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            The paths to the past have long been closed,




            And what good is the past to me now?




            What is there? – bloodied flagstones,




            Or a bricked-up door,




            Or an echo that still can’t be




            Still, no matter how I plead…




            ‘Echo’ Anna Akhmatova
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  Edward




  







  DUBLIN, 1924


  


  August





  EVEN BEFORE I CAME to my senses, I knew my sister was dead. In there, face down on the sawdust, behind the back bar counter. I was out here meanwhile at

  the bottom of the stairs, passed out on a mangy carpet. Our father’s house. At least, this time, I knew where I was.




  The carpet – piss, grease and stale ale – had been luring me home with its stench and after a while I persuaded myself to open my eyes. Into the darkness and the ticking of a distant

  clock, I managed to haul myself onto my feet. Remarkably steady. I noticed this immediately, how steady I was on my pins. And no hangover. Where was my hangover?




  I tried to remember. For a long time nothing. Then the sound of a pot-boy wandered into my memory. Banging on the door of some room I’d been in. Calling time maybe, or reciting a message

  – singing it more like. The pot-boy’s song ran so clear in my head, nasal and sweet, innocent and sinister, all at once. I could see bits from Harrison’s pub, then

  Slattery’s snug, and all the other dives and kips where I may have been over the past two days or more. Marble and wood; foot rails and slimy spittoons; a murmur of light; a hand made of

  jelly; the jabber of mouths through a gilt-edged mirror. Wherever I’d been, I was back here now anyway crossing over the hall to the door of the public lounge. Crumpled light on the glass. I

  stood for a while listening to silence, then, with a wary foot, pushed the door open. The house had been cleared; shutters down, night lights up, the oulfella asleep up in bed – I could hear

  through the layers of ceilings and floors, the growl of his snore dragging itself backwards and forwards.




  Through to the back bar, I switched on the sidelights, then stepped behind the counter. And there she was. Dead as meat.




  I tested the air with her name. ‘Louise?’




  The sight of her blood. That so much could be contained in one body. Even a body as big as Louise’s. An outrageous amount. Long splats across the bar counter, dots on the backdrop mirrors.

  A velvety puddle lay at my feet and from the corner of a ledge one flimsy string of it dangled in and out of a shadow. I looked at my hands and knew that they had done it.




  How long I stayed there or what was going through my mind during that time I couldn’t say, but the next thing I remember is kangarooing from my knees and making a dart for the far end of

  the bar. There, diving under the sink to unhook a bunch of keys, now scratching and poking through locks and bolts until I was in the oulfella’s office standing before his safety box, one

  last long key in my hand.




  My mind wouldn’t budge. Three clanking sounds from upstairs got it going again; two short, one long. A crash of water, next a flushing chain – the oulfella. I knew his form: sleep

  for a couple of hours, then piss like a dog for a couple more. Finally he’d get fed up hoisting himself in and out of the scratcher and begin his nightly prowl. There was only one thing to do

  and that was get the hell out of there. I said it to myself as I opened the safe and stuffed a large manila envelope full of notes down the front of my trousers. Get out. I continued to say

  it as I stumbled back through the bar. I was saying it still as I lifted the bolt off the scullery door, cut through the backyard, skirted the barrels and crates, ducked under the clothes line

  taking a cold wet lick from a bar-towel across my face. Get out, get out, keep going. Then I was clawing up the back wall on all fours; grunting and groaning like a wounded pig, knees and

  elbows knocking off brick, thighs grinding, squirming, struggling. And at last, I was over.




  I picked my moment to drop. A spray of hot needles from the soles of my feet rushed into my head, blurring my eyes. I looked up at the back of the house and waited for everything to settle. Now

  I could see the various shapes of the windows, the slant of pipes and guttering, the sill that was beginning to loosen from the gable end. And a sudden bud of light, breaking softly into the

  oulfella’s window.




  Behind me a sound. I spun round and there was Mackey. Rising like a cobra rises out of his coils of cast-off coats, unwinding himself from a dirt-thick muffler and stretching out to me a long

  silvery tongue that was sticky with sleep. I nearly died at the sight of him. He stepped away from his filthy nest in the alcove of Quinlan’s old coach house. Then, lifting his tilly lamp,

  pinned me to the limelight.




  ‘Put that down,’ I said.




  A moment of mutual inspection followed under the piss-pale light. His overlit eyes glaring into me, and his head – oozing with long matted curls – for all the big size of him, still

  managed to look like an exaggeration.




  ‘Mackey – put down the lamp.’




  ‘Pleathe?’ he said girlishly.




  ‘Please.’




  ‘Who put blood on you?’ he asked me then.




  I thought for a moment before answering, ‘That’s not blood, that’s paint. Now put down the lamp.’




  ‘Whatpaintwhypaint?’




  ‘The cellar. I was painting the cellar. Keeps the rats away, you know yourself.’




  Mackey squeezed his eyes up and gave one of his silent laughs. He lowered the lamp. By now the light in the oulfella’s bedroom window was burning a hole in the back of my head.




  ‘Here, Mack,’ I began, ‘you wouldn’t lend us one of those old coats there for a few minutes?’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Ah go on, just for a minute. It’s bloody freezing.’




  ‘No! No no no no no,’ he said, the massive curls shaking with his head from side to side.




  I knew he wouldn’t be quick enough for me. I was over to the coats, and had one dragged out of the stinking pile, before Mackey had time to think. I threw a ‘So long, Mack,’

  back over my shoulder, as I ran to the top of the lane.




  ‘Fuckarse!’ he shouted when I was halfway there.




  I turned into Church Street and daybreak was sniggering at me. It was jigging all over the orphanage brickwork and spinning a glint on the backs of seagulls making their way down to the river. I

  ducked into a tenement doorway to consider my options. There was only the one: the mailboat train. Somehow I would have to get myself to the station without being spotted, rat-scurrying from shadow

  to shadow.




  By now the city was edging towards Sunday; church bells trapezing across the sky. Soon first worshippers would be crawling out of their holes. In any case what was I thinking of, hanging around

  here, blood on my hands and smeared into my shirt, the Bridewell prison only down the road? A child barked like a young dog in the tenement above. A woman’s voice called, ‘Ahhshh

  sleepsleep.’ A milk cart rolled into a nearby street. The seagulls flew faster and lower to the ground. I looked up the broad long back of Church Street where a figure on a bicycle was taking

  shape. A shift-worker maybe, or the lamplighter getting ready to turn off the city. As the bicycle glided towards me, I pulled back into the doorway and waited for it to pass. When it didn’t,

  I looked out again. There it was, a few yards away, coquettishly leaning against a wall.




  The child barked again. This time a man let such a roar at it. The milk cart so close now, I could hear its every chime. I stepped out from the doorway and took a few long strides as far as the

  bicycle. Keeping my movements steady and smooth, I put one hand on the saddle and turned it onto the road. I cocked my leg over and pushed into the decline, through the ranting of gulls and the

  bells at full heckle; the sound of voices that could be inside or outside my head.




