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‘ … my Italy


My own hills! Are you ’ware of me, my hills,


How I burn towards you? Do you feel tonight


The urgency and yearning of my soul,


As sleeping mothers feel the suckling babe


And smile?’


Elizabeth Barrett Browning, ‘Aurora Leigh’








OH! OH! ANTONIO


In quaint native dress an Italian maid


Was seeping distress as the streets she strayed


Searching in every part for her bold sweetheart


And his ice-cream cart.


Her English was bad


It cannot be denied


And so to herself


In Italian she cried.


Oh! Oh! Antonio, he’s gone away


Left me alone-ee-o, all on my own-ee-o


I want to meet him with his new sweetheart


Then up will go Antonio and his ice-cream cart.


Music Hall song, 1908








PROLOGUE
Naples, 1897



The photographer looked doubtfully at the two boys. Obviously their mother thought them delightful in their stiff white sailor suits but, then, every mother thought that; it was the first thing you learnt in this job. The second thing you learnt was not to argue.


‘Beautiful children, Signora.’


The faded woman beside him seemed to be trying to smile. ‘Yes. They are good boys. Giuseppe and Antonio.’


‘Fine names.’ When in doubt, try flattery.


‘Thank you.’


She seemed about to weep – better change the subject. ‘Now, I have a selection of backgrounds to choose from. Niagara Falls, the Taj Mahal, all-purpose indoor scene.’


‘I want it here.’


‘Here?’


‘Yes, here. This is where they come from, after all.’


The photographer could have said something profound but he looked about him and said nothing. A Naples back-street, houses crammed together so tightly that no light shone between them, washing zigzagging crazily overhead, the smell of fish and cooking and the sea. ‘Here?’


‘Yes, here, by this doorway.’


*

Afterwards the seven-year-old Giuseppe could never remember if he had imagined the whole thing. The photographer with his cloak like a conjurer, the white suits, himself standing for what seemed like hours with his arm round five-year-old Antonio. And the man in the dog-cart, with his gloves and the carnation in his button-hole. Had he imagined him too? One thing was certain: there was nothing imaginary about his father’s rage when he came home and discovered the photograph. In vain did his mother protest tearfully that it had cost nothing. His father swore and raged even more, adding that it was not even a good photograph – which was true. Giuseppe looked grim and unhappy, Antonio positively foolish. The only clear thing in the photograph was the background: the crumbling doorway and the bright Neapolitan sky.





PART I








1
August, 1983



Like his namesake, Uncle Fausto is associated in my mind with a cloud of smoke. When he first appeared in my life, surrounded by flames, he seemed almost diabolic. To my grandfather, years earlier, he had appeared more in the guise of a guardian angel.


It was at a barbecue. Or, rather, it would have been a barbecue if Cesare, my grandfather, had not thought the concept vulgar or, worse, Australian. As it was, he had had a brick structure built in his large garden, as far removed from the three-legged suburban variety as possible. The look was al fresco rather than barbecue (my younger brother Daniel once lived an alternative existence as a gangster called Al Fresco), with cutlets cooking over wood fires, stuffed tomatoes, green olive oil brought over specially from Lucca, wine cooling in earthenware buckets. There was even a vase of flowers on the table. Of course, it was my grandmother, Sylvia, who actually did the cooking, stuffing and pouring of olive oil and wine, but the directive came from the top. From Caesar himself.


My job was to lay the table, which I loved doing in my grandmother’s house. My brother Daniel and my cousin Antonio had carried it down to the sunken garden that morning, and it was bigger than anything in our house. It seated twenty with ease and the white embroidered cloth was more like the covering for an altar than anything suited to domestic use. Our house, on a tidy ranch-style development in Surrey, was full of neat, bright, wipe-clean surfaces; my grandparents’ house had dark furniture that loomed at you alarmingly in the dark. It had heavy velvet curtains and shady corners where you could curl up and read. The sole aim of our house was to be able to see through from one room into another – ‘open plan’, my mother called it, ‘Scandinavian’. Grandmother’s house was full of light and shade, like a church. The separate rooms had their own mysteries and identities and nowhere was there anything that could possibly have been called Scandinavian.


