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  Prologue




  SHE HAD TO LEAN right down into the cot to set him down. It was a movement she had almost

  perfected over these first six weeks of his life: it might as well have been a decade, because now it seemed to her that the time before him had receded, impossibly out of reach.




  The movement had to be slow and steady, then the arm had to be eased out from under that surprising weight that was his warm, damp head. The soft light glowed from the shelf above the cot: she

  straightened, set her hands on the rail and looked down. One small, plump arm in the white terry-cloth sleeve was raised and folded against his body like that of a little praying mantis; his cheek

  was just flushed from the feed, his mouth slightly open. His rosebud mouth with its milk blister: he was perfect. Born perfect, in spite of it all.




  Next door she heard Niccolò shift in his chair, heard the rustle of the newspaper, and held her breath. She heard him cross his legs. She didn’t need to see, to know. They had been

  one soul, one unit, since they were nineteen years old. She knew what he was thinking. She didn’t move: she was waiting to be sure that the child was asleep, he knew that. She felt as though

  she would like to stay in here for ever, buried in the warm half-dark, postponing the moment.




  It was not quiet: the Piazza Santo Spirito was almost never quiet, and September was a busy month. She could hear the restaurant sounds, the clink and clatter, the hum of conversation in

  different languages, a waitress bellowing into the kitchen. The midwife had reassured her, He’ll be used to it. They learn in the womb: these sounds are life to him, they’re his world,

  like your heartbeat. Some babies had Mozart played to them; her child would have the singing drunks of the Piazza Santo Spirito.




  It was early still. The raucous sounds of the later evening had yet to begin. She liked to put him down by seven, although her mother-in-law found fault with her schedule, as with almost

  everything else. With the fact that they lived on the Piazza Santo Spirito, where drugs were dealt on the corner and there was always one alcoholic rough sleeper or another fighting, reeling under

  the statue or parked in a heap of rags and carrier bags against the fountain. The fact that they had never married, that they wouldn’t have the child baptized. Niccolò’s mother

  even found fault with her age. You make yourself ridiculous. Babies should come at nineteen, twenty. Her mother-in-law’s own age when she had had Niccolò, her only child, her

  treasure, which meant that she was a young grandmother. She could go on for years yet.




  ‘You put him down at seven, you can’t complain when he wakes you at three.’




  She didn’t complain, though. If she had a complaint, she would not bring it to her mother-in-law. She stood on, still looking down: from next door a tiny exhalation of breath that meant,

  what are you doing in there still? Not that he would ever voice it. Niccolò did not seek confrontation, he took an age to rise to provocation, which was just as well, given the path he had

  chosen. Stern, just, certain: his face lifted before her, questioning, and lowered again to resume his examination of the newspaper. As if in confirmation, there was the sound of a page turning,

  carefully.




  It came to her that the child didn’t need her, not really: milk came in bottles too, after all. She was not strictly necessary, not with the steady presence of Niccolò, his

  certainty, his resolution. His goodness.




  In the kitchen the pots stood ready. She had made a sauce with aubergine and tomato. She need only turn and step back out of the warm, hushed gloom and light the flame, lay the table. Sit, push

  the food around the plate while Niccolò averted his eyes. She hadn’t eaten, it seemed, in months, but Niccolò said nothing.




  Leaning down, gently, slowly, she pulled the white blanket over her son, to the chin. Up she came again, out of the cot, out of the child’s orbit, his sweet breath, his innocent, milky

  flesh, set her hands back on the rail to keep them still.




  And it began: she was powerless to stop it. She tried to delay it, as if she might fool her own body; she stood very still, breathed as slow as she could. It’s in your head, she told

  herself, it’s your head that got you into this. Don’t do it, don’t look. Outside the night was cooling, the blessing of September after August, but a sweat broke on her upper lip.

  Don’t do it to yourself. She reached up to the shelf where the nightlight sat, felt along it with her hand, stopped, lifted it. Looked. No.




  The sweat bathed her, from her brow to the backs of her knees. She felt the most sudden terrible urge to run to the window so quickly she wouldn’t be able to think and the momentum would

  propel her through, through the shutters, across the too-low sill and down three floors, twenty metres, she would fall, shocking in her house slippers and nightwear, between the restaurant tables.

  And there would be a silence. The silence was what she wanted: she wanted it all to stop.




  Moving the hand along further, she reached for the baby monitor. She pressed the switch and its blinking green light came on. She turned for the door.




  Niccolò’s face raised to hers, taking in the flush on her cheeks, the sweat on her neck, the dress sticking to her too-thin body, to the hips that had once been rounded, the breast

  that had been full. She felt a hundred years old under his gaze, a shrunken thing.




  You make yourself ridiculous, at your age.




  He could see the tremor in her hand as she pushed the door behind her because she saw it reflected in his face, but he said nothing.




  ‘He’s down,’ she said.










  Chapter One




  SHE CAME IN PAST the journalist, a big man taking notes, handsome if you liked that kind

  of thing. Giuli didn’t. She’d seen him before; he smelled of cigarettes and good aftershave.




  The meeting room was stuffy and crowded. Giuli – Giulietta Sarto, trainee private investigator, clinic receptionist and dogs body, it sometimes seemed to her, to one and all –

  staggered a little as still more people jostled in. Among them she glimpsed a familiar face: Chiara, looking around for someone. They were already standing. The few chairs had been first ignored

  and then shoved aside.




  On tiptoe Giuli strained to find Chiara again, to see if she was alone or if, like Giuli, she was with someone. Daughter of a policeman, fresh-faced, eager, nineteen years old: what was she

  doing here? Just the kind of new recruit they needed, actually. But she didn’t reappear. Perhaps, Guili thought, I was mistaken.




  A window would have been a blessing; the evening air had been soft and just warm as she and her boyfriend Enzo had walked here, hand in hand. Instead, the overhead strip lighting and absence of

  any natural light were combining to give Giuli a headache. She didn’t suffer from claustrophobia, and she was resolutely disinclined to panic in any given situation, which was one reason why

  Sandro – Sandro Cellini, policeman turned private investigator and, as it happened, old friend and former colleague in the force of Chiara’s father Pietro – had decided to trust

  her with more work. Yet as the crowd once again shifted her on her feet, Giuli felt her gut tighten all the same and she groped for Enzo at her side. Looked for emergency exit signs, of which there

  were none.




  Enzo took her hand firmly in his and she turned her head towards him. His broad, homely face framed by the old-fashioned haircut looked back at her, absolutely reassuring.




  ‘Not your idea of a romantic evening?’ He ducked his head shyly under her gaze, looking at her sideways. She squeezed his hand.




  It was not an attractive venue, but then the Frazione Verde – its membership an eclectic, impoverished assortment of intellectuals, ex-communists, fervent greens, peaceniks and all the

  considerable variety of those, like Enzo and Guili, disillusioned with mainstream politics – couldn’t afford anything better. Access was via a passage that, if the smell was anything to

  go by, was used as a latrine by the local rough sleepers and ran behind a deconsecrated church on the Via Sant’Agostino, a hundred metres from the Piazza Santo Spirito. Constructed as a

  makeshift dispensary for charity following the war, it was crammed between two other buildings; it might have been above ground, but being inside the place felt like being buried.




  At the back someone began to stamp and holler. Other feet and voices joined in a ragged chant, which then petered out. The strip lighting flickered briefly and Giuli felt a sweat break out on

  her forehead: she’d worn a jacket, thinking September could be treacherous, and she pulled it off with sudden violence. Enzo lifted a hand to her bared arm, to calm her. ‘It’s

  fine,’ she mouthed, trying to make her smile reassuring. Was she turning squeamish? Was Giulietta Sarto, ex-offender, ex-addict, dragged up on the Via Senese by a whore, turning bourgeois?

  Never.




  And it was fine. She believed. She believed in this place, however suffocating and crowded and ugly. She believed in the chants raised behind her. For to her surprise, Guili had found the

  first time Enzo had brought her to one of these meetings that she believed in protest. This was her voice, the voice she’d been waiting to hear come from her own mouth.




  Heads were turning now, and the sound had changed, a kind of jeering applause, angry and approving at the same time. Movement set up again in the crowd, then almost magically it calmed of its

  own accord, a hush fell over them, an attentiveness, as though St Francis had come among the beasts.




  Giuli frowned at the comparison that had suggested itself to her despite a godless upbringing, despite the fervently anti-religious stance of the Frazione Verde. But there was something of the

  saint about him. About the man whose arrival in the meeting room – absolutely punctual as always, the harshly ticking clock over the door showing eight o’clock to the very second

  – had turned heads and quieted the fray. Craning her neck, across the room Giuli could only see his narrow temples, the hair just turning grey, the deepset, dark eyes behind thick glasses,

  his head turning this way and that as he made his way towards the stage. Hands from the crowd went out to touch him as he passed.




  Niccolò Rosselli: the Frazione’s leader and figurehead, thrust unwillingly into the limelight, humble, unassuming, but once on that podium a different man. Once on that podium, you

  believed he could do anything. He would be a deputy, he would take his place in the seat of government, he would battle for them.




  At the front of the crowd now, Rosselli bent his head to climb the three steps to the stage, and at the sight of the vulnerable back of his neck, at the head bowed as if in humility, the narrow

  shoulders in the dusty jacket, they quieted.




  Another man waited for him, at the edge of the stage. Rosselli moved across the bare scuffed boards – no lectern, no props – he turned, he raised his hands, and they were absolutely

  silent. Behind the glasses his eyes burned. The planes of his face, it seemed to Giuli, were sharper than before. His voice, when he spoke, was deep and cracked and fierce.




  ‘Do you think it will be easy?’ A murmur, as though he was frightening them, that died away as quickly as it had come.




  ‘It won’t be easy.’ His hands came down, as if in a blessing, and the upturned faces were rapt and still: he spoke to them and silently they gave him back their faith.




  ‘There are forces ranged against us, we know that. You must be ready for a fight, but you must be ready to fight fairly. Because if once we falter in that determination then we are become

  what we are here to sweep away. Once we take a bribe, once we give preferment, once we dig dirt or pass false information. Instead we pay our fines, we deliver our taxes, we work as hard as we are

  capable of working and we fight to protect those who need our protection.’




  Giuli held her breath: she couldn’t move her eyes from him but she listened to the room around her, her heart in her mouth.




  He raised his chin, and in the small movement issued a challenge. ‘So we do not falter. We fight without resting. That is our understanding.’




  And, pausing, Rosselli watched, his narrow shoulders very still and only his eyes behind the glasses moved, counting them all in, and they were with him. Every heart in the overheated room was

  lifted; they rode a magic carpet with him. But there was something else. Giuli felt with a palpable prickle of dread that as he held their attention, while they were all looking his way, something

  else had crept into the room.




  Niccolò Rosselli held up his hands, palms out. ‘You do this with me,’ he said, ‘and I will bring you your reward.’ And as it began, the response he demanded, the

  growling of approval that might at this early stage have been mistaken for dissent, it was then that Giuli saw it coming, saw as if in an instant of foresight. Because something happened.




  A hand came out, from the big man beside him, and touched him on the elbow. Was it a warning? Or the anticipation of what was to come? And in response Giuli could not have said what it was in

  Rosselli – a slip, a faltering, or just a moment’s hesitation – but his whole stance changed, for a fraction of a second, the set of his shoulders, the turn of his head, as if he

  were bewildered by where he found himself, as if he were at a loss as to what to do next. And she was not the only one to see it: the roar the crowd wanted to deliver shifted like a wind, dying in

  their throats.




  And then, as if he heard the warning note, because he knew the crowd better than he knew himself, Rosselli stiffened, stood straight. The hand on his elbow drew back. And the voices went up, the

  noise was suddenly deafening, a stamping and catcalling that must have been heard out in the piazza. Giuli gave in to it, eyes closed in relief for a moment before she opened them again.




