is full of fruit.’

‘I don’t want complications.’

‘Life is complicated,’ said Salvatore, throwing up his hands. ‘Look, Enzo, Enzo, Enzo – have some fun before you die, please?’

Enzo was saved when the girls returned and pulled the colonel up to dance. They took one look at Enzo and mercifully left him where he was.

He had often wondered what had made them friends as children; not what he saw in Salvatore but what Salvatore had seen in him. He was smarter, it was true, and he would help Salvatore with his school work if he could get him to sit still for long enough, but this wasn’t enough to explain a lifelong friendship. Perhaps Salvatore liked the fact that Enzo didn’t need to be entertained. Or that he brought stability amid the sea of faces in Salvatore’s endlessly revolving world. Maybe he appreciated that Enzo didn’t want anything from him, as so many of his other acquaintances seemed to do.

As the evening began to wind down, the young Eritrean singer shouted out, ‘Colonel, how about a song?’

The crowd cheered as Salvatore put on a show of reluctance.

‘No, I can’t, no – don’t make me!’

‘Oh please, Tore, do,’ the girlfriends protested.

He made a big deal of giving in which was followed by more applause. Then he climbed up on stage, and put his arm around the singer’s shoulders. Together, they began to croon the old Neapolitan ballad ‘Santa Lucia’, with the soprano saxophone and the accordion players joining in at the second verse. Salvatore had a strong sweet voice even if he was slightly slurring the words. The men in the audience began to sing along too, emigrants remembering their home. Zula and Sarama smiled but Enzo could see that the resonance of these childhood memories was lost on them. While their attention was fixed on the stage, Enzo studied them, his eyes drawn along the line of their figures despite himself.

It had been five years since he had touched a woman and he had almost forgotten what it felt like. He had never taken a local girlfriend here because it did not seem proper to him. He did not want to be like the old judge, who was having trouble staying awake on the other side of the room.

Salvatore made it all seem perfectly natural. His girlfriends appeared genuinely to enjoy his company and he theirs. Perhaps he was just being a prude like Salvatore said, a stuffed shirt who needed to let go and live a little. But correct behaviour was something he tried to uphold in all parts of his life; it was important.

For several nights, Enzo dreamed of Zula or Sarama. He preferred dreaming of Sarama as she was not his friend’s girlfriend but he could not control who came in and out of his dreams. He guessed that Salvatore would only laugh anyway, and call it progress. Once even the judge’s girlfriend had appeared. But in his dream she did not looked around, embarrassed, to see who was watching them.

On the fourth night he lay on his back, half awake, watching the electric fan draw windmill shadows on the ceiling. He heard a large owl make a heavy landing on the flat roof above him, rest a moment and take flight again; then some time later the steady clip-clop of a camel, perhaps a stray that had wandered across the causeway into town. He waited, but couldn’t let himself go and no dreams came. Though he was sure he was conscious, he found that he had no power to move his limbs. He wondered if death were to come to him now, whether it would be so different.

Gradually, sensation returned to his fingers and toes and he found that he was able to sit up. He took a pencil and paper and wrote a brief note. Then he rolled it up and threw it on the floor. The next five drafts met the same fate. After reading the seventh several times, he decided that it was satisfactory. He put it beside his bed, propped up against the brass figurine night lamp, assuring himself that he would tear this one up in the morning too.


Chapter 3

THE NEXT DAY Enzo was just about to leave when his eye was drawn to something on the floor under the bedroom window. It was one of the rolled-up notes. He turned to look at his bedside table and there sitting on it was the final version. He hesitated, then walked over and slipped the paper into his jacket pocket.

On his way to work, he stepped inside the door of the gift shop. The owner was setting up a display of animal hide shields next to another of oriental fans. He gave Enzo a genuine smile of recognition, and then his face clouded.

‘It didn’t die, did it? I can replace it without delay if—’

‘No, no, it’s still alive,’ Enzo assured him. ‘In fact it was very well received.’

He touched the note in his pocket, the sweat from his hand dampening the paper.

‘You have need of another gift?’ asked the shopkeeper.