  *




  I kept my nerve well enough, until I got to the train station. There, standing before a heavy brown door, everything seemed to fall away, and I had no idea who I was, or where I

  was, or why I should be standing here in the first place. I could see abstracts of myself on the door’s brass fittings and in the doorknob a round miniature of my face was lurking. Yet for

  the life of me I couldn’t give that face a name. Across the brow of the door the word WASHROOM was painted, and over the coinbox a small sign said VACANT.




  There was a rat-a-tat noise. By now it was so sharp and insistent that it seemed to be pecking right into my skull and I wanted it to stop, even for a few short seconds – just stop. I had

  the feeling then that I was an old man, perhaps confused, and easily irritated. I told myself, ‘Relax, old man, wait, everything will come back in time.’ Yet, when I looked at my right

  hand it was young. My other hand had gone beyond a tremble, jumping about of its own accord. I could see a coin in the pinch of its fingertips. Both hands were stained and heavily cut, which would

  at least explain why I was standing outside a washroom. I realized then that the rat-a-tat noise was the coin clacking off the door as my hand tried to get it into the brass penny slot.




  Behind me an increased tempo of footsteps and a movement of slender shadows twitched like fish underwater. I thought that’s what I was doing, standing underwater. I heard a whistle slash

  the air, another, and another. A long nasal voice began to call out. Numbers, I heard first. Then names. Names of towns. Destinations. A train station. Yes, yes, Amiens Street. The mailboat train.

  The mailboat.




  Something tugged on the hem of my coat, and I froze all over, except for my left hand which continued to rattle away on the door. I looked down to find the ugliest child I had ever seen.




  ‘What?’ I snapped. ‘Get lost, go on. Get.’




  ‘It’s only me, Mister. Me. ’Member me?’




  ‘From where?’




  ‘Only a little minute ago.’




  I looked down at his bare feet, and he came back to me then as the scabby-toed paperboy. I remembered then, dumping the bicycle outside the station and edging my way through the usual hawkers

  and brassers, picking this lad out of the bunch with a tap on the shoulder as I passed him. I had crossed the road and slipped into Portland Lane where he had followed me like a lamb. When we got

  to the end of the lane, I told him I needed a service. He nodded. I began to open the top button of my flies and saw a sort of resigned dread come into his eye. Yet he still hadn’t run, this

  ugly child, so scrawny he was held together by his own skin. ‘For Christ’s sake, it’s not what you think,’ I had snarled, pulling out the envelope of money.




  Yes, that was it. The boy had bought me a passage and had found me a coin for the washroom. I had paid him an outrageous price. But then who was I to quibble or judge?




  The paperboy reached up and grabbed me by the wrist, holding it steady, taming it. Then he plucked the coin from my fingers.




  ‘Why are you still here?’ I said to him. ‘I thought I told you to go home.’




  He fed the coin into the slot, and we both listened to it slide down the gullet and click. The boy held the door open with his foot. ‘Your tickeh is in dah pocka,’ he said,

  poking his finger to show, ‘don’t forgeh now. Platform wan. Five minutes.’ I nodded, and he gripped my elbow. ‘Stay steady,’ he whispered. ‘Steady.’ Then

  he handed me a newspaper. ‘For you, mister. For to cover your face.’




  I was inside. White tiles and a rust-streaked sink. The echo of a slow-drip tap. There was a lump of soap and a thin, hard towel, shaving equipment I decided it might be best to ignore. There

  was a clothes brush and a nailbrush I could definitely put to use. And there was something in the mirror; but I didn’t dare to look.




  *




  Before I knew it I was on the train, headed for Kingstown and the boat that would take me to Holyhead. I had made an effort to rinse the blood stains from my shirt in the

  washroom, and it felt like a cold second skin on my chest now. I could taste the dust that had risen off Mackey’s coat since taking a brush to it.




  As soon as I settled into the carriage, the missing hangover decided to return, making up for lost time with its full devotion. It caught me by the scruff of the neck and dragged me through fire

  and ice, fire and ice. It sucked every drop of spit from my mouth and then sucked the bones out of my fingers. It sat on my chest and gnawed at my stomach, it raged through every nook and cranny of

  me. Even my earlobes felt hot and sore. And I hadn’t so much as a drop of whiskey. Why had I not thought to ask the paperboy? Usually whiskey would have been the first thought to come into my

  head. Now I would have to wait till God knows when and what state I’d be in by then.




  It dawned on me, and with no small degree of shock, that I could forget about whiskey from now on. If I was to have any chance of surviving this thing, I would have to live the rest of my life

  on full and sober alert.




  The door to the carriage snapped open and a blind woman was ushered in and introduced by a porter. She barely said good morning when he placed her opposite me, and I barely replied. A certain

  turn of her head implied conversation would be neither available nor welcome. This suited me fine. I would have preferred to have the carriage completely to myself, but I wasn’t doing too

  badly, considering. Besides, the blind woman seemed to serve as a deterrent to other passengers. A face would come to the carriage window, beam when it spotted the vacant seats, take one look at my

  lady opposite, and push off again down the corridor. And at least she couldn’t see me. Yet there was something unnerving about her marble eyes. Her straight, thin body. Those long, still

  hands so patient on her lap.




  I looked out the window. The skeleton of an umbrella, caught between railings, was gallantly flapping one wing of black cloth. I kept my eye on it until the train heaved and began shoving into

  its own shrugs of smoke.




  Resting against the window, nudging the train on with the side of my head, out of the station, through the rooftops, across the bridge and away from a city to which I now knew I could never

  return, unless to a hangman’s noose. And every time I looked back into the carriage the marble eyes were on me. As if they could see every stain and thought in my head.




  I was twenty-four years of age; a fool, a thief, a drunk – a hen-headed fucker in fact, just as the oulfella had often said. ‘A hen-headed fucker, who ought to have been smothered at

  birth.’ Now he could add murderer to my title. I caught my reflection in the train window, my mouth biting down on my knuckles, my eyes distorted. I felt as deranged as I looked. Anyone

  outside who happened to look up at the passing train would be bound to notice. I straightened myself up.




  After Holyhead – what? Where could I go? I had lived in England for five long years of schooling and although I knew the place, and had learned to adapt to its manners, I had also learned

  to hate and distrust it. Besides I would be lifted there as easily as here. I needed somewhere further afield. Then Barzonni came into my mind. Because he was the only person I knew well who was

  living abroad, but also because he was the only one I could force into helping me. My old music master. I knew he had left Dublin in disgrace and gone back to Italy to start over again. I

  couldn’t say exactly where, but surely any half-decent opera house would point me in the right direction? If I could persuade him (and with what I knew, what choice would he have?) to set me

  up with a reference, an introduction or two; some sort of a position. I had always wanted to see Italy anyway. And so somewhere between Ballsbridge and Booterstown, the first step of my future was

  decided. Italy.




  As the train pushed past the end of the station wall a poster caught my eye. Edward VII puffing on a cigar. King Edward cigars. I tossed it around. Edward King. I had my new name. It was a

  start.




  I was tired then, so tired. And my senses, which for the past few minutes or so had been almost too sharp to bear, were fast becoming indistinguishable, softening and tumbling into each other.

  So, although my eyes were open, I could see nothing. Nothing at all. But I could hear and feel the colour of blood.