  Before them, swaying, on his face that habitual expression of fierce distress, of anguish, partly on behalf of his people, partly personal discomfort at the nakedness of their approbation and

  the loudness of their praise, Rosselli waited for quiet. And quiet came: they waited in turn. On tiptoe Giuli gazed at his face, willing him to speak, unable to breathe because she knew that the

  something wrong that she had seen, was still wrong. Behind the glasses his eyes looked to one side then another; his mouth moved, but no sound came out.




  And then he fell.










  Chapter Two




  AT HIS KITCHEN TABLE, Sandro Cellini pushed the newspaper aside with a sound of

  exasperation. There was a fuzzy photograph on the front page of people grouped beside a swimming pool; inset was a studio glamour shot of a seventeen-year-old girl – a dancer was what they

  called her. The story was about a man who allegedly arranged for women to entertain their prime minister, some of them under-age, all of them described as ‘beautiful’. He glanced over

  at his wife. Not a prude, nor a man of the world either, married thirty-five years and faithful – though there’d been moments of temptation, more than one – Sandro would have

  found it difficult to describe his response to the news story. ‘Bunga bunga’ was how the sex was described.




  Unease, Sandro supposed, would be his predominant emotion, if emotion it was, closely followed by weary despondency: it went deep, this stuff. When the lawyers went after the head of state,

  ranks closed. The last time they’d spoken, even Pietro, Sandro’s old partner in the Polizia di Stato, had been tight-lipped on the subject. ‘He’s not the only one,’

  had been all he would say. ‘There are ramifications.’




  Something was happening, over his head, behind his back, in the force where once Sandro had been a brother-in-arms. Now he was exiled and it seemed that there really were no-go areas. Could he

  no longer talk politics with his old friend? He folded the newspaper so he could not see the photograph or the headline – ‘NEW ALLEGATIONS! LARIO SPEAKS!’– then pulled the

  paperwork on his latest job towards him.




  Gloomily Sandro stared at the typed page, details of a traffic accident from a medium-sized local insurance brokers. An ex-colleague had given them his name, a man neither he nor Pietro had ever

  had any time for, a not-very-bright police commissario who’d told Sandro about the recommendation with a gleam in his eye that said, You owe me one. So this was what Sandro had to look

  forward to as his main source of income; it seemed to him as he stared at the page to be all of a piece with the newspaper reports of men in high office booking prostitutes. There was something

  profoundly depressing about spying on claimants faking injury in car accidents: the insight into his fellow man, his brother Italian, the unease at representing the big company against the little

  guy. Even if the little guy was, in plain language, fraudulent.




  It was eight in the morning, the sky was blue and the September air fresh through the open window; the gust of it that had come in with his wife Luisa from her dash to the market smelled of

  fallen leaves. She’d set a bag of bread and a butcher’s packet of something, stained pink, on the table. A small box of mushrooms, the yellow trumpet-shaped ones, with shreds of moss

  still clinging to them, and a plastic carton of green figs, the last of them, oozing sweeter than honey.




  Now Sandro sat back in his chair, closed his eyes and allowed September to soothe him. August was over, that was something to celebrate in itself. They’d had a holiday this year: after

  last year’s terrible, suffocating month in the city, they’d made an unspoken agreement, never again. So this year they’d borrowed someone’s mother’s place in

  Castiglioncello, an old lady’s house smelling of mothballs and damp, and gone there for three weeks. Not an unalloyed success – neither Sandro nor Luisa was good at idle holiday

  pursuits, she would rather cook than be served at table, whiling away the hours playing cards seemed nothing but a waste of time – but five or six days into their confinement something had

  come over them, something almost like the holiday spirit had taken them by surprise.




  They had found themselves going out for an aperitivo together at six, first one night, then the next, then every night as if it were the most natural thing in the world, rather than

  something they’d last managed more than a year before. They had gone to the little outdoor cinema tucked away in the old town between whitewashed walls, with weeds growing up through the

  cracked paving, and watched an ancient Fellini film with half a dozen other couples. They had walked along the beach in the cool early morning, watching the sun come up, not hand in hand because it

  wasn’t their way, Luisa a little in front and holding her hem out of the water.




  Three old women in flowered housecoats had walked ahead of them in the pale dawn doing the same, slow, apparently aimless, talking around in circles about grandchildren and church and the

  baker’s wife’s affair. Apparently aimless but actually restoring order to the world. . . this was the revelation that had come to Sandro as he found himself slowing his pace, realizing

  that as he wasn’t actually heading anywhere, there was no point in going there fast. Holidays: perhaps there was something to them, after all.




  They hadn’t worried about Giuli either, minding the office for them in the city after taking her own two weeks at the end of July, because she had someone of her own, now.




  A neglected child, an abused adolescent, Giuli had ended up in prison for taking a violent revenge on her abuser. It had brought her into Sandro’s life – he’d been her

  arresting officer – and had indirectly led to his premature departure from the police force. Not disgraced, no one thought that any more, not for passing information on the abuser to a

  bereaved father, but rules were rules, always had been. Giuli had been released from prison more or less into Sandro and Luisa’s care. All parties being adults, no one had had to ask

  anyone’s permission or sign any papers, but it had been an unorthodox arrangement for the couple, childless and now too old to have children, to decide to love and protect Giuli, in so far as

  they were capable of doing so. And now after forty years and more of having to fight her own corner, Giuli had Enzo, too.




  Reading her husband’s mind, Luisa called over her shoulder from the fridge where she was putting the meat: involtini stuffed with sage and ham, four sausages, only the two of them

  to feed.




  ‘You know we’re supposed to be eating with them Saturday night?’




  Today was Tuesday. She hadn’t even needed to say who they were. Brushing herself down in an unconscious and familiar gesture that made Sandro smile and want to take hold of her, she

  ran her hands under the tap and sat down at the table with him.




  ‘Yes,’ he said mildly. God only knew what Giuli would cook: it wasn’t her forte. Her mother would never have made housewife of the year even if she’d lived to see Giuli

  hit fourteen. The girl had been fed on packet cakes and fizzy drinks then her mother had died and she’d stopped eating anything at all.




  ‘I said I’d bring something,’ Luisa said. Mind-reading again.




  And he looked down once more at the letter from the insurance company. Fraudulent: it was a nasty word for something everyone did. ‘Who isn’t fraudulent?’ he said out loud.




  ‘Me,’ Luisa said. ‘I’m not fraudulent. Never took a piece of stock home, nor even a paperclip, never cheated my taxes.’




  ‘No,’ Sandro said. ‘Why is that?’ And she’d turned her back on him with the ghost of a smile.




  ‘He’s claiming post-traumatic stress stopped him working,’ Sandro added. Luisa made a sound of deep cynicism and he raised his head to monitor his wife, his infallible moral

  compass. Sometimes it was tricky, living with a moral compass that accurate.




  ‘Weren’t you ever even tempted?’ he asked. ‘To steal just one paperclip? Or something more appealing maybe. A pair of shoes. . . a pair of stockings. . . way back

  when.’




  Way back when the store Luisa worked for, now a gleaming white and steel palace of fashion, had been principally an old-fashioned haberdasher’s with wooden drawers filled with stockings

  and cashmere and lawn nightdresses, hand-embroidered.




  But he knew the answer. She didn’t even have to smile and shake her head: it was one of many differences between them. Sandro, like all his colleagues, would borrow stationery from the

  office, nip out on errands on police time, turn a blind eye. There were plenty worse than him, plenty. ‘So, why?’




  She put her head on one side, thinking. ‘Because you don’t know where it would end,’ she said. ‘You have to have rules for yourself.’ And straightened, haughtily.

  ‘Where was post-traumatic stress after the war? In ’sixty-six after the floods?’ And snorted.




  ‘Well, yes,’ he said. ‘I know. But it was an accident, not his fault, woman shunted him on the motorway. Someone in the car behind her died.’




  Sobered slightly, Luisa had pursed her lips. ‘Still,’ she said.




  ‘He’s got psychiatric reports, and everything,’ Sandro said.




  ‘That in itself. . . ’ Luisa said. ‘That’s not someone whose life has been knocked for six. Commissioning psychiatric reports? Looking for compensation.’




  ‘Catch-22,’ Sandro said, groping mentally for a faded image. He’d read the book, thirty years before. ‘Isn’t that the situation? If you’re really crazy, you

  wouldn’t be asking for the psychiatrist. Something like that.’




  Luisa ignored the reference: she hadn’t read Catch-22. It would, Sandro realized, have annoyed her too much. ‘Still,’ she said, ‘I suppose that’s not your

  job. To make a judgement.’




  ‘Fortunately not,’ Sandro said. It hadn’t been his job to make judgements as a police officer either, not really: then, too, his job had been to gather the evidence and hand it

  on. Not that it had stopped him: taking judgement into his own hands had been what got him kicked out of the force.




  He shuffled the papers into some kind of order, slid them into his briefcase. Checking this insurance claim was looking like the worst kind of job. Fiddly, small-scale, and already it seemed to

  be requiring him to examine his own conscience into the bargain.




  ‘It’s all money, though,’ Luisa commented, although he’d said nothing. ‘It’s all work.’ Sandro got to his feet, tempted to laugh at himself, or at her,

  for the precision with which she could read his expression. Extraordinary that she could still be bothered, after all these years, to make sense of him.




  He smiled. ‘Giuli’s place on Saturday,’ he said, hefting the briefcase. Was he looking forward to it?




  ‘Their place, now,’ Luisa said.




  ‘He’s good for her, isn’t he?’ asked Sandro, feeling the need for confirmation. ‘Enzo, I mean?’ That was why they were going for dinner, to keep tabs. Giuli

  didn’t look vulnerable – in fact, she looked as far from it as was possible, with her fierce little face and her spiky dark hair and her cheerful recklessness on her battered army-grey

  motorino – but she was. Enzo had been around for more than a year now, but Luisa wasn’t going to let up.




  That grudging nod was what he had expected, but Luisa’s expression was more complicated. ‘Yes,’ she said eventually.




  Sandro was at the door before he responded to the note of doubt: wanting it not to be there. Wanting to get off to work leaving everything fine behind him.




  ‘What d’you mean?’ he asked, with reluctance, standing in the doorway.




  ‘Well. . . ,’ said Luisa, standing motionless at the kitchen table, the September light falling on half her face. Frowning. ‘I’m not so sure about this political

  business. She – they – seem very caught up in it. I don’t understand this Frazione Verde. It seems – extreme to me.’




  ‘Oh, that,’ he said with relief. ‘Extreme? Aren’t they a bunch of hippy, green, Rainbow Coalition types? Very soft-centred, I’m sure. And it’ll just be a

  phase. Young people, you know.’ He clasped the briefcase to him in an unconscious gesture of protection, but of what or whom, he wasn’t sure.




  ‘She’s not young, Sandro,’ Luisa said. ‘None of us is young any more.’




  The telephone rang.




  *




  Chiara Cavallaro, curly-headed, small for her age and slender – too slender, her mother had begun to fret, just lately – emerged from the great doorway to the

  Università degli Studi into the broad sunshine of the Piazza San Marco, weighed down with books. Worse than school, she’d grumbled to her mother on her return with the reading list,

  but she hadn’t meant it: the knapsack you carried to school represented something quite different. The pink backpack embellished with friends’ signatures, the childish exercise books,

  the quaderni with their doodles and their covers decorated with cartoon characters, filled with the diligently neat handwriting of a girl child, easy to please.




  What expression would come over her father’s face if she reminded him of that? Her father the stern policeman, soft as a pussycat at home, the man who wanted an easy life, to be indulgent

  to his daughter and be loved in return.




  ‘You were never easy to please, angel,’ he’d say, with that wary smile, wanting her still to be his little girl.




  ‘No,’ her mother would agree, watching her more closely. Round-hipped, good cook, red hair. No fool. Chiara loved her mother.