As I placed the raffia mats between the bumpy circles of embroidery, I imagined that I was an altar boy lighting the candles at the beginning of mass. I placed the heavy silver cutlery in the centre of the table and covered it with a linen napkin (Cesare was paranoid about flies). I thought about the statues in church on Good Friday when they are covered with purple drapes and how, after you have kissed the cross, the altar boy wipes the place clean with an ecclesiastical napkin. Girls were allowed to be altar servers but I had never fancied it. Aged fourteen, Daniel was already a terrifyingly reverent altar boy.


*


So, this is the scene. The table, glittering in the heat, yet to disintegrate into the familiar chaos of a family meal: spilt wine, espresso in tiny brittle cups, bread snatched up from the ground because it is unlucky to drop it. Cesare’s Alsatian panting in the shade of the oak tree. A baby crawling happily across the grass. Cesare sitting in ‘his’ chair, brought from the house: he would not, for a moment, consider sitting in an inferior garden version. Antonio filling Cesare’s glass with the face of an acolyte. Alfredo, Antonio’s uncle – his is the baby – looking nervously at the Alsatian. Joanne, Alfredo’s wife, wondering if she dares ask for lemonade rather than wine. She does so a few minutes later and is ignored. Louisa, my aunt, lighting a cigarette and inhaling deeply. Daniel, in an Italian football shirt, eating olives and spitting out the pips. Simon, my father, wishing he wouldn’t but afraid to speak out in front of Cesare, whose often-stated view is that Daniel can do anything he wants.


The occasion is Cesare’s seventieth birthday; the day is 15 August. It is the Feast of the Assumption and Daniel and my mother have already been to mass. Cesare, of course, is a Leo; in fact, had he not been born in August he would probably have moved his birthday, refusing to submit to the indignity of a goat, scorpion, crab or (especially) a virgin. It is mid-afternoon, the time Cesare considers proper for lunch even though Joanne is quite faint with hunger, and the day is at its hottest.


Sylvia carries the meat, wrapped in sage leaves secured by cocktail sticks, to the table. She is small with curly dark hair, picturesquely streaked with grey. At fifty-seven, she is thirteen years younger than Cesare and can still be called a pretty woman. She handles the meat with practised ease; over the years she has become as good an Italian cook as Cesare’s dear departed and practically sainted mother. The pasta will be cooked indoors (until it is Al Dente, Al Fresco’s younger brother) but outdoor cooking of the meat is deemed necessary. We all sit up hungrily. Joanne scoops up her baby and gives him a breadstick to chew. Antonio pauses in his endless monologue about Ferraris. Emma, my mother, starts doing some ostentatious plate arranging. Sylvia goes to light the fire.


‘Don’t do that,’ comes Cesare’s shout. ‘One of the men will do it.’ He gives the noun a faintly malicious emphasis. ‘Alfredo?’ he suggests.


Alfredo gets up and nervously approaches the sacred flame. His first two matches go out, Daniel sniggers, Louisa proffers her lighter. Alfredo approaches again. The wood refuses to light. Cesare makes some comment in Italian, which no one understands, though Daniel pretends to. Joanne looks embarrassed; her baby begins to cry with alarming suddenness. Antonio looks like a particularly smug statue.


‘Here, Fredo!’ Daniel shouts. ‘I’ll get it going.’


My mother shouts at him, too late, to be careful. Daniel picks up the paraffin (meant for emergencies only) and pours it liberally on to the wood. At the same time, Louisa’s lighter flares into life. The fire goes up in a solid sheet of blue flame. Joanne screams. The baby wails. The dog howls. Everyone shouts at once. Cesare throws his wine on to the blaze, part in libation, part in a singularly unsuccessful attempt to extinguish the inferno. Antonio picks up Sylvia’s beautiful blue vase and throws both flowers and water on to the fire.