  







  Bella




  







  GENOA, 1933


  


  June





  IT ONLY OCCURS TO her, the dilemma of her name, as the ship pulls out of Genoa harbour and the Italian voices on deck strike up their commentary of

  praise. The bella city behind them, the bella vista of the sea, the bellezza of Sicily waiting for them at the end of this long journey. That bella little girl in her

  bella little frock. Everything so.




  Bella. She hears it over and over, flitting in and out of every sentence, so that for a few bewildering seconds it seems as if she is the topic of all conversations. But they seem to

  admire everything, the Italians. Then they admire each other. She likes that about them, their childlike ability to be constantly enchanted. Unlike the English, who so often need to be

  persuaded.




  Bella closes her eyes. She hears the drum of footbeats along the upper decks, the yelping carousel of gulls, the many exuberant voices. Here and there she tries to untangle a conversation; since

  crossing the border at Ventimiglia yesterday, it’s become an increasing anxiety. Childhood kitchen conversations with her father’s ancient Italian godmother; faded textbooks from

  second-hand barrows along the Embankment; grammar classes in the Scuola di Sorrento on the Brompton Road; even recent nights spent in the translation of long dreary passages at the dining-room

  table – nothing, but nothing, could have prepared her for this extravaganza.




  The thoughts of Sicily! Of not being understood, not even being able to understand; the child in her care; the rest of the household; and as for the notorious dialect? It could mean having to

  make a constant nuisance of herself with Signora Lami, asking her to translate this and that. And the Signora’s letter had hardly given the impression of an approachable woman, never mind one

  who would be amused by a résumé that would turn out to be at best an exaggeration, at worst a bare-faced lie. (‘I am pleased to say I speak Italian fluently and have difficulty

  with neither the written nor the spoken word.’) What had she been thinking of, to claim such a thing? She would blame the dialect, that’s what she’d do. Just until her ear

  accustomed itself to its new environment. She could say – Mi dispiace, ma il… il dialecto… No – il dialetto…




  Behind her an old man begins to speak; a rusted voice, a slow delivery, and she is cheered to find she can follow his story with relative ease. He is telling a fellow passenger about the wedding

  he has just attended. His nephew’s wedding, on the far side of Liguria, in a small hilltown called Dolceacqua – perhaps he knows it?




  No, the companion does not, but has heard it is a beautiful place. Certo è bello. Most beautiful, just as the wedding was, the food, the weather, the olives, the church. And as for

  the wine of that region! Oh and the flowers. Everything. Everything. Except for, and unfortunately, the bride. When he says this there is a pause – a sigh from the speaker, a soft tut of

  condolence from his companion. Yet he will not say the bride is ugly, Bella notes, simply that she is not beautiful. Non è bella. But she has such a good heart, the old man

  emotionally concludes. So full of kindness. It is from here her real beauty shines, the heart. They will be happy, he is certain of it.




  Of course they will, his companion agrees. Why wouldn’t they be? Young, in love, living in Dolceacqua, most beautiful.




  And she likes that too, the way they recognize it’s not the bride’s fault if she is no beauty, the way they imply she must nonetheless be loved, and made happy.




  The faces on the dockside recede and crumble. The farewell handkerchiefs relent, and the brass band that an hour ago had caterwauled the passengers aboard plays fewer, weaker notes now. She is

  happy for a moment. That moment falls from her, is swished away to be replaced by another – this time one of dread. Far too conspicuous, she is, far too alone, here amongst these chattering

  strangers. And she must be careful of her back, already straining from days spent on rock-hard train seats, nights on inadequate mattresses.




  The crowd thickens. Further up the deck there is an unexpected push and she turns slightly to see a fat boy barging through. His head, a curly black marker of his progress, pops up now and then,

  his voice a constant high-pitched chant: ‘Voglio vedere!’ I want to see, I want to see.




  People step back for him, pat his head, pluck his cheek, help him bully his way forward. This fat boy is now in charge of the crowd. When he shoves, it buckles. When he pulls at a coat or paws

  at a backside, there is indulgent laughter. Eventually she sees he has arrived at the railing just a few feet from her. He begins to scream angrily at the sea and appears to be hurling imaginary

  stones overboard as though he wants to somehow injure it. But in no time at all he becomes bored by all this. Then he starts roaring for his mother, ‘Mamma! Mamma!’ and an

  affectionate ‘Ahhhh…’ breaks out around him. Bella can’t get over what a brat he is – God, say the Lami boy won’t be like this.




  ‘Permesso! Permesso!’ The boy bounces himself off the railing and presses back into the crowd. This sudden movement causes the old man behind her to be pushed forward. She

  tenses her back. A snarl of pain runs down her spine and into her hip. ‘Scusi,’ the man says; his voice, warm as an egg, sits for a moment in her ear.




  She decides to go back to her cabin, turns from the railing and finds that after a few unsuccessful attempts the only way through is to raise her voice until, like the fat boy, she is shouting,

  ‘Permesso! Permesso!’




  At last the old man and his companion hear her; they stand aside, create a sort of guard of honour consisting of old-fashioned walking canes and shoes so polished they look like glacéd

  cakes. They guide her through. She doesn’t have to look at their faces to know they are studying hers. She passes, listens for a comment, a sigh or tut. But there is nothing.




  *




  The stink of the cabin! It haws its breath around her as soon as she steps through the door. Bella stays for a moment and considers the neighbouring cabins, doors pinned back by

  baggage or dressing stools to suck in whatever ocean air might happen to stray this way. But to leave the door open would be to invite full view of herself; nightgown on the bed, web of dead hair

  caught in the bristles of her hairbrush. Her mother’s old alligator travel bag. It would also mean having to smile and respond to the greetings of every passer-by who, she had been startled

  to note, seemed to think nothing of stopping and staring right into an open cabin with a hearty ‘Buon giorno!’ She closes the door, then locks it. And sorry, now, that she

  exchanged Signora Lami’s first-class ticket for a refund and a cabin such as this, with its grimy basin and cracked water jug. That monk-shaped stain along one wall. Shabby bed sheet and

  greasy head print on the pillow – pomade, she supposes.




  Bella feels a little shaky, perhaps from hunger, but she is far too nervy now to go in search of anything to eat (at least in first class she could have rung for service). Perhaps it’s

  pain? She rubs her lower back, considers taking one of the sachets her father has prescribed. But she knows the shape of pain, its sneaky ways, and knows that it is nothing now to what it might yet

  become before this journey’s over. Hours to go. The rest of this sea voyage for a start; a stop-off at Naples to drop or pick up more passengers; then on to Sicily and the city of Palermo; a

  further two, maybe three hours cross-country before she would reach the Lami villa. She could be left in agony for days. She counts the sachets, only six.