  She loved both of them, of course she did. Blinking into the sunshine, Chiara raised a hand to shield her eyes. It wasn’t just being an only child – most of her friends were only

  children. It was to do with – with the old order. The old ways of doing things. Cutting corners, sitting it out till retirement in the comfort of the corrupt state sector. She wanted to lean

  down into her father’s armchair in the evenings, take him by his elbows and shake him. ‘Wake up, Babbo,’ she wanted to say. ‘You’re only fifty-six. Do something to

  change the world, before it’s too late.’ Start the fight from within.




  Political science. That had got him started.




  ‘At least she’s staying home,’ her mother had said, on Chiara’s side in this one. ‘You know, there are kids who go to the other end of the country, these days, for

  their laurea.’ Neither of her parents had a degree. Her mother should have had one: she was more intelligent than her husband, which was why she had done so well in the bank.




  The truth was, Chiara would have gone to the other end of the country to do her degree, if she’d had a choice. But the course in Florence was an excellent one – among the best. And

  she’d have had to go to her parents for the money to live away from home. Until now she would, anyway.




  ‘But political science,’ her dad had groaned, head in hands. ‘Where’s that going to take you?’ It was going to take her away from him, her conservative old dad, and

  he knew it. She could see it in the face he raised to her, weary, dubious, that he only wanted her to be like him, or her mother, to get a safe job, to have a child, to live in comfort.




  ‘Comfort’s not what it’s all about, Babbo,’ she’d said.




  Was there a word for the expression he’d worn after that? A kind of blankness had fallen over his face, as if he genuinely didn’t understand what she meant. As if he gave up. At the

  memory, Chiara frowned.




  And thank God he hadn’t been there when she got up this morning, because it would have been on the local news, perhaps even in La Nazione, the terrible right-wing rubbish Dad read.

  It’s got local news, though, he’d plead, as if regional loyalty was enough. As if. She loved her city, of course she did, she was Fiorentina through and through. Which was precisely why

  – damn, damn, thought Chiara. She felt sick at the memory, last night coming back to her.




  Dad would probably say Rosselli was on drugs, or something. His answer to every evil, drugs. Chiara had never touched a drug in her life, but she wasn’t even sure if he knew that. The fact

  that Giulietta Sarto had been there last night would only have confirmed his conviction that where left-wingers were gathered, there would be ex-convicts, junkies and prostitutes, and Giulietta

  Sarto qualified on all counts.




  ‘I know she’s clean now,’ her dad had said a few times. ‘I know Sandro loves her. But once a junkie, always a junkie.’




  For a brief second of doubt Chiara did wonder if he might be right, though, as she remembered it. . . remembered Niccolò Rosselli’s face as blank as her father’s in that

  moment before he’d toppled headlong like a felled tree, on the stage in front of them all. It had been so – catastrophic.




  They’d carted him off in an ambulance, dead or alive, no one knew. Rumours flew before the stretcher even left the hall, then the place had gone crazy in the aftermath, complete chaos, the

  hardliners setting up a chant, people talking wildly about conspiracy, some drunk singing ‘Bandiera Rossa’. A fight had even broken out on the pavement outside as the ambulance

  moved away. Inside the meeting room Chiara had been frightened. Properly frightened, wanting her dad kind of frightened, just for a moment there, just when it looked like there might be a

  stampede.




  In the sunshine she was hot, suddenly. Maybe she should just do it. Maybe she did need to get away from her parents, like he said. Her man.




  She’d been first out of the introductory lecture and most of the others – she knew some of them from school, again had felt that pang, of wanting to start again in a new city –

  had hung around, to talk to the speaker, a well-known figure in the city, a left-wing historian and journalist, and something of a hero. He’d spoken openly against the current government, had

  told the new intake they were the only hope for their country. Chiara had found herself wary of him, of the hero-worship thing at least, and when she saw the crowd gather around the speaker

  she’d turned and gone, suddenly uncertain, her father’s cynical voice in her head. The man probably said that to every year’s new students: You are your country’s only hope,

  knowledge is the key. And of all people Sandro Cellini, her father’s best friend and ex-partner in the police force, had come into her head again then: she could almost see his expression,

  his frown, at the gaggle of eager students, and their hero.




  They were streaming past Chiara as she stood there in the doorway, then one detached himself from the crowd, stopped. Smiled.




  ‘I suppose you were there last night?’ he asked, head tilted, between her and the sun. He lifted the books from her arms. ‘Let me take those.’




  She looked into his eyes. She’d tell Dad tonight.




  *




  Eighty miles out east, on the seafront at Viareggio, the sun that shone on Chiara Cavallaro in the Piazza San Marco sat high over the flat-calm silver sea, still strong enough

  to warm the few morning bathers on the groomed sands. Less groomed than they would have been a month ago, the striped umbrellas and wooden loungers depleted, the bathing stations closing down one

  by one as September cooled and drew to a close, but the town was still busy. Plenty of the hotels, indeed, were still booked out, the cheaper, more discreet ones, lovers stealing a last few illicit

  days at the end of the summer without the need for a sea view.




  The Stella Maris had vacancies, but then it was expensive for what it was. A faded place one street in from the front, its blue-washed stucco no longer the deep cobalt it had been in better

  days, an overblown garden of unpruned magnolia and laurels, and twelve old-fashioned, under-decorated rooms, fewer than half of them occupied this sunny Tuesday morning.




  ‘It’s “Do not disturb”,’ said Vesna, coming out to shake her dusters among the laurels and addressing herself to her employer, Signore Calzaghe. His seedy,

  overweight bulk parked in a grubby swing seat on the Stella Maris’s verandah, his chin rough with at least a day’s white stubble, Calzaghe was the hotel’s owner, manager and

  holder of any other self-appointed position that did not require him actually to lift a finger in its service. He frowned back at her.




  ‘Number five?’ Unfortunately for Vesna, her employer might be lazy but he had an excellent head for detail, for numbers and names and quantities (of guest soaps, for example, which

  he required her to dry out in the airing cupboard if barely used, or linen washed, or rolls ordered for the breakfasts). He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘So? Less work for you, I’d

  have thought. Fewer towels to the laundry, too.’




  Vesna saw that crafty glint in his eye and could see he was wondering how he could somehow recoup that unused labour for himself, that twenty minutes she would have spent in number five setting

  the guest’s toiletries straight, closing her wardrobe door, making her bed.




  She tucked the dusters into the belt of her maid’s uniform, a pink as faded as the hotel façade’s blue, made for a larger woman. Better that than too tight: Vesna had had her

  fill of too-tight maid’s uniforms, and the male guests’ response to them. The female guest in number five had bothered her from the day she walked in, pale and breathless as if

  she’d run there all the way from the station. Vesna opened her mouth to say so, and closed it again: her instinct was that the last thing the woman in number five needed was Calzaghe on her

  case.




  ‘Did she say how long she was planning to stay?’ He was chewing his fat cheek now, his piggy eyes contemplating the possibility that he was going somehow to lose out on this

  deal.




  ‘She wasn’t sure, she said,’ said Vesna. ‘But she’d be gone by the weekend.’




  He sighed, a sound he made self-important, impatient, accusatory all at once.




  ‘Give it another day,’ he said. ‘She’s only herself to blame. If the linen’s not changed.’ And he settled back into the swing seat and closed his eyes.










  Chapter Three




  ‘YOU’VE HEARD OF HIM, right? Have you even seen the

  papers this morning?’




  Giuli was waiting for him in the office, even twitchier than usual as Sandro came past her into the sunlit room. A tiny cup of takeaway espresso sat on his desk, kept warm by a twist of paper

  napkin over the top, two newspapers folded beside it. His priorities set at caffeine rather than news, Sandro dropped the briefcase down heavily in his seat and downed the coffee in one, standing

  beside his desk.




  ‘Not enough, this morning,’ he said. ‘Shall we go out for another?’




  Giuli gave him one of her looks.




  There was something about her this morning: he’d got used to the new, put-together Giuli, he realized, lipstick, clothes neat if not always conventional, groomed. This morning she was

  wearing scuffed boots and hadn’t brushed her hair.




  Hold on, he thought. It’s Tuesday: she’s not even supposed to be here.




  ‘Aren’t you supposed to be at the Women’s Centre?’ he asked.




  ‘Rosselli,’ she repeated impatiently. ‘I was at that meeting last night. You’ve heard of him, right?’ When Sandro just watched her, trying to make his brain shift a

  gear, she said impatiently, ‘I’ll go out and get you another, if necessary, but I don’t think this is something we can talk about in a bar. Not in San Frediano, at any rate. This

  is his turf.’ She took a breath. ‘I said I wasn’t well,’ she said. ‘I’m going in after lunch.’




  Sandro frowned. She took the Women’s Centre very seriously, as a rule: it had been her lifeline when she’d come out of prison.




  But he said nothing. ‘Rosselli,’ he repeated, instead. Yes, he knew him. ‘He’s your guy. Your leader. The – what’s it? – Frazione Verde.’




  Heard of him? Yes, Sandro had heard of him. On every street corner in the Oltrarno, it seemed, the little designs had appeared, spray-painted through a stencil, rather neat and clever:

  Frazione = Azione, in fluorescent green. They were creeping north of the river too. One had even appeared mysteriously on the corner of their building in Santa Croce, riding the tidemark of

  street dirt that rose higher every summer. Under it the impassioned scrawl, in sprayed black: Niccolò Rosselli è nostro Gandhi.




  ‘Niccolò Rosselli is our Gandhi.’ What man would want that? Look how it ended. And what was this about the papers?




  He studied Giuli’s face, feeling the beginnings of a headache, then following her gaze down he broke off, the front page of the newspaper getting his attention at last. Giuli unfolded the

  newspaper in front of him with exaggerated care.




  There was an inset photograph of an unshaven man in thick glasses, handsome once perhaps, now too gaunt and intense for good looks, staring fiercely from the page. And the bigger photograph was

  a fuzzy night shot of an ambulance parked on the Via Sant’Agostino outside an old church, something being loaded into the back and a blur of faces staring from the pavement, the ubiquitous

  elderly woman rubbernecking as she walked her dog.




  ‘ROSSELLI COLLAPSES AT RALLY’ was the headline.




  ‘He’s in hospital?’ Sandro frowned down at the bleak photograph. The ambulance on the pavement, the curious bystanders. ‘Is he all right?’




  At the innocuous question, gently put, Giuli sat down quite suddenly at his desk, her spiky, determined little face collapsing into anxiety. She tugged the briefcase out from under her and

  shoved it on to the desk. Sandro pulled up the chair reserved for clients, although Giuli seemed not to notice the reversal in their roles, she was so distracted.




  ‘They let him go,’ she said, twisting her fingers together on the desktop. ‘No one thinks he’s all right.’




  ‘Giuli,’ said Sandro gently, prising her hands apart and holding them. ‘What is this political thing of yours? You were never into politics. What is this man to you?’




  She looked up and he could see she was all prepared to go into battle, eyes burning, but then it seemed to dawn on her that she was talking to him, to Sandro Cellini, the closest thing to a

  father and protector she had ever had, and the blaze went out of her. ‘Is it – Enzo?’ He tried to sound reasonable, friendly. ‘Has he got you into this?’




  ‘No,’ she began indignantly, pushing his hands away and shoving herself back in the seat. ‘No! Do you think I haven’t got a mind of my own?’




  ‘That’s the last thing I think, cara.’ He could see her frown at the endearment: he never called her by anything but her name. And saw her decide not to feel patronized.

  She was growing up, his Giuli. She let out a breath and her narrow frame collapsed a little more in the chair.




  ‘I just don’t understand this – this Frazione Verde thing.’ He could hear the unease in his own voice. ‘And I don’t like to see you like this. All fired up,

  all emotional – I don’t know. I like – an even keel. The middle of the road, a quiet life. What do they stand for, after all? Your party.’