By the time the flames have subsided, Uncle Fausto is standing in our midst.


*

He looked like any properly brought-up devil. His dark suit and stiff white collar were somehow macabre against the bright green afternoon. It was as if a funeral director had appeared suddenly on Brighton beach, startling the sunbathing crowds with his black gloves and top hat.


Cesare certainly stared at him as if he were the devil himself, as if he were about to drag Don Juan back into hell. There was a moment’s total silence and then Uncle Fausto threw himself into Cesare’s arms.


‘Fratello mio.’


‘Faustino.’


The two men embraced, parted, embraced again and then proceeded to speak to each other in Italian. Do the italics surprise you? Does it surprise you that, amid the wine and the olives and the Italian football shirt, no one present spoke Italian?


It surprises me a little now, when I think of it. Cesare, of course, speaks perfect English and he never talked to his daughters, Emma and Louisa, in Italian. Why not? Then I thought it was to keep Italian special and magical, a secret that he would let us catch glimpses of but never share. We could all say odd words but none of us could string a sentence together. Now, I think it was because he did not want to be challenged as the family’s leading Italian. To be fair, our parents gave Daniel and me a chance to learn the language and I couldn’t be bothered. Daniel went to a few lessons, I think, and learnt some Neapolitan swear words from Cesare but that was the limit of it. Funnily enough, Antonio spoke the most Italian and he must have learnt it from his grandmother, the dreaded anti-Italian Aunt Rosaria, as his father, Mario, speaks no Italian at all.


‘Emma,’ said Cesare, ‘get a chair for your uncle Fausto.’


Even my pleasure at hearing my mother spoken to like a child (or a servant) did not distract me from the question looming larger and larger in my head. In the end, only Daniel was brave enough to voice it: ‘Is he really our uncle?’


Cesare looked at Fausto, who laughed delightedly. ‘My grandson,’ he explained. Fausto looked at Daniel admiringly. ‘No, Daniele,’ Cesare continued, ‘I just call him my brother out of affection. He is no relation to you.’


‘Unfortunately,’ said Fausto, with a polite smile around the table. Emma arrived with the chair and Sylvia started serving the pasta, giving Fausto a particularly generous helping. In the background, the meat began to crackle on the flames.


‘What a fine family you have, Cesare,’ said Fausto, helping himself to Parmesan. Unlike Cesare, he had a distinct Italian accent. ‘Myself, I have only one son and he is a disappointment to me.’ He sighed.


‘Come, Fausto,’ said Cesare, brightening at this news, ‘children are never a disappointment.’ This was news to Emma and Louisa, who exchanged glances. ‘What is he called, this son of yours? Is he married?’


‘Roberto.’ Fausto sighed. ‘Robertino. No, he is not married. He is a womaniser.’ He made it sound like a profession, like teacher or fireman.


Cesare laughed heartily. ‘So were we in the old days, amico mio!’


Daniel could bear it no longer. ‘When were the old days? How did you two meet?’


Fausto reached out to pat him on the head, then smiled widely. ‘Why, we met in prison, Daniele.’





2
June, 1998



The answerphone light is flashing when I get in from school. I dump my briefcase on the hall table, letting the two folders I am holding under my arm fall to the floor. Why do teachers always have so much to carry? If I have a vision of a glamorous job, it is one that you can do carrying only a mobile phone and a designer handbag. I dump my (non-designer) handbag too, letting purse, phone and Tampax join the pile on the floor, and bend to stroke my cat, Tybalt, who is purring crazily round my ankles.