‘No,’ said Enzo. ‘I need a favour actually.’

He pulled out the piece of paper and the man took it from him and scanned it quickly.

‘Of course, sir, I will do this for you. It is not a favour, for such a good customer.’

Enzo smiled. He had only ever bought one thing from him and it would be a year until he would have to choose another present for Salvatore. He resolved that he would definitely buy that one here too.

The gift shop owner ushered him back outside. ‘Please, you watch from there.’

Enzo stood in the street as the man placed the note prominently against his front window beside a stuffed warthog.

WANTED: CLEANER/COOK

The day from then on was less eventful. There were no arrivals in the port apart from the comings and goings of the local turbaned fishermen and by lunchtime the office was once again full of workers killing time. Enzo stole a glance at his sea adventure novel in the top drawer but he could not concentrate. He stood up and looked out through the blinds at his staff. Only Daniel was busy; he always somehow managed to find something that needed doing. Finally, to everyone’s relief, the working day came to an end.

On his way home, Enzo deliberately walked past the gift shop again. To anyone else his note would have appeared tiny amid the motley collection of goods on offer but to him it seemed to stick out a mile. He might have retrieved it there and then, had the shopkeeper not been inside dealing with an Italian child in search of a toy. The boy’s mother noticed him hovering outside and he walked on quickly before the shop owner saw him too.

The following day, as choppy waves lapped gently against the quay outside, Enzo sat with his eyes fixed on the old ship’s clock on his office wall. He stamped the papers on his desk absent-mindedly. He had allowed himself to launch a vessel on impulse, and now whatever it was that he had put to sea was about to come home. Opening his door, he called to Daniel, ‘Anyone?’

‘Not yet, sir,’ said Daniel.

‘That’s good,’ Enzo said, frowning.

Daniel walked over to his side.

‘I’ve changed my mind, Daniel,’ Enzo said, once no one else could overhear them. ‘If anyone comes just send them away. You can tell them I’m not hiring after all.’

Daniel didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘Of course, sir. I’ll look after it.’

Enzo returned to his desk and breathed normally for the first time that day. Half an hour passed during which he forgot about the clock and the note. Then there was a familiar double knock on his door and Daniel entered.

‘A few have arrived, sir,’ he whispered. ‘Should I still tell them to go?’

Daniel had not followed his instructions but Enzo was not annoyed. In fact his pulse rate had suddenly shot up.

‘I suppose it would do no harm to see one or two,’ he said. ‘Give me a minute.’

Daniel nodded and went out.

Enzo quickly smoothed down his hair, pushed his desk nameplate out front and centre, and fixed his tie.

A light, delicate knock came and he wished his heart would stop beating so loudly.

‘Come in,’ he said, attempting a deep, authoritative voice.

He glanced down at his work, and slowly up again, as if tearing himself away from important matters. Then in walked an Eritrean girl aged no more than twelve. He stood up, flustered.

Daniel came in quickly behind her.

‘She doesn’t speak Italian, sir. She’s here about the employment you advertised?’

‘Yes, I see. She’s … ah … younger than I expected.’

The girl spoke a few words in Tigrinya to Daniel.

‘She says she works hard.’

‘Of course, I have no doubt,’ said Enzo.

The girl rummaged in a pocket and handed him a piece of crumpled paper. It was a reference from an Italian nun on convent-headed notepaper.

‘Thank you. Very good,’ he said, trying to convey that he was impressed. ‘Will you tell her that I’ll keep her in mind?’

Daniel translated and she turned and looked at Enzo with displeasure. She was obviously smart enough to know a rejection when she heard one. Daniel ushered her out.

The next girl was at most a year older than the first but spoke a little Italian.

‘Good morning,’ she said politely.

‘Good morning,’ Enzo said. ‘Could you wait here for a moment?’

He found Daniel just outside, pretending that he had not been eavesdropping.

‘Are they all like this?’ he asked.

‘No,’ said Daniel, nodding to a long wooden bench near the door.