  Giuli was staring at him. She knew what he was saying, all right. ‘I’m clean, Sandro,’ she said distinctly. ‘I’m not in it for the rush. I love my place, the city,

  Santo Spirito, the people. And it’s all going to ratshit, isn’t it? This government. . . I want to – do something for other people, to be part of something. You ask what the

  Frazione stands for?’




  Sandro lifted his head, listening.




  ‘Change,’ Giuli said defiantly. ‘Concentrating on the local, and working up. Just – change. It feels good, yeah. But it’s the right kind of good.’




  Sandro shoved the briefcase with the insurance claim away from him across the scuffed leather of the desktop. Reluctantly he leaned over and turned the computer on under Giuli’s gaze, her

  arms folded as she waited.




  ‘What are you, my conscience?’ he said irritably. ‘Bad enough with Luisa at home. I’ve got work to do, you know,’ nodding towards the briefcase. ‘I’ll

  manage better without you looking over my shoulder.’




  ‘I’m nobody’s conscience,’ she said stubbornly. ‘I’m just worried about him. Nobody’s telling us anything.’




  Sandro leaned back in the chair and examined her fierce, frowning face. ‘Who is there to ask?’ he said.




  The frown relaxed, just marginally. ‘That’s the trouble, really,’ said Giuli. ‘The Frazione – well, it’s grown, kind of, organically.’ Sandro winced at

  the word: even Giuli seemed embarrassed saying it. What did it mean?




  ‘Because of that, there aren’t any – any structures,’ she said uncomfortably. ‘Power structures, hierarchy. It’s all very – democratic. The office is a

  little box room behind the hall, with a couple of computers. We all turn up to the meetings, everyone who wants to can have their say, and Rosselli – well, he kind of listens, then sort of

  puts our thoughts into order. Reinterprets them.’




  ‘So what’s the – um – manifesto?’




  Giuli shifted, uncertain. ‘It’s to do with local people, and resistance to city hall decisions that affect lives. To do with asking questions.’




  ‘For example?’




  ‘Rubbish collection,’ she said, ‘education, local health provision, the clinic. Money pulled for a new nursery and put into roadbuilding for some retail park instead.

  You’ve heard of the development on the edge of Scandicci? Business interests are being set over people’s interests.’




  Sandro looked at her mildly. ‘Isn’t there an argument about economics in there too? Jobs being provided – for local people? Aren’t you being a bit simplistic?’ He

  was unprepared for the answering flash in her eyes.




  ‘This country,’ she said. ‘You know as well as I do, those jobs will go to someone’s cousin, someone’s nephew. We might pick up the drudge work. But our community

  will be changed, invaded. Houses and gardens will go.’




  Sandro blinked at her certainty. ‘Maybe you should stand yourself,’ he said. ‘You’re good at this.’ But he felt unaccountably anxious for her: it wasn’t that

  simple, in the end. She went on staring at him.




  ‘So who’s in charge?’ He pulled the computer back towards him, and typed the words ‘Frazione Verde’ into the search engine.




  ‘There’s Rosselli.’ She chewed her lip. ‘There’s a lawyer, too. Was at college with him, I think, his name’s Bastone.’ She hesitated. ‘He was on

  the stage with him last night, he – well, I don’t know if he knew what was coming, but before Roselli went down, his friend put out his hand, like, to keep him steady or

  something.’




  She took a breath: Sandro scrutinized her, holding his peace.




  ‘So he’s literally the right-hand man. Otherwise, it’s all very – makeshift still. There’s Rosselli’s wife, of course. She used to be the kind of secretary,

  taking the minutes, administration, only she’s taken a step back since – are you listening?’




  A gaudy page had come up, bright green and ill-designed. Giuli leaned down, beaming. ‘That’s Enzo,’ she said. Sandro frowned: he could only see the same shot of Rosselli that

  the newspaper had used. ‘I mean, Enzo designed their webpage,’ she said shyly. ‘Democratic, you see.’




  Sandro had to restrain himself from shaking his head at the limitations of democracy. ‘I didn’t know he was a web designer,’ was all he said, mildly. Knowing quite well that in

  fact Enzo was a computer engineer and that design, quite clearly, was not his forte.




  ‘No, he’s—’ Giuli’s face dropped a little as she broke off, understanding.




  ‘There’s a number,’ he said, peering down at the page. Giuli shook her head. ‘That’s Rosselli’s home number,’ she said. ‘No one’s answering,

  or it’s engaged – or off the hook most likely, because people will be calling, won’t they? They must be loving this. Wanting him to fail. Wanting us to fail.’




  ‘Who?’ Sandro asked, impatiently. ‘Who is this they?’ The look she turned on him almost made him smile, it was so full of pity and contempt. He opened his mouth,

  then closed it again. Feeling that they were at an impasse that could only get worse, he looked back at the screen.




  ‘He was going to stand as a deputy, with no – no structures in place? No nothing, leaving aside this college friend, this lawyer? No advisors, no manifesto, no platform?’




  ‘If you can elect a porn star, why not Rosselli?’ said Giuli savagely. ‘Did she have a manifesto?’




  ‘I believe she did,’ said Sandro drily. They were talking about La Cicciolina, elected in the eighties, though plenty of other jokers had been elected since. ‘Hers involved

  something about cuddles.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s democracy in action.’ Giuli said nothing, her expression darkening.




  Turning to the window, Sandro saw that the air outside was clear and soft and blue. He needed another coffee, and the briefcase on his desk reproached him: real work. ‘Giuli, I don’t

  know what you want me to do,’ he said.




  She perched like a schoolchild on the edge of the chair, hands white-knuckled as she clasped them together. This really had got to her, and he still didn’t know why. ‘What?’ he

  said gently. ‘Tell me.’




  She looked up. ‘Them,’ she said mulishly. ‘Whatever you say – they’re out there. He’s a threat to them. Rosselli – Niccolò. He’s got too

  powerful, his voice has grown too loud.’




  ‘Niccolò,’ repeated Sandro. First-name terms, was it? What was this man to Giuli? She looked into his face, imploringly, and he tried not to think that way. Tried instead to

  think back to a time when he’d been idealistic, had believed in – something. Had he ever? ‘You think he’s in danger? You think there’s some kind of a

  conspiracy.’




  He couldn’t keep the dull scepticism out of his voice. It sounded wrong to him: it sounded false and melodramatic; it didn’t sound like Giuli. ‘But you don’t know

  who’s behind it. Is this you talking, Giuli? Or some kind of mass hysteria?’




  For a long moment they stared at each other and Sandro felt a shiver of foreboding, saw the breach ahead. Had he seen Giuli through so much only for some tinpot little bunch of green zealots to

  steal her from him?




  And then she spoke. ‘You don’t know what it was like,’ she said, her voice cracking, the fervour gone, and with a relief he dared not show Sandro knew he still had her.




  ‘To see him go down like that.’ Her eyes were wide at the memory. ‘Keel over, like he’d been shot, or poisoned. And I saw it coming, you know? Had like a – a

  premonition. It seemed like – like all those assassinations: we really thought that’s what it was. It means something, Sandro, I just don’t know what, yet.’ And he could see

  that she was holding her hands together tight so that he wouldn’t see that she was shaking.




  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘All right. We’ll see if we can get to the bottom of it, shall we? We’ll see what we can do.’




  And for now the insurance claim and the briefcase and even the second cup of coffee receded beyond hope of return.




  ‘We start with the college friend,’ he said. ‘The lawyer.’




  *




  In the café opposite the post office – where she had just dropped off a parcel – Luisa stood at the red marble bar and hoped it was going to be all right. The

  kind of involuntary thought she tried, actually, not to have: Luisa preferred to take the position that it would be all right. One doubter and fretter in the family – if you could call

  it a family – was enough. Slowly she stirred the coffee that sat in front of her on the bar, saw the barman glance over.




  And what exactly did she hope was going to be all right? Well, a number of things, that was the trouble. One problem at a time, then. Fine.




  Sandro would forget that it was her annual check-up next week, she was pretty sure of that.




  It didn’t worry her. It wasn’t the check-up, it hadn’t even been the breast cancer itself, when it came, that frightened her, only what came with it. The look on other

  people’s faces was what it boiled down to. Even three years later there was still the ghost of that look. Furtive, guilty, evasive.




  If truth be told, Luisa rather hoped Sandro had forgotten about the check-up, because she’d prefer to slip off there on her own without having to look into his anxious face in the

  waiting room. She remembered last time. His expression when she came out of the cubicle in the backless gown, as if she was already in her shroud: after that she hadn’t let him in for the

  mammogram for fear he’d faint dead away. It didn’t count as an invasive procedure but it sure enough felt like one, and looked like one, being cranked and squeezed and manhandled into a

  machine.




  ‘Signora?’ The barman was peering into Luisa’s face with concern: she must have been grimacing. Did he know? She couldn’t remember if he knew about her missing breast,

  this young man who served her coffee a few times a week. He probably did. Sometimes it seemed to Luisa that everyone in Florence knew, and it irritated her. She raised the coffee hastily to her

  lips. It had gone quite cold, but it was still good. She gave the barman an imperious look.




  Dairy products were bad for you: so was coffee, so was wine. Luisa had never smoked, although both of her parents had; she must have absorbed more nicotine than a fly-paper as a kid. She had

  pored over the risk factors and causes, and had emerged none the wiser. It had made Sandro angry to see her frowning, and refusing a glass of wine: ‘What’s the point?’ he’d

  say. Not like you can go back and change it now. And even if you could, Luisa had concluded after a month or so of useless fretting, perhaps you wouldn’t. Life is for living, for tasting the

  things you like to taste. And it seemed to Luisa that even if it meant living five, ten years longer, it wouldn’t be worth losing sight of what brought pleasure.




  Outside a beggar stood on the steps of the post office. He swivelled to follow each customer in and out, his cap held before him, and she could see his mouth murmur those few words. Uno

  spicciolo per mangiare. Quite a respectable-looking beggar: white moustache, dark wool jacket shiny at the elbows, baggy serge trousers. An old-fashioned sort of beggar, deferential and formal.

  She could see he was quite successful; people responded to tradition. Meanwhile, at the other end of the arcade the Roma women would be working their pitch, long braids swinging, often a baby held

  across the body carelessly in a sling of flowered fabric. Luisa, who had no children although she had given birth once long ago, to a girl who died two days later, set her face against these women

  even if she knew, at bottom, that they – and their babies – probably needed her pity. Needed her loose change more.




  Luisa’s mother had given to beggars, as a protective measure, a superstition. Luisa took out her purse and looked in it, fingered a two-euro coin and put it in the pocket of her jacket.

  She would not do it out of superstition, though.




  So what else did she hope would be all right, if not the damned check-up? Well, that first, get it out of the way. The bus to Careggi, the stuffy waiting room, the gown and the examination. She

  could get through that just planning what she would cook for dinner and, at a pinch, what she would wear to work the following day: her own perfectly well-regulated strategies.




  On the small high table beside Luisa was a newspaper. Not thinking, she turned it towards her, stared at the headline without registering what it said.




  That morning she had arrived at the shop half an hour early, as she often did: she had gone into the stock room where there was a small mirror, removed her blouse and her slip and her brassiere,

  and looked at herself.




  Why she could not do this at home she didn’t know. On one side a round breast, well proportioned, slightly low under the weight of years and gravity but a good shape. On the other side a

  curved and puckered scar, faded now to silvery-white. It had been first an angry red, purplish, and a rash had come and gone.




  They would ask her again about reconstruction, next week. Luisa didn’t know what she would say: even the question seemed an intrusion too far. She had stood there perhaps two, three

  minutes, looking at herself. She’d caught her own stern expression as she put the bra back on. Sandro did not discuss it: he gave no sign, in fact, of ever having noticed that her body was

  any different, although to Luisa it was as different as if she had had her leg removed. They did not mention it. Perhaps they would never have to. She told herself the thought should be reassuring,

  but somehow it was not.