I have lived in this flat now for five years and I have finally got it how I like it. I’m slightly ashamed to admit that how I like it is very, very tidy. I have always thought of myself as a wild, creative, zany, ‘let’s do the show right here’ sort of girl, so it is rather a disappointment to learn that I’m the sort of person who colour codes their milk bottles and keeps spaghetti in a special jar marked ‘pasta’. Now I pick up the files and arrange them neatly on my desk (I’m not going to open them, I’m not that bad), put everything back into my handbag, hang up my coat (on a hanger, not by the collar), feed the cat and wash up the fork, before I check my messages.


Five messages. One from an ex-boyfriend, Rick, who is getting married. Please, God, don’t let him want me to be best woman or anything that shows the world how maturely we’ve handled our break-up. Actually, it was quite amicable and I like his fiancée very much, but not enough to turn up at church in a hat and read from Omar Khayyám. Two messages from my mother, ‘Hallo, Sophie. It’s Mum.’ I can almost hear her putting quotation marks around the hated M-word. She wishes Daniel and I would call her Mummy, like characters from The Archers, or even Ma, anything but Mum. Hard luck, Mum. One message from Jane, my head of department, asking me to bring in my lesson plan for Macbeth tomorrow (damn, I’ll have to open those files, after all).


One message left.


‘Sophie. It’s Antonio. Can you ring me?’


Antonio. My cousin, or second-cousin to be precise. He is two years older than me. When we were younger, we used to be pushed together at family gatherings – ‘Antonio, take Sophie to see your space-hopper/model railway/new motorbike.’ Only Cesare, believing as he does that when any man and woman are in a proximity of less than ten yards they will immediately have sex, discouraged this closeness. ‘It’s unhealthy,’ he would say, vaguely but none the less dogmatically. ‘They’re cousins, after all.’ Well, Cesare needn’t have worried. I didn’t have much time for Antonio in those days. He seemed like an unattractively keen Cesare clone. He supported Juventus when all his schoolfriends liked Man U. He wore a large gold cross round his neck and went on Catholic youth rallies. He claimed that his favourite music was Italian opera at the same time that I had a crush on Adam Ant (Cesare: ‘The man is clearly sick, wearing all that makeup. Luckily we don’t have that kind of thing in Italy’). Added to this, he was physically unattractive, with a large nose, greasy skin and frizzy hair. Really, it would have taken all the space-hoppers in the world for me even to kiss him.


Things changed a bit when he went to University College, London: he didn’t live at home but in an impressively dingy flat-share. He and his flatmates threw famously wild parties, the kind that went on for days with neighbours coming in to complain and being found days later, sleeping in the bath. By the time I was at King’s College, London, after coming back from Italy, Antonio was a postgraduate with long hair and frightening opinions on experimental plays.


I went to a couple of his parties and had to admit that the new student Antonio, with his frizzy hair grown into a Medusa-like mane and his laid-back (almost certainly drug-induced) manner, was a distinct improvement. But we were never really close. For a start, Antonio always had a disconcertingly pretty girlfriend in attendance, usually blonde and perfect in contrast to his general grunginess. For another thing, we hadn’t much in common apart from our family – and who wanted to talk about them all the time? We were both reading English but Antonio seemed to inhabit a different literary world. I acted in prim Oscar Wilde revivals, he improvised a show about masturbation at the Edinburgh Festival. My favourite writer was Charles Dickens, his was e.e. cummings. Hopeless.


And so it continued. After university, I trained as a teacher. Antonio ditched his Ph.D. and disappeared on the hippie trail to Goa, came back, cleaned himself up, cut his hair and got a job at the BBC. This was an exceptionally annoying period in his life: not only did he have a good job (‘He’s at the BBC,’ Aunt Rosaria would say, in a loud whisper. ‘At Wood Lane.’ as if the address made it even more impressive) but he got married, to an irritatingly pretty girl called Melissa, whose feet always seemed to be in ballet positions. His wedding day was a real low point for me. I didn’t have a boyfriend at the time so I had to take my friend Marcus, whom everybody (except Cesare) knew was gay. When Melissa came prancing down the aisle, looking stunning in an off-the-shoulder dress, I felt tears of envy coming to my eyes. I was furious with myself – I was meant to be a feminist, for God’s sake, but that didn’t make it any better. Next to me, Marcus was sobbing happily into his silk handkerchief.