  Now at the travel bag, from an inner pocket she pulls out a pouch, which in turn gives way to another pouch – a long sausage shape wrapped in lace and secured at both ends by a twist. In

  her mind she calls this her money-tuck. Bella opens and spreads its skin of lace, exposing a stuffing made up of notes folded into each other, or notes grasped tightly around coins. Her fingers tip

  over the colours and faces of different denominations before taking her purse out of her pocket to remove the amount saved, so far, today. This she adds to and moulds into the pile. Rolling the

  sausage back into shape, re-twisting the ends, she bats the money-tuck between her palms for a moment before returning it to the pouch, within the pouch, and finally into the inner pocket of the

  travel bag. From the opposite side of the bag she pulls out a flask of water along with two biscotti and an apple saved over from breakfast. Then lays them on the cabin table beside an American

  magazine someone has left behind on the train, containing an article by G.B. Shaw and an exposé on the private life of Clark Gable – a hole gaping in the page where a fan has cut out

  his face. Steadier now, Bella picks up the portfolio of travel documents, flicking through until she finds her birth certificate inserted between the many pages of Signora Lami’s directions.

  Anabelle Mary Stuart – shortened to Bella since childhood.




  Into a basin half filled with water go a splash of cologne, two slow drops of lavender essence. Jacket and blouse removed, wrists cooling in water, she turns her head in the mirror and examines

  her face. Profile, quarter profile, front. Anabelle Mary Stuart. Mary Stuart maybe? Or does that seem to have a bit too much to say for itself? Anna then. Anna Stuart. Or what about Anne? Drop the

  ‘e’, even better the ‘n’.




  An – an indefinite article.




  *




  Signora Lami’s directions had been nothing if not explicit.




  They were delivered to Bella over a month ago in an elaborately bound parcel that turned out to be no less than a hatbox. It had puzzled her then, as she cut through the wrapping, noting the

  covering letter on Savoy Hotel stationery together with the index of instructions, train timetables, travel itinerary and a bunch of numbered envelopes; besides, if the Signora was staying at the

  Savoy, why go to this trouble, why not simply arrange an interview to give the instructions in person? It wasn’t as if the Savoy was a million miles from Chelsea. And it would have broken the

  ice; after all, they would be living under the same roof in less than a month, and surely the Signora must have some curiosity about her son’s future governess. Or nanny, or teacher, or

  companion or whoever it was she was soon expected to be?




  The delivery boy, done up like a doll in Savoy livery, had shuffled on the doorstep while he waited for her to sign the receipt. Sniffing about inside his head, no doubt, for something to say

  that would take them both up to, and safely past, the moment that would decide his tip. Bella had been expecting the weather, the traffic, a newspaper scandal half-read or overheard. In the end he

  surprised her by blurting out, ‘She made that many mistakes!’




  ‘Who did?’




  ‘’Er…’ He nodded at the parcel in Bella’s hands. ‘Wastepaper basket full up to…’ The boy lifted his hand to his forehead as if he were the

  basket in question. ‘Twice she sends for me to get more paper, I-mean-to-say-stationery. Twice. But when I come back like she says in an hour, all’s right and ready to go.’




  ‘Oh well, perhaps her English is not quite?’




  ‘A fusspot is all.’




  Bella groped through the coins in her purse. ‘How long has Signora Lami been at the Savoy?’




  ‘Fortnight, miss.’




  ‘That long?’




  ‘Leaves tomorrow, she does, miss.’




  ‘Tomorrow – are you sure?’




  ‘Oh yes, miss. For Sicily.’




  She could see the boy liked the word Sicily, turning it over in his mouth, playing it between his small grey teeth.




  ‘Where did you say?’




  ‘Siss-a-lee.’




  ‘I should send a reply.’




  ‘No! She don’t want none. Look it says so. There.’ He pointed to the top of the receipt. ‘Ree-ply. Not. Ree-quired.’




  She had stood at the door for a moment, watching the doll-boy walk down to the gate where his little leg cocked over his bicycle. Within a few seconds he was at the end of the road, the bicycle

  plunging out onto the main road alongside a double-decker bus. She should have made more use of him. Another sixpence might have bought her a few extra brushstrokes. A shilling, a portrait, fully

  framed. How old was the Signora, for example? How fluent was her English? Was she calm, nervous, pretty, plain? Had there been a child with her? A husband? Did she have any callers? Had she dined

  in or out? And was it a suite or a bedroom where she had brimmed up the basket with her many mistakes?




  Later, in her bedroom, Bella had spread the documents across the bed. First glance and she could already tell they would tolerate no deviation, and as for any untoward acts of initiative –

  well, she could put such nonsense straight out of her head. These weren’t directions, these were orders and were even laid out on paper that looked like legal parchment. She read them

  again: ‘Sit away from the window in this train. Stay in your cabin on that ship. Drink nothing that hasn’t come from the hand of a waiter. Lock your door after dinner. In the street in

  Genoa neither look at nor speak to anyone – not even a priest.’




  Really! It was as if she were a child or an imbecile. Nothing was permitted without the say-so of Signora Lami, from where, when and what she should eat, to the amount each porter should be

  tipped (a lesser amount the further she got from England, as it so happened). In fact, the only thing the Signora had omitted was a lavatory timetable.




  Bella had picked up the bunch of envelopes. Each one numbered, dated and labelled with a more concise version of the instructions on the parchment. Inside was an appropriate amount of money to

  cover every situation from overnight hotels to taxicab fares. One envelope was stamped with the Thomas Cook logo. Bella had slit it open and looked inside. First-class tickets all the way. Father

  had certainly been right on that score – Bella was not expected to produce so much as a farthing from her own pocket.




  She had rolled up the parchment, refolded the letter (which contained not the slightest hint of warmth or welcome), arranged the envelopes into chronological sequence and tied everything

  together with a piece of string. Bella had then slipped this package into a portfolio and shoved it into the back of the wardrobe, where it took up much less room and seemed to make much less fuss

  than it had done in the hatbox.




  It was her father who had arranged the position, introducing the idea to Bella in early spring. ‘I think it would do you the world of good,’ was to become his recurring expression,

  as if he were talking about a day at the seaside or a course of cod liver oil. At first she hadn’t paid the matter much heed – it was probably just one of his ‘notions’, as

  her late mother might have put it. ‘Best ignored, soonest fizzled.’ When the subject persisted it began to dawn on Bella that the poor man simply felt in need of a little reassurance

  – just enough to preserve the dignity of both father and daughter in their present arrangement. For her part, that she fully understood she was free to go if she so wished. For his part, that

  she insisted she would much, much rather stay.




  And so she had humoured him for a while with soothing smiles and a little teasing. ‘Yes, Father, I’m sure Sicily must be quite beautiful but I’m happy, thank you all the same,

  to stay where I am. And yes it must be lovely to wake each day-in-day-out to the sun – if not a little tedious.’ She also gave the occasional chide. ‘Oh, Father, now really. Stop

  it! Or I might just go off and leave you. And then where would you be?’




  But what had started out as a flimsy notion had somehow solidified into a definite plan and one morning just before Easter there was her father, flapping a letter over his boiled egg and toast.

  ‘It’s marvellous news, marvellous, marvellous. And congratulations to you, Bella.’




  ‘To me – why? Have I won something?’




  ‘Such an adventure! A year or two in another country. Perhaps longer, she doesn’t say how long you’ll be needed, I’m afraid. Nor does she specify your duties. Never mind

  – all that can be ironed out when you meet Signora Lami.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Signora Lami. You remember? Bernstein in obstetrics recommended you.’