  Now in front of the window in the Caffè della Posta, Luisa looked away from the newspaper and down at herself. The place was crowded, no one was watching her, but she didn’t much

  care anyway. The blouse was loose, so you couldn’t tell, unless you were really looking. And who really looked at a woman in her sixties? In a sweater she could tell: the prosthesis sometimes

  slipped a little. But who looked? Quickly Luisa shifted her gaze aside, back to the newspaper: she unfolded it in a pretence of reading to distract herself.




  She should get back: half an hour to post a parcel was more than enough. They gave her leeway, since – but she didn’t want leeway.




  ‘ROSSELLI COLLAPSES’. She frowned at the headline and as she did so the hum of conversation in the bar behind her sharpened, voices became distinct. This was what they were talking

  about. The tone of the newspaper article, like the conversation, was snide and hostile.




  ‘I heard, drugs,’ said a woman’s unpleasant, needling voice. Luisa didn’t need to see her to know what kind of woman she was: Luisa could have told you where she got her

  hair set without turning round.




  ‘Oltrarno do-gooders, that green nonsense. They’re all lowlife. Drugs. And they’re telling us they’re above taking backhanders?’ The man spoke automatically: her

  husband, her lover, whatever, placidly agreeing with everything she said. They lived in a ground-floor apartment in Le Cure, with a garden – they complained about the mosquitoes; they had his

  mother’s expensive silver and a house in Porto Ercole for the summer months. They complained about how much it all cost, they both fiddled their taxes and they both cheated on each other.




  ‘Well, of course, the marvellous thing is, this should do for his chances.’




  Luisa read the report at speed. Niccolò Rosselli: she knew his mother, who was fifteen years older than Luisa. Her mother had known Rosselli’s grandmother, in the days when the city

  had been really a village. As if it were yesterday she could remember the mother and grandmother wheeling the precious child out in his frilled pram. An only child, fussed over and doted on: the

  father a contadino, the mother from the city, with ideas.




  Luisa knew the precious child in the handknitted bonnet had grown up, of course she did, she knew that he had become a teacher, then an agitator, she was aware that this Frazione Verde had

  something to do with him. She looked at the photograph of the ill-shaven man in thick glasses staring off the page: he had been taken to the Pronto Soccorso of Santa Maria Nuova, she read, but

  released after tests. Luisa thought of his mother pacing the corridors of the hospital, haranguing nurses; she had always been a forceful woman. She must be seventy-five now. At least.




  But there was a wife, wasn’t there? Or partner, was that the term? She frowned back down at the small print, holding it at arm’s length so as to focus. Luisa had glasses but

  didn’t like to wear them. No mention of a wife: enough. Enough gossip, enough idle speculation. Folding the newspaper, she laid it down with a slap and turned to leave. The barman lifted his

  head to follow her progress across the small, crowded space, and she inclined her head just a little in acknowledgement.




  The woman who had talked about drugs Luisa did not acknowledge, although her face was less than twenty centimetres from Luisa’s and staring openly as she turned. Luisa let her eyes slide

  over the woman’s handsome, arrogant features – younger than me, she registered, and stupid – and without bothering to look at the woman’s interlocutor, she turned her

  back.




  She stepped out through the door into the fresh, cool, September morning that smelled of woodsmoke and chrysanthemums from the flower stalls, took a deep breath and held it.




  One problem at a time: and she had the uncomfortable feeling that here was another.










  Chapter Four




  THE MARKET STALLS WERE crowded around the southern end of the Piazza Santo Spirito, and

  under the statue of Cosimo Ridolfi was slumped the emaciated figure of Stefano the resident drunk, oblivious as always to Ridolfi’s agrarian reforms or his sad, resigned gaze into the middle

  distance. Stefano raised his head and mumbled as they passed: the words were indistinguishable but from the way his faded eyes brightened as they lit on her, he knew Giuli. Sandro took her arm.




  ‘It’s all right,’ said Giuli, wriggling in his grasp. They came past trestles laden with second-hand clothes, off which rose the stale smell of closeted apartments, mothballs

  and unwashed bodies. The customers were a surprising mix: scavengers picking through the stuff and grumbling to each other, some old women but men too, and a girl with dyed orange hair.




  ‘So the lawyer’s a Santo Spirito type too, is he?’ said Sandro, for something to say. He wasn’t looking forward to this encounter: perhaps it was his years in the police,

  perhaps it was being Italian, or just human, but he’d never met a lawyer he liked. Two years back he’d been employed by one, a so-called human rights lawyer who turned out to be one of

  the least moral men Sandro had ever encountered. And Sandro’s whole working life had been spent among criminals.




  Giuli nodded to the far end of the square, where the soft pale stucco of the church rose, undefiled and lovely in spite of it all, to meet them. ‘Just round the corner,’ she said.

  ‘Off the Via Maggio.’ They escaped the stalls and walked around under the steep and beautiful façade of the Palazzo Guadagni, under restoration and not before time.




  There was Liliana on the vegetable stall, arms folded across her sweatshirt, chatting to a nun in the grey habit of the Franciscan mission in the Piazza del Carmine. Married for thirty years to

  a useless drunken husband but silently heartbroken all the same when he died, standing in the marketplace six hours a days, six days a week, all year round, Liliana couldn’t in theory have

  much in common with an eighty-year-old nun who’d spent her life cloistered away from men and the world. But to Sandro there was something almost identical in their faces, although he

  couldn’t identify it. Not happiness, exactly, not resignation: their eyes as they talked, peaceably exchanging opinions on who knew what, seemed separately to be fixed somewhere far off,

  contemplating something invisible. Perhaps God, for the nun, or heaven.




  Did Liliana believe in heaven? Did he?




  ‘Liliana was backing Niccolò,’ said Giuli out of the blue, watching him. He stopped.




  ‘Really?’ So Liliana wasn’t waiting for the afterlife for justice, then. ‘She was at the meeting?’




  Giuli nodded, a guardedness in her expression that he couldn’t quite identify. For a moment Sandro felt a twinge of something, almost guilt, mixed with envy. Everyone who was anyone, it

  seemed, had been at this meeting.




  ‘Well, Liliana’s no fool.’ He mused on this fact. Giuli folded her arms across her chest. She did seem better: outside was always better, with Giuli. She was still sometimes

  like a feral cat, turning around and around in any confined space, looking for an exit.




  ‘Were they all right about it, at the Women’s Centre?’ he ventured cautiously.




  She eyed him. ‘They understood,’ she said. ‘They’re behind him, all the way. The Centre’s funding’s been slashed, you know that? Half of us are volunteers,

  they’re even asking the doctors to work free a day a week.’




  Sandro, who had not known, nodded. He was perturbed by the news. They were a bunch of tough cookies at the Women’s Centre and no mistake; ballbreaking, chainsmoking women doctors, most of

  the auxiliary staff ex-cons on community service, he always felt they were somehow eyeing him up for the chop – redundant as a man, as a useful member of society – every time he went in

  there to pay a call on Giuli, but there was something about the place nevertheless. He’d seen them sitting on the plastic chairs, pacing the corridors, women turning up there ready to top

  themselves because they were pregnant again or sick again or had been punched unconscious by a punter again. The doctors with their nicotine-stained fingers patched them up and got them back out

  there again. Short-term measures, maybe – but Sandro knew, and Giuli better than most, that for some people, short term was all there was. Better than no term at all.




  It was beginning to dawn on him, how much was vested in this man.




  ‘They live over there,’ said Giuli, breaking in on his thoughts. ‘Rosselli lives over there.’




  He followed the nod of her head across the square through the feathery canopy of elm leaves: the western side was the humblest: three- and four-storey houses, plain, modestly pretty stucco

  frontages, no cut-stone corners or window surrounds, shallow eaves. ‘That one,’ she said. ‘Next to the restaurant on the corner.’




  The shutters to the apartment she was indicating were all closed.




  They could just knock on the door, they both knew that. But they both knew, too, that even if it was the thing the journalists or the lobbyists or even the police might do, they couldn’t

  do it themselves. They knew too well how it would be behind those closed shutters, the distress, the anxiety, the dark.




  Back in the office, without thinking too hard about it, Sandro had asked Giuli if she knew where Rosselli lived. His unspoken thought had been that they could just go round and ask – what?

  How things were? What was wrong? Could they help? Because all that had happened as far as they knew was the poor man had been taken ill. But even as Sandro had found himself frowning at the

  white-faced, tight-lipped little shake of the head Giuli had given him in response, he’d understood that it wasn’t going to be that easy. And Rosselli hadn’t collapsed at home,

  but in front of an audience, at a crucial point in a controversial career. It had given Sandro a chill to think that Giuli’s unease about the whole situation might be well founded: could it

  really be a coincidence? Could it be so easy to bring a man down?




  Feeling Giuli’s eyes on him, he stroked his chin. ‘If you know where he lives,’ he began, thoughtfully, ‘how many other people know?’




  ‘A fair few, I suppose,’ she said guardedly. ‘I mean, he’s known in the quartiere.’




  ‘No one’s knocking at his door,’ said Sandro. ‘You’d think – there’d be a newspaper guy or two.’




  Giuli glanced around quickly. ‘There are journalists hanging about, but – there’s a lot of respect for him. If they started doorstepping him – well, people would

  intervene.’




  Sandro’s gaze wandered over the stallholders, the drunk. ‘I see,’ he said. So the press were only biding their time, staying away out of pragmatism not respect. He puffed out

  his cheeks. ‘I’m sure they’ll turn up, eventually,’ he said.




  And they would: sooner or later there’d be a camera crew on the doorstep and all hell would break loose. He scanned the foot of the palazzo on the far side of the square, Rosselli’s

  building, the one next to it, further along to where the carabiniere post stood. There was a little gaggle now, three men looking down at something between them, notes passed from one hand to

  another. Was it them? Had there been enemies at that meeting last night? Despite himself, Sandro was beginning to understand Giuli’s paranoia, and Luisa’s too. Politics was a dangerous

  game.




  And it was time to talk to that lawyer.




  Sandro turned his back on the piazza. ‘Let’s go,’ he said.




  *




  The shop was busy all morning, and Luisa didn’t get to eat until after two. Orario continuato, non-stop shopping, the curse of the modern age. The old two hours for

  lunch gone for ever, thanks to the hypermarkets. It wasn’t civilized.




  Sandro phoned at one, full of something, wanting to talk but she couldn’t because a tour guide had just ushered inside three well-dressed German women in search of wedding suits, and

  Luisa, apparently, was the only saleswoman who would do. They had been told about her.




  An hour later Luisa wondered if she wasn’t getting too old for this as she showed an exquisite Japanese girl – a quarter of her age, half of her size and resembling a cartoon with

  her pink hair and long black socks – handbags costing the average month’s salary. Her stomach complained: the Japanese girl gave her a politely blank look as its grumbling became

  audible, and Luisa looked down at the handbags.




  Black French calf with silver studs, leather soft as cashmere, made in Italy; a velvet one, testa di moro, with distressed leather handles and brass fastenings. The girl indicated, in a

  kind of semaphore Luisa had long learned to understand but which did not contain one discernible word of Italian, that she would like them both. It was only when Luisa had wrapped and tied and

  processed the credit-card transaction – finding herself gazing into the girl’s smooth, wide, placid face and wondering how it could seem so calm when its owner was spending so much,

  wondering at the life so distant from her own – that she was free to escape. The newspaper tucked under her arm, Luisa hurried down to the magazzino to remove her carefully wrapped

  sandwich from the fridge, pull out a stepstool and sit down among the boxes and plastic-filmed party dresses.




  As she ate Luisa could see herself in the same mirror she’d stood in front of half-dressed that morning. She averted her eyes, and thinking of Sandro’s call she got out her mobile

  and contemplated it. There was never much of a signal down here, she thought, knowing that she was postponing something. The newspaper sat on her knees, a copy of La Repubblica she had

  bought for herself to find out their take on Niccolò Rosselli’s collapse. The sandwich had already left an oily mark on it.