Now things are a bit different. Antonio is a freelance journalist and he has just started to become rather famous. I’m always hearing him on the radio, the sort of programme in which everyone sits around being clever about politics. I think it’s his name that attracts people. An oxymoron of a name: Antonio Cooper. Aunt Rosaria married an Englishman called Cooper (though always known to Cesare as ‘the bastard’) but gave both her sons Italian names. Her eldest son, Mario, despite marrying an Irish woman, carried on the tradition and called his son Antonio. I don’t know why he doesn’t just call himself Tony. But, famous or not, Antonio is also divorced. He and Melissa had two children and got divorced seven years later. It is said to have broken Aunt Rosaria’s heart and I imagine it like the heart on the statues of the Sacred Heart at school: held aloft outside her body, split in two.


So, what with one thing and another, it is years since Antonio has called me at home. In fact, I am slightly irritated by his assumption that I have his number. Looking through my Filofax, I see that I have three addresses for him. The first sounds studenty, Flat 1B somewhere in Brixton. The second unmistakably married, 2 Vicarage Gardens, Hertfordshire. The third is noncommittal, 12 Raleigh Gardens, Chiswick.


The Chiswick address has a phone number so I ring.


‘Sophie,’ he says immediately, as if he’s been waiting for me to call. Weird.


‘Antonio. You left a message. What is it? Are they short of panellists on Question Time?’


He laughs, but then immediately switches into serious mode, as if the radio programme had moved from jokes about this week’s headlines to serious topical issues. ‘Can I see you?’


‘See me?’ I echo stupidly. ‘Why?’


‘It’s … well, it’s hard to explain … It’s about Cesare.’


‘Cesare?’


‘Can I come round?’


‘When?’


‘This evening. Is that all right?’


*

Standing at the window, I watch Antonio arrive. He parks his car (a Lancia, I notice) under the tree and gets out. Looking down, I see that his hair is going grey and this gives me a real jolt. Antonio is, after all, only a couple of years older than me. Perhaps in an attempt to distract from the grey hair, he is wearing a leather jacket and jeans. He points at his car with one of those executive I’m-too-important-to-waste-time-locking-my-car gadgets and strides purposefully towards the entrance to the flats.


Close up, he doesn’t look too bad. His hair is still predominantly black and the wild curls of his younger self have been tamed with a short haircut. He looks tanned and prosperous, checking an expensive-looking watch as if my time is already running out. ‘Nice flat,’ he says, insincerely.


‘Great,’ I say. ‘Hope you locked your car.’


He looks worried momentarily (those gadgets are all very well, Antonio, but it’s not as reassuring as turning the key yourself), then decides it was a joke and smiles.


I offer him coffee but decide against making the real thing as Antonio will no doubt appear some day soon in a Sunday magazine feature entitled ‘Me and My Cappuccino’. We chat for a bit and Tybalt tries to sit on Antonio’s lap (good mark) but he pushes him off (bad mark). Finally, I say: ‘So, what’s this about Cesare?’


At nearly eighty-five, Cesare is alive and well and living in a townhouse in Canterbury. He and Sylvia sold the country place about five years ago and, although Cesare enjoyed the lord-of-the-manor pose, this really suits him better. He can stroll out in the morning for a newspaper and a cup of coffee and watch the world revolve around him. He loves to walk in the grounds of the cathedral and tell people that ‘it was ours once’, meaning that in the happy days of archbishops murdered at the foot of the altar, it was a Catholic church. The city walls remind him of an idealised Rome with no Vespas or one-way systems or young Italians in tweed jackets pretending not to understand him.