  ‘Bernstein?’




  ‘He’s a friend of the Lami family. I believe he may even be related to her. Let me see now, I can’t recall…’




  ‘Father.’




  ‘An opportunity like this doesn’t come in every post bag, let me tell you. And you have the language. Well, as good as. I knew that mad old godmother of mine would come in useful in

  the end! Although it might be just as well to do a bit of brushing up before you leave. Early-to-mid May, she says. But you mustn’t be impatient, my dear, by the time everything is organized

  you won’t feel it going in. Now, about the Lamis; they are rolling in it by all accounts, so you’ll want for nothing. There’s the villa in Sicily and a summer residence on the

  Italian Riviera – if you don’t mind – and God knows what else. There is also some German connection so you’ll probably be popping off to Berlin or the like.

  You’ll be mixing with the best, you know. So smarten up a bit beforehand. Streamline yourself – isn’t that what it’s all about now? Or so I overheard one of my nurses say.

  The boy, it seems, will be a cinch. Six years old, only child, meek as a mouse. Already has a nurse, a teacher and a music master too – good God! – so there can’t be that much for

  you to do. The Signora speaks excellent English of course, and she’s young, I think, much younger than the hubby – probably a bit of a story there. Lonely, I daresay, be glad of a pal

  such as you. She wants you to write a letter of acceptance, tell her a bit about yourself, include a résumé – better plump it up a bit. And hear this, Bella – she says

  that although the journey may be long and often tiresome, she will do her utmost to make it a comfortable one. First class from start to finish. From what I can gather, no expense spared.

  Absolutely rrrr-olling in it. And as for Italy – a country on the up, you know, now that that Mussolini chap has given them all a good kick up the backside. We could do with his like

  here, put the country back to work. Not that it need concern you. All that art and sunshine – what I wouldn’t give to be young again! I tell you, Bella, you’re a girl who knows

  how to land on her feet and no mistake.’




  Bella could hardly believe it. ‘Are you telling me it’s all been arranged? That you have organized this behind my back?’




  ‘Really, my dear, it’s not as if we haven’t discussed it.’




  ‘But I thought you were joking.’




  ‘Joking? Why on earth would I do that?’




  ‘I just didn’t realize you actually meant to go ahead and—’




  ‘Well, you certainly led me to believe you were—’




  ‘But I don’t want to leave you,’ she said. ‘No. I won’t and that’s that.’




  ‘Oh, don’t you worry about me – I have my work and plenty of it. Besides, Mrs Carter will be here every day.’




  ‘But it’s not the same, Father. Mrs Carter isn’t family. You’ll be all alone. Coming home every night to an empty house. Nobody here. Always alone. I won’t have

  it.’




  Crab-like, his fingers pressing Signora Lami’s letter into the table, he cocked his head a little to one side, looked at her, then looked away. ‘Oh, Bella. I’m so seldom home,

  you know – between the hospital and my other commitments – well, let’s be honest, my dear. It’s you. You who are always alone.’




  *




  Bella knew exactly what she should do now. If there were any chance of getting the better of her father, she would have to learn from her late mother. What would Mother have

  advised?




  She rested her forehead on the door her father had just closed behind him, then gave herself firm instruction: leave well enough alone for the moment. Withdraw, stay silent. Let him be the one

  to come back to the subject. Let him be the one to do all the talking until he has talked himself out of the idea. There is strength in silence, Mother would have said so. No surer way of unnerving

  a man.




  Now. She would start by gently opening this door, stepping lightly into the hall, a slow easy turn for the stairs, pass by his study with neither remark nor glance, then continue on up to her

  room. Where she would remain until he decided to come around, first to his senses, then to her way of thinking. Yes.




  But the more she thought of it! The way he had made the decision without her, the way he shrugged off any attempt to discuss the matter further; the way he kept making those awful jokes and

  jolly gestures throughout. Then the cold, cruel delivery of that last remark about her always being alone. Turning his back on her like that, then leaving the room, clipping the door shut behind

  him.




  She snatched at the doorknob, twitched it open, then ploughed up the stairs shaking with rage. When she got to his study the door was ajar; she slapped it away from her. ‘How could

  you?’ she demanded. ‘Father, how could you?’




  He was moving about the room in his slow, efficient manner; pulling at shelves, plucking at drawers until he had constructed a pile on his desk: medical documents, sample bottles, pocket watch,

  stethoscope, a small narrow torch which he brought up to his face, switched on and eyeballed for a moment before switching it off again.




  When the pile was complete, he immediately began to thin it out again, picking each item up and feeding it down into the soft leather gut of his big brown bag.




  These were his props for the outside world. This was the bag that would carry them there. Bella knew the routine and knew that nothing would interfere with it. There was a time, long ago, when

  she would have been part of it. A house in Dublin then; a different desk. She was a child holding the bag open for him, lisping the title and purpose of each article. She was going to be a doctor.

  They had both seemed so certain of it – why had it never happened?




  She waited while he pulled his overcoat from the coat stand, shrugged his shoulders into it, slapped the creases out of his gloves, angled his umbrella out from the stand, and he still

  hadn’t looked at her face. When he did speak to her, it was through the mirror while he fussed at his collar and stud. ‘Listen to me, Bella, we moved to London for a better life, a new

  start – for your sake as I recall. We have been here more than seventeen years and well, your life is not exactly…’




  ‘Not exactly what?’




  ‘Well. Not what we hoped it would be. You’re almost thirty-two, you know, and with your poor mother gone, and the trouble with your back resolved, and your other little problems well

  under control.’




  ‘Father, please!’




  ‘All right – there’s no point in dragging all that up now, I suppose. What I’m trying to say is, there really is no reason for you to remain here day in, day out.

  You’re in good health now and still relatively young.’




  ‘I just don’t understand it, Father.’




  ‘Oh come on now, Bella, you don’t want to be stuck with an old goat like me for ever.’




  ‘But, Father, you’re not an old goat.’




  ‘Indeed I am an old goat. Please, my dear, it’s for your own good.’




  ‘I thought we were happy,’ she said and began crying.




  ‘Now let’s not have any of this,’ he said, turning around at last to face her.




  She could see the back of his head in the mirror, the edge of his collar, the rind of thick skin over it, the line of his shoulders, the fall of his coat. It was as if somebody else was in the

  room with them. Somebody who had wandered in by mistake, from a crowded railway platform or some other populated and anonymous place. A stranger, bewildered and embarrassed to have found himself

  caught in the middle of this little scene. He was like a man who was pretending not to be there.




  ‘I should be with you, Father. With you, here. I don’t want to live in Sicily, in a strange—’




  ‘That’s enough, Bella.’




  ‘Please don’t make me go. Please. Please. Please.’




  ‘Bella, stop it now, I said. Now.’




  It wasn’t until he raised his voice that she realized what she’d been doing, pulling at his lapels like that, sobbing and screaming, dribbling all over him. His hands came down and

  settled on top of hers, then in one strong steady movement, like that of an oarsman, he had lifted, pushed and dropped them away.




  ‘Take control of yourself, Bella!’