  There was a clomping on the stairs and Giusy peered around the corner.




  ‘All right?’ she said, hurrying on down. ‘Gone quiet up there now, and Beppe said he could manage. I’m starved.’




  Luisa put the mobile back in her pocket.




  There was a bell that went if anyone came into the shop upstairs, and a CCTV monitor, but they couldn’t both stay down here long. Luisa sighed. So much for the lunchbreak. Her head in the

  fridge, Giusy kept talking, self-absorbed as ever. In spite of it, Luisa was fond of the girl – or no longer a girl, though Luisa had known her since she was nineteen. Close to fifty now and

  looking it, liplined and deeply tanned after a lifetime’s summers staked out on one beach or another. She’d been to the Maldives this year; she and her husband had no children, and

  enjoyed their leisure. Good for them, was the conclusion Luisa had eventually come to. Live and let live, though Sandro would laugh if he heard that.




  Pulling up another stepstool, Giusy opened her tub of salad. ‘No carbohydrates,’ she’d announced proudly to a customer that very morning, on being congratulated on her figure.

  And the cigarettes, thought Luisa. To her eye Giusy could do with a bit more weight on her: after a liftetime of frowning over her own tight waistbands, when she’d lost close to fifteen kilos

  herself on the chemo, Luisa had lost the taste for skinny. Giusy was poking around in the tub with dissatisfaction. Luisa put her crusts in the bin and unfolded the paper.




  La Repubblica had it on page five, hardly front-page news for them. Luisa frowned at the picture of a fuzzy Via Sant’Agostino under street lighting, and the same mugshot, only

  smaller. Dimly the thought of what else she had to worry about chimed and faded as she concentrated on the story about Rosselli. The hospital was running tests: what did that mean? If she had an

  only son, and they were running tests on him. . . even the thought of it made her stomach contract as it never had when she’d been the one being tested. What if it were Sandro? Luisa

  straightened abruptly, startled at the thought, one which had never really occurred to her before, that he might predecease her. Giusy raised her head from her salad bowl at the movement.




  Looking from Luisa’s preoccupied expression to the page open on her lap, Giusy’s face cleared. ‘Oh, right,’ she said, and from her tone Luisa knew what was coming next.

  ‘Communists, aren’t they?’ With disinterested contempt. ‘A rabble, that’s what Antonio says. No backbone. Catch the cavaliere keeling over in front of an

  audience.’




  At the reference to their great leader Silvio Berlusconi, Luisa opened her mouth, then shut it. Berlusconi might not have passed out in front of his public, but he’d humiliated them in the

  eyes of the world, that was her view. She hadn’t voted, and had incurred a penalty as a result: she had a nasty suspicion that Sandro, in a weak moment, might have voted for the man, though

  she’d never asked him outright. He was occasionally to be heard saying, ‘Well, he gets things done,’ in a gloomy sort of way.




  In her pocket Luisa’s phone chirruped, to indicate a text message: surreptitiously she looked down. Looking into Frazione Verde, it read. Lawyer with Giuli. Missed call from

  Pietro. What did that mean? She looked back at Giusy with resignation.




  That Giusy was a Berlusconiana did not surprise Luisa: the girl was as empty-headed as candyfloss on a stick. And plenty of people had voted for him, no doubt a few decent ones among

  them, or he wouldn’t be in power, would he?




  ‘I know his mother,’ said Luisa, and Giusy had the grace to look uneasy.




  ‘Right,’ she said, busying herself in the near-empty plastic tub, eyes averted. Then raised her head again. ‘Actually,’ she said in a different voice, ‘I think I

  went to school with him. The Scuola Agnesi, behind Santo Spirito. Before we moved out.’




  So the burning-eyed left-winger had been in a scuola elementare – and a notorious hotbed of firebrand teachers – with Giusy. That was a turn-up. By the time Giusy started work

  in the shop, her family had lived in a comfortable modern apartment in Scandicci, and she was engaged to be married. Luisa had never known she grew up in the grimy old streets of the Oltrarno

  – and forty years ago, they really had been grimy. Looking at her now, with her eight-hundred-euro jacket and her long pink nails, it was hard to imagine.




  ‘What was he like?’ Luisa said mildly. Giusy sat back in her chair and her face took on the expression – so unusual for her that for a moment Luisa couldn’t work out what

  the problem was – of effortful thought. ‘Grubby,’ she said eventually. ‘Untidy, always a rip in his coat, trousers too big. Nobody liked him.’




  ‘Huh,’ said Luisa, remembering the bonneted baby and wondering how it had escaped that attentive dictator of a mother so far as to become a scruffy child. But then again, she was

  surprised at the mother sending him to that school; she’d have thought the woman would have scrimped to send him to the nuns in Piazza San Felice, where the children wore little

  pinafores.




  ‘Nobody liked him,’ Giusy repeated.




  Well, Luisa could see that fastidious Giusy wouldn’t have: she was still frowning, though. ‘Not just me. Not just – really nobody. He was odd. He didn’t care what people

  thought of him. And he was – that kind of clever, you know. The kind that keeps people out.’




  It was character analysis of a kind Luisa had never heard from Giusy before, and she stared. Giusy put out her hand for the newspaper, and as Luisa conceded it the electronic squeal of the door

  upstairs sounded. Giusy paid no attention, staring instead at the page.




  ‘I thought he’d had a kid,’ she said slowly. ‘Where did I hear that?’




  ‘So someone didn’t mind the holes in his clothes,’ said Luisa drily, getting to her feet. Sometimes, working in a place like this with someone like Giusy, she wondered about

  whether a lifetime of looking after her appearance – not to mention her customers’ – might have been a little misguided. Even if such a suggestion might shake some sectors of

  society to their foundations.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Giusy absently, tapping the page with a long pink nail. ‘Someone. Who did he marry, then?’




  From upstairs Beppe was calling: still Giusy gazed down at the page.




  ‘I’ll go then, shall I?’ said Luisa, turning away without waiting for an answer.




  On the stairs she could hear a voice she recognized talking to Beppe, although in an unfamiliar register. Higher than usual, with an anxious politeness in it.




  ‘Yes,’ the woman was saying distractedly. ‘And how is your sister, Giuseppe?’ No one called Beppe ‘Giuseppe’, at least not for twenty years they

  hadn’t.




  ‘Gloria?’ said Luisa, with disbelief, stepping on to the shopfloor.




  Pietro’s wife, round, red-headed Gloria Cavallaro, who never shopped for clothes anywhere but the old-fashioned place on the road where they lived, with its window display of lace nighties

  and sensible sweaters. What could she be doing here? Gloria turned helplessly towards her.




  Luisa held out her hands without thinking; there was something more in Gloria’s expression than unease at how out of place she was in the dress she obviously wore for cleaning the house,

  here on the dove-grey carpet and amongst the expensive black cocktail wear.




  ‘What is it, Gloria?’ She was ten years younger than Luisa but her pretty, usually animated face looked worn and pale, freckles standing out against the white skin. She was clasping

  her hands together and turning them over distractedly.




  Tactful as ever, Beppe stepped back from them, nodding towards menswear upstairs, and with a flick of her head, Luisa said, ‘Yes, go.’




  ‘Has something happened, Gloria?’ Pulling her hand gently, folding the other woman close to her on instinct. She thought of Sandro’s impenetrable message, and of more things

  that might go wrong. ‘Pietro?’ she said, faltering. She had spent enough years fending off anxiety during Sandro’s time in the force to know how that felt.




  Gloria looked up: she smelled of violets, this close, her face only centimetres from Luisa’s. ‘Not Pietro,’ she said. ‘It’s Chiara.’










  Chapter Five




  THE LAWYER’S OFFICE, LIKE the lawyer himself, was

  unexpected. In the untidy room, heaped with papers, the bookshelves overflowing into teetering stacks on the floor and chairs, Giuli watched Sandro for his reaction.




  The man himself – Carlo Bastone, the prop and right-hand man – suited the room. Short, stocky, rumpled, a substantial belly pushing at the buttons of a knitted waistcoat over which a

  badly knotted tie sat skewiff. He held out his hand hesitantly to Sandro as he came around from behind a desk mostly hidden under the same landslide of paper that looked as if it had only recently

  come to rest in the room.




  Looking from one face to the other, Giuli saw both men take each other in and relax, in Sandro’s case only fractionally.




  Carlo Bastone looked uncertain, as well he might. Giuli had been garbled in her explanation, on the phone, of why they needed to talk to him. ‘Niccolò’s fine,’

  he’d repeated over and over again. ‘Why do you need to see me? There’s nothing to worry about.’ She’d said something about wanting to help, about strategy for the

  press, and he’d gone quiet. It was only when she’d told him she was Enzo’s girlfriend that he’d agreed.




  They loved Enzo, the Frazione. Perhaps for the same reasons Giuli loved him.




  Because he was good. Because he thought only of others: of his mother’s catalogue of minor complaints, his father’s emphysema, of Giuli’s night terrors. When she’d sit up

  straight in bed, gasping for air, trying to remember the thing she’d forgotten, or left behind to die.




  And when Rosselli had gone down like a ninepin on the stage it was Enzo who, having established that Giuli was all right and safely at the edge of the room, had worked his way doggedly through

  the crowd until he reached the man lying motionless on the wooden platform. It had been Enzo, earnest under the daft haircut that Giuli had learned to love, who’d laid him on his side in the

  recovery position, and had cleared a space around him and loosened his shirt. Checked his breathing until, after what seemed like hours, Niccolò Rosselli had begun to move.




  It had been Enzo, fretting all night afterwards, who had impelled Giuli all the way here, nagging Sandro along too, calling and begging the lawyer to see them.




  ‘A strategy for the press?’ On the telephone Bastone had seemed surprisingly unworldly, for a man who’d gone all the way through law school and written learned papers on all

  sorts of things. He didn’t even have a secretary to field his calls. But the words did seem to be getting through. ‘Do you think we need that?’




  Now he turned from Sandro to Giuli, his expression brighter. ‘Miss Sarto,’ he said, and an eager note entered his voice. ‘I did wonder – what you said about the press. As

  you know, we don’t have a press office—’ And at this he looked around himself at the shambles of his office as though wondering how it had all got there. ‘Perhaps you

  – perhaps we do need one.’




  ‘I’d say,’ Sandro broke in, ‘I’d say that right now you do. You – I mean your Frazione – you need someone to tell people what’s going

  on.’




  Giuli saw Bastone’s face cloud. ‘Well,’ he began hesitantly.




  ‘Or don’t you know yourself?’ said Sandro, and it was quite apparent by the despondency with which Bastone sat down abruptly, in a small puff of dust, that Sandro had hit the

  nail on the head.




  They stood, waiting, until eventually Bastone looked back up and said, ‘Oh. Yes. Do sit down.’




  They extracted two rickety chairs from the mess and sat with him around a table overflowing with paper. Giuli sat on the edge of hers. ‘Is he really all right?’ she said. Sandro sat

  back a little, arms folded, watching Bastone. In a silver frame on the shelf behind the lawyer was the portrait of a sweetly smiling elderly woman: his mother, presumably.




  Bastone stood up again, and went to the long, dusty window. He stood there a moment in the soft late-summer light, looking down into the street.




  ‘They told us it’s something like nervous exhaustion,’ he said, the pouchy, olive-skinned face he turned to them sagging with worry. ‘The tests were all inconclusive.

  He’s just been overdoing it.’




  He ran his hands through hair that lay in oily waves high off his forehead. These idealists, thought Giuli with reluctant disapproval. Grubby, disorganized, chaotic. Does it have to be this way?

  Enzo was the neatest man she’d ever met, so she knew it didn’t.




  ‘Overdoing it,’ Sandro repeated. ‘Is that what you think? You know him. You’re – what? His campaign manager?’