‘I know this journalist,’ says Antonio, ‘called Guido della Francesca.’


‘Blimey.’


Antonio smiles briefly. ‘He’s not what you’d imagine. Anyway, he’s writing a book about Italian prisoners-of-war during the Second World War and he’s going to interview Cesare.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, you know Cesare was a prisoner-of-war.’


‘Yes.’ That’s about all I do know, though. For someone whose favourite subject is himself, Cesare is remarkably secretive about his war experiences. We know some of the pre-war stuff. Cesare was a racing driver and seemed to have lived a classic 1930s existence: chasing women, racing cars and generally behaving badly. I have a wonderful photograph of him lounging against one of those little rocket-shaped cars, wearing a silk scarf and a remarkably smug expression. But after the war had started, nothing.


‘Well, apparently his Home Office files have just been released.’


‘There are Home Office files on Cesare?’


‘So Guido says. And, according to him, they make pretty interesting reading.’ He pauses and sips his coffee with an expression of distaste.


‘In what way?’


‘Well, they’re all about how he was, and I quote, a “leading and fervent Fascist”.’


I can’t think of anything to say so we sit in silence for a moment, listening to the summer roar of traffic outside. In the distance a police siren sounds.


‘Are you sure?’ I ask at last.


‘Guido is. He had the cheek to ring me for a quote. I said that, to my knowledge, my great-uncle is the only person in Canterbury to have Marxism Today delivered.’


I am beginning to see why Antonio is so upset. It’s not just the family honour he is worried about but his own reputation as Radio 4’s favourite cuddly lefty. ‘My uncle the Fascist by Westminster Blue’s Antonio Cooper’.


‘Was he a Fascist?’ I ask.


Antonio shrugs. ‘How should I know? All that Communist stuff now could be one of his jokes. What I’m worried about is what will happen when he meets Guido. God knows what he’ll say to him. That’s why I think you should be there.’


‘Me? Why me?’


‘Because, knowing Cesare, he’ll insist that the interview is in Italian and you speak Italian.’


Yes, I now speak pretty fluent Italian. But that’s another story.


‘How can I be there? I can’t just ring and invite myself.’


‘Yes, you can. You know how Cesare likes an audience. And, if you don’t, how will I … we know if he’s telling the truth?’


‘How do we know anyway? We don’t know what went on all those years ago.’


‘No,’ Antonio agrees gloomily. ‘And, apart from Cesare, there’s only one person who does.’


I nod. ‘Uncle Fausto.’


*

Two more things happened the summer that Uncle Fausto appeared. The first was that I lost my virginity, to a boy called Martin who doesn’t otherwise come into the story. The second was that I asked to see a copy of Cesare’s birth certificate. I think it was for a school project. We were doing the Second World War for history A level (the examiners seemed fascinated by extreme politics – the choice was either Fascism in Europe or Communism in China). I wanted to write a biography of Cesare: born Naples 1913, prisoner-of-war 1940-45, etc. I thought he would be pleased.


I brought the subject up during one of our regular Sunday lunches with my grandparents. The pattern of these was always the same. We would set off from Surrey full of excitement, my mother might bring a pudding she had made, never wine because Cesare declared that only English people brought wine to parties. We would arrive and Cesare would make a great fuss of me and Daniel. We would go for a walk with him and he would ask us about school, always taking our side against the teachers: ‘Man’s a fool. If you don’t feel like doing PE, don’t do it.’ Then we would sit down to an elaborate lunch, prepared by Sylvia. When I was a small child, these lunches seemed to go on for ever. I would think enviously of my schoolfriends, sitting down to fish and chips (even, sometimes, things in tins), free to go out to play by one o’clock. One o’clock saw Cesare just hitting his stride. England, the English, the shame of the Italian football team who had let him down personally by drawing with Scotland, the failure of young Italians to keep up the bella figura, the wickedness of his cousin Rosaria, the evil of Margaret Thatcher, the necessity for frustrated priests to have sex with nuns (‘only attractive ones’, as if this made it better). On and on and on. My father would gaze into his wine and say nothing. My mother would sometimes try to argue with Cesare, which only made things worse. Daniel and I would stare out of the window and long to turn on the television.