  She accepted his chair and the handkerchief too, offered at arm’s length – not one of his own either, she noted, but from the box he reserved for hysterical female patients. Next she

  was clutching a glass, sucking at something he had concocted and mixed with water.




  ‘Bella,’ he said after a while. ‘Are you settled now?’




  ‘Yes, Father.’




  ‘Are you certain?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How do you feel?’




  ‘Foolish.’




  ‘Indeed.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I’m just a little upset, that’s all.’




  ‘We’ll forget about it now. But Bella, I have something important to say to you, and I want you to listen to me carefully.’ He leaned a little way towards her.




  ‘Yes, Father?’




  ‘You are not my wife, Bella. You are my daughter.’




  *




  In the end Bella had decided to believe her father; that it was for her own good, a sacrifice was being made on her account. A sacrifice she must respect. He was a father trying

  to prepare his only child for the future, it was as simple as that. One day she would find herself completely alone, no one to look to, nor care for. The few relatives they had left behind in

  Ireland would want nothing to do with her – nor would she make any attempt to contact them. Her father knew this just as he had known not to insult her with any pretence of a possible

  marriage.




  She would be like poor Miss Vaughan who used to live across the road. A middle-aged orphan. In the meantime, what was wrong with striking out on her own for a year or two – if that was how

  she was going to end up? Alone in this house. But at least it would be her house, whatever little money remained, hers to spend as she wished. Not that she’d have to rely on her

  father’s leftovers. She could make her own way. Take in lodgers perhaps, or become fluent enough in Italian to translate professionally. Or maybe even teach Italian – why not? Her

  father’s study could be converted into a sort of classroom; blackboard set behind his desk, students placed at little tables round the edges of his silk Kashmiri rug. If that didn’t

  suit she could always teach in a proper language school, where she could meet people, make friends, visit and be visited. She could live alone in this house one day as an independent woman, without

  fear of the rooms beyond the room she was occupying. Or fear of the street outside, because to go out into it would mean having to return to a house that had become her enemy. She would be more

  than just a name muttered by neighbours too polite to bring themselves to knock on her door. More than an occasional shadow at the lace of an upstairs window, or a pair of hands taking in a small

  box of delivered groceries every week. She would not lie dead for days on the flagstone floor of the kitchen. Nor be covered in a rough police blanket and carried down the garden path with

  Gilby’s grocery boy mewling up at a constable, ‘I knew it when she didn’t answer the door the second I rung! She always answers straight off, she does. On other side,

  waitin’ – see? – that’s where she always is.’




  She would not, not become poor Miss Vaughan.




  *




  The house grew alive around her and she couldn’t seem to leave it alone, drifting from room to room, passing through the ghosts of her future: friends she had yet to meet;

  conversations she was yet to be part of; laughter. Everything became relevant. The mirabelle pattern on the dining-room wallpaper; the texture of a sofa, a cushion, a drape. Even ornaments that up

  to now she had either despised or simply not noticed, were mentally preserved. She would modernize this whole stuffy house, pull it apart, take it beyond recognition – streamline it. For days

  Bella felt a sense of elation and longed to get her new life in Sicily over and done with, so she could return to revise and relive her old one, as this other, independent person.




  The sense of elation soon passed. One evening when she had just lit the study fire, and the aroma of the meal Mrs Carter had left in the oven was beginning to make itself known, a message

  arrived from the hospital. Her father would be detained overnight – again. Bella went down to the kitchen then, where she eased Mrs Carter’s dinner out of the oven. She removed the lid

  – a casserole bulging with onions and smoked cod – and took it outside. She carried the dish down the garden path. Lumps of fish and half-raw potato spilled out, and her wrists flinched

  at the occasional spit of hot parsley sauce. When she reached the back wall, she tipped what remained of the casserole into a tin they kept there for next door’s cat.




  Returning to her father’s study, she stood before the apothecary cupboard that took up most of one wall. It contained many and multi-sized drawers as well as several nooks and

  compartments, and had come from the widow of one of his patients, a pharmacist from Aldgate. It had always reminded Bella of a tenement building, a secret life held in each section, a different

  life each time.




  She began, at first absent-mindedly, to open and shut the drawers. They made a clipping sound when they opened and a dry slight suck on the return. She did that for a time, opening and shutting:

  clip and suck, her enthusiasm increasing along with her speed until both had slipped just a little beyond her control. Then she was standing on a chair stretching towards the drawers at the very

  top; clip, suck, clip, suck. Faster and faster, on and on. Clip, suck, clip. It was only after a very close topple that she finally made herself stop.




  She was cold when she climbed back down. The fire had died and the room had grown dark except for a little street light through the window. Here she could see her father’s consulting

  couch, the fold of a Foxford rug at its headrest. The couch, firm with horsehair and taut leather, would feel good on her back. She lowered herself onto it, pulled the Foxford rug up to her neck

  and lay down. Bella looked up at the window. She could remember her mother standing there, the evening after Miss Vaughan’s body had been found, quietly weeping as she looked out on the

  street trying to find some sort of a reason.




  ‘It’s the English, you see,’ she had begun. ‘They make you feel like you’re being forward when you’re only trying to be friendly. They make you

  ashamed.’




  ‘It’s these streets,’ she had decided then a few minutes later. ‘Everyone trying to stay private when we’re all on top of each other, looking in at each other,

  pretending we can’t see.’




  ‘It’s these houses,’ she had concluded. ‘These awful Chelsea houses.’




  Bella lay listening to the sounds of the surrounding rooms – the peevish chime of a clock, the sob and sigh of a water pipe, the whinge of an upstairs door Mrs Carter had forgotten to

  lock. She could hear no laughter, nor conversation from the future. There were only the sounds of a melancholic house. If she was to be honest with herself, it was a house that should suit her

  quite well.




  *




  Days went by and she couldn’t shake off the feeling that if she went to Sicily she would never see her father again. Bella reminded herself that he was not an old man,

  although his exact age was unknown to her. There had always been a slight awkwardness around the subject, probably because he had been some years younger than his late wife. Perhaps as many as ten.

  Judging by the date of the Hippocratic Oath framed on the wall of his study along with a photograph taken on the day, Bella guessed he must have been about twenty-four when he graduated from the

  Royal College of Surgeons in Dublin. This would make him now about sixty or sixty-one. It wasn’t very old, but hardly the first flush either. In any case he would grow older. One day he would

  die. Perhaps be ill first, even linger. She found herself daydreaming about what it would be like to be his nurse, rushing to his bedside from Sicily on the summons of a telegram. In her daydreams

  his condition never worsened nor did he grow any older. He stayed much the same; sick enough to be infirm, well enough not to suffer too much. They would have years of that, her nursing, him being

  nursed. Her reading, him listening. Or fixing the blanket around his knees and bringing him invalid’s soup; propping him up by the window on days that were warm, bucking him up on wet days

  when he might feel a little down. If a doctor came into the picture it would be to Bella he would address himself, drawing her into a hushed conversation on the far side of the door.