  Bastone puffed out his cheeks, ran his hands through his hair again. ‘Yes, I suppose I am, something like that.’




  ‘How long have you known each other?’ Sandro asked, and Giuli leaned forward over her knees at the sound of the careful softness in his voice. She wanted to know how to do that.




  The lawyer brightened visibly in response. ‘Oh, a long time,’ he said, and as he smiled, his whole face changed. ‘Since high school, as a matter of fact. We attended the Liceo

  Machiavelli together. And then we were both at the university, although Niccolò stayed on after I graduated, to get his PhD.’




  ‘The Machiavelli,’ mused Sandro, and Giuli knew what he was thinking. It had to be the Machiavelli.




  The high school was no more than a hundred metres from where they were sitting. One of Giuli’s favourite buildings in the city, a nice palace on the river, a sunny spot, and the school to

  go to if you were into protest, that was for sure. Its frontage always decorated with graffiti, sheets hung up with painted slogans announcing one student sit-in or other, and a bunch of eager kids

  running up and down asking passersby for money. They made her laugh. . . just their youth made her laugh. When Giuli had been seventeen she had been on the streets, but there was something about

  these nicely dressed, well-nourished teenagers who thought they were fighting for change that she loved. Because they might just be glued to Facebook now or eating ice cream or shopping, but they

  really were fighting for change – even if they weren’t always sure what they wanted things to change to.




  ‘Someone has to,’ was what Enzo had said when he’d first talked to her about the Frazione and she’d looked sceptical. ‘You know? Someone has to stand up and get

  change started. You can’t rely on other people to do it.’




  ‘So,’ Sandro was saying. ‘You’re close.’




  Bastone’s head seesawed in reluctant agreement. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘As close as – well, as close as it’s possible to be to Niccolò.’ He moved away

  from the window and sat back down at the table, in shadow, his head between his hands. ‘I’m beginning to wonder, though. If it’s a matter of politics – yes. I know

  everything about him – where his beliefs came from, what his ideas are on local urban development or fuel emissions or foreign policy or the preservation of the city’s parks or museum

  entry or prostitution. . .’ He sighed. ‘But the rest?’




  ‘So in other words, you don’t know what’s going on,’ said Sandro.




  ‘I know he’s been working hard – politically, yes. For the last six months, yes, I suppose there’s been more pressure on him, since things took off. A huge amount,

  battles to fight already, going to city hall with petitions, lobbying the military to delay the permissions on the new road: he likes to get down to the detail. To be hands on. We weren’t

  exactly prepared. He’s always thrived on it, it didn’t occur to me to think he was overdoing things. But—’ And he stopped speaking again.




  In the silence, from below them somewhere in the building, came the bang of a heavy door and the sudden cacophonous echo of raised voices.




  ‘In his private life, though?’ And Sandro leaned forward on the table that lay between them.




  Uneasily Bastone looked towards the solid panelled door, and for the first time Giuli saw that there were things he wasn’t telling them: as Sandro glanced towards her, she could see that

  he knew, too.




  ‘I can’t—’ said the lawyer. ‘I can’t—’ And then the door was opened abruptly. A woman stood there in an unbuttoned coat, seventy-five if she was a

  day but tall, upright, almost masculine in appearance, her white hair pulled back from a strong, raw-boned face and deepset eyes. Bastone started to his feet, his oily hair flopping untidily with

  the sudden movement. ‘Maria,’ he said, sounding panicky.




  ‘Carlo,’ said the woman, and Giuli heard impatience and contempt in the way she addressed him. This was a woman used to being cleverer than those around her, even lawyers. She was

  staring at Sandro and Giuli with undisguised hostility.




  Carlo Bastone was looking from the new arrival to his seated guests as if he had no idea how to proceed. Sandro stood up. ‘Sandro Cellini,’ he said stiffly, with a tiny bow.




  And the woman folded her arms across her strong, spare body as if to reject absolutely the possibility that she might shake Sandro’s hand, should he prove rash enough to offer it. Watching

  the two of them size each other up, Giuli saw the tiniest glint of watchfulness come into the old woman’s eye. She knows, she thought: she knows Sandro’s not stupid.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ stammered Bastone in a panic. ‘This is – this is – Niccolò’s—’




  ‘Maria Rosselli,’ said Sandro. ‘Yes. I know.’ And again he bowed. ‘I believe you know my wife.’




  *




  The shop, mercifully, remained quiet for the entire forty-five minutes Gloria stayed. A nice-looking pair of men in young middle age – a gay couple, Luisa thought with a

  professional reflex, from the Southern states of America – came in at one point, looking around them with smiling anticipation, but Beppe was there to usher them away before she could even

  open her mouth.




  The younger man glanced back from the stairs as they went up with Beppe, a slightly puzzled look on his face at the scene on the shopfloor: Gloria, plump and pale and tearstained on the velvet

  stool, twisting a scrap of paper tissue between her hands, and Luisa back at her side protectively. She smiled at the man to reassure him, and the little group moved on upstairs. She heard the soft

  murmur of their voices start up and kneeled down again beside her friend.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Gloria, biting her lip. ‘You’ve got enough on your plate, Luisa. Check-up must be due around now, I know.’




  Luisa frowned. ‘You know?’




  Gloria shrugged. ‘We can count, you know,’ she said, bowing her head over the scrap of Kleenex. ‘Pietro remembered, actually.’




  Three years ago, on a rainy weekend in November, Luisa and Sandro had waited for her appointment while he distracted himself with a girl gone missing. It was not exactly that Luisa did not worry

  about the cancer returning – certainly somewhere buried away in her brain it had registered as a possibility. She did not know how, but she had managed a trick of faith: faith in the doctors

  and the statistics that were on her side. They told her she was old enough for her body to have slowed down, young enough to tolerate the treatment, the cancer was sluggish and it had not migrated

  to any other part of her. Faith even in doctors was irrational, she had decided, but one could choose to be irrational in one’s favour; to be irrational in expecting the worst went against

  reason.




  She had never explained this to anyone.




  ‘They’re only going to talk to me about the reconstruction,’ she said easily.




  Although it was not true: of course there would be the usual body scan and blood tests too. Over the tissue held to her small, reddened nose, Gloria’s eyes widened, and Luisa saw her try

  not to look.




  ‘Chiara, then,’ she said gently. ‘You’re not saying it was totally out of the blue?’




  Gloria shifted on the velvet stool and Luisa saw with unease that she’d lost weight recently. When had they last seen the Cavallaros? ‘Well,’ said Gloria, ‘I don’t

  know. She’s been different for a month or so. She didn’t want to come away with us to Elba last month.’ The curly, faded red head bobbed down again. ‘She’s never done

  that before, never, she’s got so many friends there, you know? The whole gang of them, every year since they were born practically, going to the beach together, out for pizza.’




  She was almost crying again. ‘But, Gloria,’ Luisa tried lamely, ‘it does happen eventually, you know. Children leave, in the end.’ She felt uneasy, because it was

  something she’d consoled herself with, childless as she was; she might have had a child but by now the child would be long gone. She didn’t really want to trot it out for poor Gloria,

  as if they were both in the same boat.




  But the expression on the face Gloria raised to hers was not what she’d expected. The tears were drying, the mouth set. ‘But moving in with a – with a boyfriend? At her age?

  She’s nineteen. She’s my baby. I don’t even know him.’




  Luisa noticed her determination. ‘Yes,’ she said slowly, ‘I know. I suppose – I suppose I’d be worried too. But you’ll meet him?’




  ‘I don’t even know that,’ said Gloria, her mouth trembling. ‘She said she’d come and get some things this evening. She didn’t say he’d be coming with

  her.’




  In the silence that followed Luisa could hear the hushed, happy voices of the men upstairs, exclaiming in their soft foreign accents over something nice Beppe had shown them. Was that why she

  stuck this job, enjoyed it even? The little pulse of pleasure observed, the satisfied customer, the sly smile when a woman or man was pleased with the way they looked? It didn’t seem much,

  sometimes. That with such things a life was kept stable, until you found a lump in your breast, or your only child upped and left.




  ‘You asked?’




  Gloria sighed. ‘She got – angry. Said she wouldn’t bring him for inspection.’




  Luisa could imagine Pietro, pacing the room with this – boyfriend in front of him, interrogating him, reading him the riot act. She wondered what the law said. If Chiara was nineteen

  – well, she was an adult. Although when Luisa had been a girl, she could have got married, had kids at nineteen, that had been how things were done then. In fact they’d lived with her

  parents for close to a year after they’d got married – that had been how things were done then, too. And like Gloria, she thought of Chiara as no more than a baby still, unformed.




  She tried another tack. ‘What do her friends say?’




  ‘They came around in Elba, asking for her. They didn’t know anything about this – this boyfriend. Well, I didn’t either, not then. But they had just assumed she’d

  be there, like every year.’ Gloria got to her feet, distractedly. ‘I should go. You’re – you’re—’




  ‘I’m not busy, Gloria,’ said Luisa gently. ‘Sit down.’ But Gloria stayed standing.




  ‘You’ve talked to Pietro?’




  Gloria looked down at her hands. ‘I tried his number, left a message.’ She fumbled in her pocket in a sudden panic and got out a battered little phone. Gloria had never been one for

  gadgets. ‘No signal in here. He might have—’




  ‘Calm down,’ said Luisa. ‘Half an hour won’t make any difference.’ She took Gloria’s hands in hers. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Go home, make the

  dinner, breathe deeply. When Chiara comes to pick up her things, be normal. Don’t panic, don’t get hysterical, give her a chance to prove to you, calmly, that she knows what she’s

  doing. She might see sense, you never know. If you give her the chance.’




  Chiara had always been a sensible girl, that was the thing.




  Gloria gazed at her as if hypnotized. ‘And Pietro?’




  Luisa puffed out her cheeks. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Try and get him to see it the same way. Failing that, tranquillizer dart? Or just keep him out of the way.’

  Was this the right advice? In the pit of her stomach Luisa felt unease stir. But what else could they do?




  ‘I’ll talk to Sandro,’ she said. Clinging to straws. ‘OK?’




  Hesitant, Gloria clutched her bag. They stood, facing each other: it didn’t feel as though anything had been resolved. Just move forward, one step ahead: it was Luisa’s only

  strategy.




  They crossed the shopfloor. ‘Will you do it?’ said Gloria, her hand on the door.




  ‘Do what?’




  Pale-faced, Gloria nodded down at the careful folds of Luisa’s silk blouse. ‘The breast,’ she said. ‘Do you want it back?’




  And Luisa opened her mouth, fully intending to say, robustly, ‘No, no, I’m fine as I am, all fine,’ but the way Gloria had phrased it meant she found she couldn’t say

  anything at all.










  Chapter Six




  ON THE CROWDED TERRACE of the restaurant Sandro prodded despondently at his salad.




  Luisa had her mind on something else, too. ‘Why did you order it then?’ she said with distracted impatience. ‘You hate salad.’




  Sandro forked it into his mouth. Insalata Fantasia was what they’d called it: it had lumps of rubbery cheese and maize kernels in it, and he chewed with stolid disgust. He had

  wanted pici with hare sauce and some beans in oil followed by a slice of cake, but had decided that he needed to look after his health. He put the fork down, pushed the big gaudy bowl away

  and stared into the soft warm dark of the Piazza del Carmine.




  This square, the breadth of it, still as untidy and car-choked as it had been when he’d been a boy, the grand palazzi along one side with their ornate balconies, faded and

  crumbling, the big church with its jewel of a chapel: he loved it, if pushed to admit it. But the restaurant was a mistake. It had been a favourite once upon a time, an old-fashioned place with

  excellent food, but it had embarked on a half-baked programme of modernization that involved uncomfortable aluminium seating and neon and loud music. The menu was now too long, the quality of the

  food too patchy.