After lunch, Cesare would sleep in his chair. Sylvia and my mother would wash up and my dad would read the paper, longing for home and his comfortable Telegraph. Daniel and I would play bad-tempered games of Snap, or I would ignore him and read one of Cesare’s gory murder mysteries. Then Sylvia would serve tea, refused with a shudder by Cesare, and we would be free to go, Cesare standing at the gate to give that strange backwards-facing Italian wave.


Anyway, that particular Sunday, I chose the singularly inopportune moment of Sunday lunch to bring up my request for Cesare’s birth certificate.


Cesare looked up slowly from his gnocchi. ‘What?’ The very quietness of his voice should have warned me to stop but I was in love with the idea of myself as the keen history student, chronicler of the family’s past.


‘Your birth certificate. For a project. On the Second … World …’


Too late I saw his expression. The Emperor was about to give me a spectacular thumbs-down. ‘Never. Ever. Been asked such a presumptuous thing. My birth certificate. My birth certificate. For a project showing about a war that my people lost. Never would have thought that a grandchild of mine …’


Wrong-footed, I tried to argue, then burst into tears and rushed out of the room. Daniel knocked over his glass of wine (we always had wine, even as children) and my father, uncharacteristically, shouted at him. I ran out into the garden, to the grassy spot where we had had the barbecue and vowed never to speak to any of my family again. Much later, Cesare came and found me and said he was sorry. He gave me one of his lovely lemon-scented hugs and I forgave him. It was only years later that I wondered: why was he so angry about a birth certificate?


After that, I went off Italy for a bit. We went to Greece for our next family holiday and the blue sky and white stone seemed simpler and more attractive than previous Italian experiences (off-season hell in Sorrento with an empty swimming-pool and shivering trips to Pompeii). But blood will out, I suppose, and when it came to my gap year, there was only one choice that appealed. The land of my grandfathers.


My parents were surprisingly encouraging. They were particularly pleased with me at the time because I had been offered a place at Oxford. I was quite pleased with myself and tried not to think about how I had hated the place passionately when I went up for interview.


Cesare said, ‘An au pair. How demeaning.’


Daniel said, ‘How boring. Why not go to America?’ He called himself Dan now and wore a New York Yankees baseball cap.


I travelled across Europe in an uncomfortable state of cockiness and fear. I shared my carriage with a nun and three soldiers; all four held eye-contact all the way across France. My knowledge of Italian, limited to virtuoso pronunciation of gnocchi and tagliatelle in restaurants, had hardly prepared me for the chaotic sounds around me. Advertisements and street signs reared up in a haze of unfamiliar typefaces, like ransom notes; station announcements passed in a blur of vowels. When the nun spoke to me to offer me a sugared almond, I stared at her in wild incomprehension.


I was met at Rome by my ‘host family’, the Gallis. With the three hyperactive children in the back of the car, they drove me through the ugly suburbs of Rome to their huge, modern flat near Cinecittà. The rooms were full of old-fashioned darkwood furniture and modern electrical appliances. The sitting room was dominated by a massive television screen. My bedroom had a high, hard bed, steel shutters and an oil painting of an old crone selling flowers. It felt very odd and not at all what I had expected.


The family were quite nice, really. The father, Paolo, was an accountant, who set off every day in his air-conditioned Alfa for his office in the centre of Rome. The mother, Antonella, was frighteningly glamorous, incredibly slim with streaked hair and chunky jewellery. The children were uncontrollable but sweet and affectionate. Paolo and Antonella had a lot of friends with young families and at weekends they would all go to Ostia or Frascati. On my days off I would go to my Italian lessons and occasionally for a meal with some other au pairs, but I felt strangely isolated. It was as if the real Rome, with its arches and fountains and dusty glamour, was always just out of reach. It wasn’t only that I couldn’t understand the language. I felt as if I needed someone to unlock the door for me, to connect me to the stones and pavements. I think that was why I got in contact with Uncle Fausto.