On it were seated a dozen school-age girls and one old Eritrean lady, dressed entirely in black, who might have been seventy or a hundred, it was hard to tell. A portrait of Mussolini looked down imperiously from above their heads and Enzo found himself trapped for a moment by the Duce’s gargoyle-like gaze. He forced himself to look away.

‘Right,’ he said, without hiding his disappointment from Daniel.

He returned to his office and spent the rest of the afternoon giving each applicant a brief interview out of politeness. It was long and tedious but he felt he deserved this punishment.

When the last one had gone, he sat down and held his head in his hands. This was all Salvatore’s fault and his own too for being stupid enough to listen to him. His first instinct, not to complicate his life, had been proven correct again.

A change in the room’s atmosphere made him look up. A woman was standing in the doorway, watching him. She was ten years older than Zula and Sarama; mid-thirties maybe and tough, with a face whose lines spoke of hardship. Her gently curled, shoulder-length hair was parted in the middle and hung out thick and wild, as though it were a plant left to grow as it wished. Her clothes were plain and traditional, a beige-coloured dress with a white shawl draped over her shoulders and sandals that had seen better days. The most striking thing about her was her eyes. They seemed almost jet black and he found it hard not to stare into them.

‘You want a cleaner who cooks?’ she asked briskly, now that she had his attention.

‘Yes, I do,’ he said, composing himself.

‘For how many?’

‘Just one,’ he said. ‘Only me.’

‘Wages?’ she continued.

‘The going rate – I don’t know, whatever that is.’ Now he was getting irritated. Here they were, already talking details and he hadn’t even decided if he wanted to hire her.

‘The hours?’ she went on, working her way down through an unwritten list.

He stood up and tried to assert some authority. ‘Your evenings would be your own. I need the house cleaned, my meals cooked. The job is live-in.’

At this there was an awkward pause.

‘You would of course have your own room. It’s comfortable, I believe.’

She nodded without comment. They both stood looking at each other across the desk. She hadn’t lifted her gaze from him once. He knew that he was supposed to ask the questions now but suddenly he couldn’t think of any.

He wished again that he’d torn up the note. That he’d befriended someone else at school instead of Salvatore. That he’d stayed in Genoa and not come here. That he’d married Silvia and lived a normal life. Then he realised from the curious look on this woman’s face that all his mixed-up thoughts were visibly playing out across his own.

‘One moment,’ he said, walking out quickly and making as wide an arc around her as his office allowed.

Outside, he caught Daniel pretending not to eavesdrop again. Enzo leaned against a wall away from the door, where the woman couldn’t see him.

‘You want me to get rid of her, sir?’ whispered Daniel.

‘Are there any more?’ Enzo asked, although he could see the bench was empty.

‘She’s the last one. Is everything all right?’

‘Yes, thank you. You can go back to work, Daniel, I can handle it from here.’

His assistant looked unsure but he nodded and left him alone.

Enzo shifted slightly along the wall so he could see the woman through the open doorway. She looked completely unnatural standing there in his tidy office, surrounded by files. Or perhaps it was the office that was unnatural and she was the only real thing in it. She was undeniably attractive but there was something about her that made him uncomfortable. Her direct manner for one and that piercing stare full of something he couldn’t put his finger on. Those eyes reminded him of the dark surface of a deep well at his grandfather’s country house in Liguria. Black because it was so far down in summer that no light penetrated, and even though the water inside was crystal clear, the only thing you could see was the reflection of your own face looking down. He stood there silently, watching her as she picked up his nameplate, glanced at it, and then put it back.

He decided that he would not hire her; it was too great a risk. Tomorrow he would forget all about this business and life would go on as before. Walking back in, he repeated the same exaggerated arc around her and once he was safely berthed back behind his desk, he said, ‘Well, if you want the job …’

The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them. She seemed as surprised as he was.

‘I can start today,’ she said.

He was thrown for a moment and noted that she seemed to be able to do that to him at will.

‘No, tomorrow is better. At eight? I’ll give you the address.’

‘If I could get the first week’s pay in advance?’ she said.

Once again he thought, maybe this was not such a good idea. Could he sack her thirty seconds after he’d hired her?
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