  The daydreams passed, spat away by the rain on the window, or burnt up by the fire in the grate, and the feeling came back to her. She would not see him again. He would be dead before her

  return. She would find out, days after the event, in a strange landscape surrounded by people she didn’t know. His habits and moods would all become lost to her, just as those of her mother

  had done. He would become a series of vague and disconnected impressions, impossible to remember, and therefore impossible to grieve. Instead of the house and its contents, she began to catalogue

  her father. She found herself, like a child, constantly trying to detain him with banal comments and pointless questions he clearly had no wish to answer. His work at the hospital had caused him to

  miss so many recent dinners that she took to rising early, sometimes as early as dawn, so she could breakfast with him. Just to be able to sit in his company, to watch his face, to hear his voice.

  To remember. She even made a special effort to eat a good breakfast, just to please him. But her efforts went unnoticed and her presence at the table seemed to irritate him. After a few painful

  attempts, she left him in peace to study his notes or read the first post. She told herself he was never at his best first thing in the morning anyhow; a man with so much on his mind.




  She decided to make another attempt to visit her mother’s grave, and even went as far as to order a wreath of flowers, drawing the florist into a lengthy consultation on the colour and

  shape of each bloom and throwing in a few reminiscences about her late mother, none of which were entirely accurate. But when the wreath arrived Bella couldn’t bear the sight of it and threw

  it away. To escape the hawk-eye of Mrs Carter and make it blend into the rubbish bin, she had to first mutilate the flowers, then hack at the oasis that held them together until it crumbled to

  bits. How could she have even considered walking through Brompton cemetery with that absurdity in her arms, past endless terraces of gravestones and plots tended by love and grief, pretending to

  know or even vaguely recall where her mother was buried? Like looking for a house without an address. And even if she did manage to find the grave, how could she have imagined laying this insult

  down in the centre of what would have to be by now a shameful display of neglect, disrespect and trapped weeds?




  Bella settled on a photograph instead, a portrait she couldn’t quite look in the face. Her eyes instead recalled the plum-coloured coat, the curl of cream chiffon over one shoulder. She

  took the same scarf from her mother’s chest of drawers, stood for a while with the drawer slanted in her hands, looking down into the intimacies of a life that had once belonged to her

  mother. Folds of silk, a book of Tennyson’s verse. Stockings, a corset. The start of a Christmas shopping list, and a pair of yellow gloves warped to the shape of hands, now decayed.




  She was shaking as she wrapped the photograph in the chiffon scarf and placed it in her mother’s alligator travel bag. It was the first thing she packed for Sicily. The first physical

  acknowledgement that she would actually be leaving.




  *




  The luggage for Sicily labelled and waiting in the hall; clothes from former winters, in hope of future ones, moth-balled and boxed, ready for the attic. A few remaining days.

  Bella decided to pay a final visit to her father’s old godmother, who lived in a nursing home in Piccadilly. Gummy by now and slightly deranged, the poor woman believed herself to be in a

  hilltown in Abruzzo, her days spent watching in the window for people long since dead, or waving out at strangers she suddenly recognized as her own. Not only had she lost her geographical

  bearings, but also her command of the English language, which, word by word, seemed to have fallen out of her head.




  Bella knew, or thought she knew, that the old woman had once been to Sicily.




  ‘Madrina?’ she asked. ‘Com’ è in Sicilia?’




  ‘Com’ è? Perché chiedi?’




  ‘Perché io vado in Sicilia.’




  ‘Tu vai in Sicilia?’




  ‘Sì.’




  ‘Tu ? ’




  ‘Sì. Com’ è?’




  ‘È come Africa.’




  Then the old lady started to laugh, a distant, spiteful sort of laugh that Bella found disquieting.




  On the way home from Piccadilly a whim came over her. She would meet her father from the hospital. All that day she had been thinking of him, and how nice it would be to walk by his side for a

  while, be with him in public, away from the confines of the house, as an equal. A part of her also wanted to let him know that she had fully accepted her new life and was even looking forward to

  it. Her new life without him.




  This was the hour when he usually took a stroll in the hospital grounds to clear his head, smoke a cigar and relax for a while before either returning to his patients, or, if his work for the

  day was done, returning home. She would accompany him either way, he would be pleased to see her, she was certain of it. Perhaps he would even invite her to supper. Nowhere too fancy – after

  all, she wasn’t dressed – but somewhere friendly where they could chat. There was bound to be a place nearby favoured by doctors. He could take her there, introduce her to his

  colleagues, proudly, as he used to do, when she was a child and they went on little outings. He could say, ‘This is my daughter, off to Sicily in a few days, if you don’t

  mind!’ Yes, he would get a kick out of that.




  But the moment Bella climbed down from the bus and stood looking up through the trees at the long hospital windows, she was waylaid by shyness. Supposing she broke down when she saw him, started

  to cry again? Could she really trust herself not to make a scene? She decided it might be better to watch him first, allow a little time to monitor her reaction or, if needs be, compose herself at

  least.




  She recognized the shape of him on the far side of the big glass door at almost the same moment as she noticed Mrs Jenkins sitting on a bench across the road. In fact she almost moved towards

  Mrs Jenkins, the widow of a doctor, who lived nearby and who had helped nurse her dying mother. Bella had sometimes felt her mother hadn’t always been appreciative to this kind and pretty

  woman. Perhaps on occasion had even been a little rude.




  She watched her father’s shoulder push against the glass door and his head nod at a porter, who rushed to hold the door open. He was carrying his bag, which meant he must be finished for

  the evening, yet he wore no overcoat, no hat, carried no umbrella, despite the changeable weather and his fussy ways. He paused at the top of the steps for a moment, looked up at the sky, then

  descended before turning left, to take the pathway along the Fulham Road. He seemed smaller outside the house, his surgeon’s suit old-fashioned rather than dignified, his legs somewhat

  shorter, the tails of his jacket a little too long. He was headed away from the hospital in the direction of home, but Bella knew where he was going even before he broke away from the path, veered

  across the road and doubled back under the trees.




  He drew the tails of his jacket apart so he could sit beside Mrs Jenkins. They didn’t touch. In fact no acknowledgement passed between them. They looked neither guilty nor innocent. And he

  certainly didn’t look like an old goat. He looked handsome, in his prime, more than that, he looked like a lover.




  A lifetime of whispers steamed up inside her head, strained whispers behind walls that had travelled with them from their old house in Dublin. Of course. There had always been a Mrs Jenkins. She

  had been there as her mother lay dying. In Dublin there had been another one. There always would be a Mrs Jenkins. That’s what it had been about all along. An adult daughter was no good to

  this type of a man. She had simply been in the way.




  That night saw the start of the money-tuck. Pulling the Signora’s envelopes out of the portfolio as soon as she got home, opening each one and making a tidy pool of money on the bed, Bella

  began her calculations. Starting with the tickets. Why was it necessary to go first class – wouldn’t second do just as well? What if she were to go into Thomas Cook’s in the

  morning and ask for an exchange and a refund where possible? She could throw them some yarn about reduced circumstances and a sickly relative. A little less comfort, perhaps even a lot less for all

  she knew, but the reward would be in the refund – why not?




  Next she examined miscellaneous expenses, subtracting what she felt might actually be needed from the amount the Signora had allowed. Adjustments could be made either way, as needs must and the

  journey proceeded, but already she could see a very encouraging start to her scheme. She began to feel better.