I had only seen Uncle Fausto once since his Assumption Day appearance, two years earlier. He had been in London for (unspecified) business and had taken the family out to dinner. It was a terrifyingly smart restaurant and Uncle Fausto mysteriously ordered food that did not appear on the menu. He did not consult us about the choice but spoke directly, in expressionless Italian, to the head waiter. The food was wonderful and Uncle Fausto mesmerisingly charming. He spoke to Daniel about football and to me about universities – I was just about to apply to Oxford. ‘Bologna is the oldest university in the world,’ he said sweepingly, ‘but Pisa is the best.’ I had absorbed enough of the Oxbridge propaganda to protest but Fausto continued undeterred. He gave me his number in Rome and told me to get in touch if I ever came to visit.


Unlike the Gallis, Fausto lived in the very centre of Rome – Viale Vaticano. His windows overlooked the walls of the Vatican. From his balcony, you could actually see the Pope’s apple trees. Fausto’s attitude to his next-door neighbour was rather ambivalent. On one hand, he used to bow his head piously at the words ‘Holy Father’, but on the other he told patently untrue stories about the Pope’s mistresses and drug dealing. That the Pope was Polish he took as a national affront: ‘Aren’t there enough holy people in Italy?’


Fausto had suggested I arrive at midday and I was rather hoping for another sumptuous restaurant meal. It was November, but warm enough to walk around in shirt-sleeves – although the Italians were swathed in floor-length furs – and I bounded up the steep hill in high spirits. Fausto’s apartment (Italians did not seem to live in houses) was in a handsome building of sepia paint and crumbling brick. The main door was propped open by a motorbike so I walked straight in. As I climbed the wide stone stairs I felt as if I was climbing higher and higher into the seven hills of Rome. Through occasional small windows I could see trees and houses and ancient ruins spread out like a picnic.


Fausto’s apartment door was also open. I called, ‘Hallo!’ my English voice sounding nervous and out-of-place. There was no answer so I walked in and was blinded by the light streaming from open balcony doors. A man, not Fausto, was standing looking out over the Vatican gardens. Suddenly, I had an absurd compulsion to turn and run, back to the Gallis’ modern apartment with its screaming children and giant television set. But it was too late. The man turned round. He was about forty, dressed in black and holding a glass of wine. Pointing his cigarette at the Vatican, he said in English, ‘How can one man have so much? Is this fair? And why isn’t it me? One puff of smoke, black or white, and you are next to God himself. How is this fair?’ Suddenly I thought of Uncle Fausto and the smoke clearing at the barbecue to reveal him, smile first, like the Cheshire Cat.


I shrugged. ‘Any adult male Catholic can become Pope.’
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Antonio is right. There is no problem with getting an invitation to attend Cesare’s interview with Guido della Francesca. When I ask if I can come to lunch one day, Cesare answers immediately, ‘Come next Sunday. I’m being interviewed by this chap. Says he’s Italian so it might be nice to have someone there who speaks a bit of the language.’ ‘A bit of the language’ is how Cesare customarily refers to my near fluency in his native tongue.


I drive to Canterbury on a beautiful summer day. The town is full of tourists with fluorescent backpacks but Cesare’s house is an oasis of quiet good taste. Where the country house was full of faded sofas and vases of flowers dropping their petals on to window-ledges, the townhouse is a place of cool, smooth surfaces. The floors are polished wood, white bookshelves display Cesare’s eclectic collection of Italian poetry and American detective stories and at the back is a small courtyard where Sylvia has painted a trompe l’æil urn in a white archway.
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