  She was getting into her stride now, and with her mind alight with thrifty notions, went again to her mother’s room. This time Bella moved without sentiment, going through every drawer,

  fancywork box or embroidered bag her mother had accumulated over her lifetime.




  At first she took only those trinkets and jewellery bits that her father would be unlikely to miss, but then on second thoughts Bella decided to bag the pieces that would fetch the best price.

  What was he going to do after all? Follow her out to Sicily? Inform Scotland Yard?




  Lying in bed, sleepy already, Bella closed her eyes and tried to look into the future. She could see as far as Sicily, silent and scorched as Africa. Beyond that another landscape, and beyond

  that a pulsing sciagraphy of shadow. The further she looked, the darker it became. Yet she couldn’t say the darkness was ever complete. It allowed her to see that there was no horizon, that

  the landscapes would continue, one behind the other: they would never end.




  *




  Her father said he would skip the station. At his age he found farewells a little too much to bear. ‘I will say one thing, however – if I may?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Always remember, you are not a servant. Do you hear me now, Bella?




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You are a surgeon’s daughter. Remember that. And write, of course. Let me know how you’re getting along. Lend a little excitement to my dull life.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And you must promise to eat properly. Don’t scowl, it has to be said, you know what you’re like when… Well, if you say you’re eating, you’re eating.

  We’ll leave it at that. How is the old back by the way?’




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘Good, good. Stand up now and we’ll take a look.’




  His fingers pressed along her spine, pausing sometimes to inquire, ‘How’s that? And that?’ Then his questions trailed into a series of grunts. Finally he patted her on the

  shoulder.




  ‘Keep up the exercises, maintain the curve, that’s the trick. When you stand up swing into it, like so.’ He put his hands on his hips and began to push himself forward, as he

  always did when he gave this little demonstration. ‘Got it?’




  She nodded and looked away.




  ‘Off you go now. I’ll miss you. But I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that. Good luck, Bella. Safe journey.’




  She thought there might be something else, an embrace, a word – something to give her courage. Anything at all. But already he was on the way back down the stairs.




  Bella waited till he was in the hall again. ‘Father?’




  ‘Yes, my dear?’




  She came down a few steps towards him and he turned from the front door, his coat over his arm. Then with a sad half-smile laid the coat down and held his arms out to her.




  ‘Might I have some money please?’ she said.




  ‘Money?’




  ‘Mmm. If you wouldn’t mind.’




  He put down his arms. ‘Well, of course. I mean, but I thought I’d already given you—?’




  ‘I’d like a little more. Just to be on the safe side. If that’s all right with you.’




  ‘I think I have maybe forty pounds or so in the safe. I could give you a cheque, I suppose?’




  ‘Forty will be plenty, thank you. It’s as I said, in case. If you could leave it on your desk before you go? Well, goodbye, Father, take care of yourself and don’t work too

  hard.’ She nodded, then turned and went back up the stairs.




  *




  Bella waited in her bedroom for the taxi to arrive. Through the rear window the garden was crawling with cats, and Mrs Carter, sweeping brush in hand, was staring bewilderedly

  down at them, as if trying to figure out what the attraction might be.




  Bella moved to the front window. Down on the street early summer was showing: more people than usual, walking at a more leisurely pace, in paler clothes made of lighter cloth. Muslin on windows

  instead of heavy drapes; a dark red mat airing like a dog’s tongue from one window down the way. Across the way, a housemaid scrubbing a step stopped and turned her face up to the sun. Bella

  let down the sash and leaned out to the smell of new paint and the gnashing of a gardener’s shears.




  And the one thing with which she would always associate this street, this borough, this time of the year – the Chinese wisteria: falling in clusters of pale-blue and mauve. Down the fronts

  and across the gables, through the railings and over the doorways, of all these Chelsea houses.




  







  SICILY, 1933




  FROM SHIPBOARD SHE NOTICES Signor Pino. His is the only calm figure down there on the dockside, the only one who doesn’t appear to be either

  running to, or from, an emergency. Apart from the emigrants waiting to board the ship for America. They stand on the sidelines in dark, silent coppices; bags like dogs at their feet, clothes that

  are heavy and formal – what she imagines to be their funeral-best.




  Pino wears jodhpurs and tall boots, like somebody waiting for his horse to be brought round. An urchin stands beside him, schoolroom slate held over a small, cropped head. As soon as the queue

  gives its first tentative shudder, the urchin makes a charge for the gangway, displaying his little blackboard to those already on the descent and accompanying them on their first terra firma

  steps, pushing the blackboard at them, pointing at its message, until he seems satisfied that it has been read and understood by all. Then, through similar urchins holding similar signs, he

  struggles back to the gangway and the next batch of passengers, to start the whole process again.




  It takes her a moment to recognize the name chalked on his slate, Signora Stvart, the u drawn like a v in the Greek fashion. There had been no need to worry about being Bella after all. Here she

  will be, like any other adult woman would be, simply Signora.




  Under the slate, the child appears frantic, as if he is afraid he will never find her, and therefore, she supposes, will never be paid. She tries to attract his attention. But her gesture is

  timid, and his eye moves too quickly to catch it.




  Bella turns onto the gangway and the heat is so sudden she feels almost molested; the thrust of it, the way it forces itself on her face and neck. She pulls back a few times, before finally

  accepting that from now on the heat will have a permanent hold of her.




  And so down into a Palermo dockside morning she inches, keeping her eye on the queue ahead, as it lands and then splits to join other queues. Some are alphabetically arranged to facilitate

  baggage collection or custom clearance, others appear to have an official, if somewhat indefinite, purpose. At various points an officer pops up, black uniform and seagull gloves, turning a

  truncheon gracefully in his hand to conduct passengers out of the mob and into a line, until the terminal, as far as the eye can see anyway, is a tabulation of shuffling queues.




  She steps off the gangway and, breaking away, waits for Pino. Bella sees that he has already spotted her, and is manoeuvring himself through the crowd, hip first and agile as a waiter. He is

  holding an old-fashioned veiled hat, and a pair of goggles sit on his head. When he reaches her, he gives a little bow, the goggles dip and she finds herself smiling into a pair of large, insectile

  eyes. His face lifts back to her and she tries to say something, something unnecessary, like to tell him that she is Signora Stuart and that he must be Signor Pino. But the noise on the dockside is

  dense, impossible to navigate and she can’t even hear her own voice. She notes Pino nonetheless is following her lips with his eyes. She stops speaking. The impact of movement and sound is

  immediate and shocking: wheels, whistles, limbs, screaming machinery, brawling voices. In the distance a precarious sway of cargo, which, through her tired and distorted eye, seems to be aiming for

  the side of Pino’s head. She resists the urge to push him to safety and turns her face away.




  Hundreds of children; she has never seen so many. Squalls of them, barefooted and scrapping for attention. Bella concentrates on holding steady, as one after another they come at her. Each has

  something to sell – lavender punnet, rosary beads, bag of cherries or sugary bits, all shoved under her nose. Others seem to deal solely in promises: a cartwheel – if she’ll only

  step aside. A song – if she’ll only listen. A novena for the next nine Fridays to Sant’Agata of the mutilated breasts.
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