  This was the problem with eating in restaurants, he thought gloomily as he forked a piece of cheese into his mouth – worrying about the cost. Their few weeks in Castiglioncello, it seemed

  to Sandro now, had only lulled them into a false sense of carefree security, persuaded them that they were the kind of couple who could do things spontaneously. Or perhaps it was just the day

  he’d had.




  It had been Luisa’s idea: she’d called that afternoon and said perhaps they could go out to eat. He’d had the impression then that she had an agenda: his head full of

  Niccolò Rosselli and what his mother had said in that strange, dark untidy lawyer’s office, he’d thought, why not?




  A distraction. The whole situation was a mess, all right: he didn’t hold out a whole lot of hope for the Frazione Verde, not since this afternoon and Maria Rosselli’s revelation.




  Had he known what she was going to say? An inkling, just like Giuli said she’d had when Niccolò Rosselli had stopped talking and swayed on the stage. From the moment the door opened

  there’d been an unusual dynamic between the two people, the lawyer and the fierce old woman, that had made Sandro stop and observe and wonder. Giuli had looked at them, bewildered by the

  strange, crackling energy Maria Rosselli brought into the room with her. Of course, thought Sandro to begin with, the old woman’s known this lawyer since he was a kid, coming round to play

  with her son, of course there’s a lack of respect, of course she still sees him as the overweight, bumbling child struggling to keep up with her odd, sharp, determined Niccolò.




  He didn’t even know where these thoughts came from. He could be quite wrong about all sorts of things, and Carlo Bastone might have been a skinny child. But there was something else, too,

  something else consuming the woman; he could see that right from the beginning, and it infected their host. Carlo Bastone had looked from his new visitor to Sandro in a pleading panic.




  ‘You know each other?’ he’d said as Sandro had got formally to his feet and, despite – or perhaps because of – Maria Rosselli’s hostility, had deliberately

  held out his hand.




  ‘My wife,’ he had repeated to her. ‘You know my wife.’




  ‘Luisa Venturelli.’ The old woman’s hard-set mouth had moved, using his wife’s maiden name quite deliberately, but did not soften in a smile. ‘Yes. Of

  course.’ Then she had turned to Bastone and had spoken as though Sandro was an irrelevance.




  And now Luisa sat, staring into the darkness away from him, and whatever she might have wanted to say remained unsaid. Sandro wished he could put Niccolò Rosselli’s mother in a room

  with Luisa and see which of them came off worst: like getting blood from a stone, getting anything out of either of them.




  He looked at his wife’s stubborn profile, still beautiful to him, as she stared away. She knew he was looking, he could tell from the set of her jaw.




  ‘Carlo Bastone,’ she said without turning. ‘Yes. Old family: old money. Plenty of fancy palazzi but no cash. I knew that mother too.’ Sandro shook his head.




  ‘It’s nobody’s business but his,’ was what Maria Rosselli had snapped at the lawyer as though they were alone in the room, but Sandro and Giuli had both at once moved

  forwards in their chairs, listening. The lawyer had immediately begun to fiddle anxiously with something, head down. Signora Rosselli leaned both big-knuckled hands on the table in front of him.

  ‘Why would it be? It’s nothing to do with his work.’ Bastone had darted a nervous look at Sandro, and the old woman had turned on the visitors.




  ‘What are you still doing here?’ she’d said.




  ‘I – they – we—’ Bastone had seemed quite helpless.




  ‘We had an appointment.’ Sandro had stared: Giuli had spoken with quiet courtesy. She had got to her feet and stood facing the terrifying old woman. ‘I am Giulietta

  Sarto,’ she’d said, her hands at her sides. ‘My fiancé Enzo works for the Frazione. We came to see if there was anything we could do to help.’




  ‘Giuli was great today,’ said Sandro, without thinking, and at last something in Luisa unbent and she turned towards him.




  ‘Yes?’




  And he told her. As she sat and listened, nodding, she was still looking faraway, that same look he’d seen on Liliana’s face, and the old nun’s. Trying to fit the story into a

  bigger scheme: perhaps it was what women did.




  ‘It was Giuli’s thing, of course, her case. If it is a case. But she took the responsibility. She faced down Niccolò Rosselli’s mother.’




  ‘Well,’ said Luisa, ‘that takes some doing, too.’




  Sandro nodded. ‘You’re telling me. And in that lawyer’s office? We could have gone on for days, trying to find out anything. She’s a tough nut, that old woman.’




  ‘Are you getting paid for this?’ Luisa said abruptly, leaning forward across the restaurant table. ‘This Rosselli investigation, whatever it turns out to be?’




  Sandro grimaced. ‘Well, that’s the weirdest part of it,’ he said slowly. ‘You know what? We might even get paid.’




  That had been strange: the old woman abruptly deciding to trust them had been startling enough, and then the offer of money. He’d have said she’d be the last person to offer hard

  cash to a private detective.




  Not that he’d had the impression that Maria Rosselli had given in: she’d looked at Giuli, at Sandro, at the lawyer, and had made a calculation. Sandro imagined that it was hard for

  her to admit that she needed help, but she was too clever not to.




  ‘All right,’ was what Maria Rosselli had said, addressing Sandro directly as she treated the lawyer’s room as though it were her own, jaw still set hard as iron. ‘All

  right. She’s left him. That stupid girl has left him. Beh! Not even the excuse of being a girl. . . at her age, it’s ridiculous. I tell him, it makes no difference, we can manage

  without her. She hardly knew what she was doing with the child anyway.’




  Giuli and Sandro had been openly staring at her at this point. Sandro had found himself wondering how this woman had earned a living, brought up her only child on her own. He imagined there

  wasn’t much that Maria Rosselli wouldn’t be capable of, if she wanted it badly enough. Her certainty was frightening.




  ‘You mean his – his wife?’ Maria Rosselli had turned her deepset dark eyes on Giuli when she’d spoken, assessing her all over again. Giuli had raised her chin and bravely

  continued. ‘Niccolò’s – your son’s wife has left him?’




  ‘They were never married,’ the mother-in-law had said with blunt contempt. ‘She has no rights. I said that to him.’




  Sandro had turned his head to ease the stiffness he’d felt building up as he’d tried to take in what Maria Rosselli was saying. ‘The selfishness,’ she’d said

  coldly. ‘The neglect of duty, the weakness. It’s unforgivable. You can see what it’s done to him. He can’t sleep, he doesn’t eat. The child cries.’




  The child cries. In the dim, dusty room the words had hung in the air, changing things.




  Sandro felt a chill now as he felt Luisa’s eyes on him: gave himself a little shake. In the wide Piazza del Carmine something was going on, over beyond the church. Banners bobbing up and

  down in the soft darkness, and a groundswell of voices.




  ‘She left the child behind,’ said Luisa slowly, and Sandro saw something in her face he didn’t want to see. The conclusion he didn’t want to draw, about the only thing

  that would keep a mother from her child.




  Their waiter – a slightly stooped, elderly man with shiny patches on his ancient black trousers – was circulating between the tables on the crowded terrace; abruptly Luisa nodded to

  him, and he shuffled over in a parody of haste. Luisa brought that out in people.




  ‘Coffee,’ she said, in response to his ingratiating recital of desserts. ‘And the bill.’ The sound of the demonstrators in the square was getting louder; they were

  singing the ‘Internazionale’, to Sandro’s astonishment.




  ‘How old is the child?’ Luisa said when the waiter had gone.




  ‘Young,’ said Sandro, suddenly unwilling to think about Niccolò Rosselli’s situation, and unwilling also to evoke the nearly newborn for Luisa, who for years –

  more than a decade after her own child died – had not been able to look at babies. But clearly in this case the presence of a newborn was the key: the unanswered question. ‘A – a

  baby.’ Luisa turned her hard stare on him. ‘Six weeks,’ he said obediently.




  ‘Six weeks.’ Her face was calm, immobile. ‘That’s a dangerous time.’ He looked at her. ‘Isn’t it supposed to be? A difficult time for a woman, they can

  behave uncharacteristically. Become violent, all sorts of things. For those first weeks after a baby’s born.’




  Sandro hardly dared speak: after their daughter had been born, with a syndrome that had meant she lived a bare thirty-six hours, Luisa had descended into a state of bleak, impenetrable

  withdrawal from which he had feared she would never emerge. For some time he had thought that his vivid, energetic, sharp-tongued wife might sit with dull eyes at the kitchen table for the rest of

  their life together. He still marvelled at her recovery, one spring morning, when she’d got out of bed, put on lipstick and gone back in to work.




  Calmly, she went on. ‘Post-partum psychosis, isn’t that what they call it? You should get Giuli to talk to the woman’s midwife, the people at the Centre.’




  ‘I don’t know if she was treated at the Centre,’ he mumbled. ‘I’d have to find out.’




  Luisa nodded, apparently still serene. Could it be that she no longer connected that phrase – post-partum – with herself? She spoke.




  ‘Giusy – in the shop. She knew he had a baby, a wife. She was at school with Rosselli. Can you imagine that?’




  ‘They were never married,’ said Sandro. ‘Rosselli’s mother seemed to think that was significant.’




  ‘More significant than the child? They’d been together how long?’ He was surprised by her calmness, her tolerance; for some reason he had thought Luisa approved of the

  institution of marriage as much as Maria Rosselli seemed to. But then he was regularly prepared to believe that he could assume nothing at all about his wife of thirty-odd years.




  She smiled at him. ‘If you ask me, I don’t think Maria Rosselli ever wanted them to get married. No one could be good enough for her Niccolò.’




  ‘It sounds like they’ve been together more than twenty years,’ said Sandro. ‘That must have been tough.’ Remembering the curl of Maria Rosselli’s lip, as

  though twenty years might still count as an aberration. As though she’d spent all that time waiting for her son to extricate himself from an unsuitable relationship.




  ‘Yes,’ said Luisa.




  The coffee was set down in front of her just as the untidy rabble of demonstrators came alongside the restaurant terrace, chanting cheerfully now. Most of the diners smiled back: it was all very

  amicable. Sandro tried to see what it said on the posters: LEAVE SCANDICCI ALONE. NO TO MORE ROADS. Hardly contentious stuff. The banners had the crude insignia of the Frazione Verde pasted to

  their corners, a green lightning bolt across a representation of the Duomo’s cupola. He smiled to himself: the protesters all looked so young, so disorganized, they could hardly even chant in

  time. Had they just assembled themselves, in the absence of Niccolò Rosselli, their figurehead? How long ago had this little march been organized? He wanted to take one or two of them by the

  elbow and ask about the Frazione, what it meant to them. But it wasn’t part of the case: the case, now, was finding Rosselli’s wife, and never mind his political activity.




  ‘She’s obviously taking charge,’ said Luisa. ‘The mother. She’s the one who’s paying? For you to track the wife down.’




  Sandro shifted anxiously. ‘We need to talk about it,’ he said. ‘I don’t even know – she hasn’t even talked to her son about it yet. She seemed just to decide,

  on the spur of the moment.’




  Out of spite: he’d seen the look Maria Rosselli gave Carlo Bastone as she made the announcement. ‘Get her back,’ she’d said, drawing herself up under the high, dark,

  coffered ceiling of the lawyer’s office, looking down at them as though they were all pygmies. Focusing on Sandro. ‘Find her and bring her back to face the music. I won’t have her

  treat him like this. I’ll pay.’




  ‘That could be tricky.’ Luisa spoke thoughtfully.




  ‘She said, come round tomorrow morning,’ Sandro said, his eye drawn back to the square as the demonstrators moved on. ‘She said I could talk to him then.’




  ‘Better make sure she’s out of the way first.’




  ‘Hmmm,’ Sandro said, evading the issue. He couldn’t imagine how one would go about telling Maria Rosselli what to do. ‘I might need you for that,’ he said

  vaguely.




  ‘And what about the insurance claim?’ Luisa said, eyeing him with exasperation. ‘When are you going to fit that in, a bit of proper paid work?’




  Sandro passed a hand over his forehead and found it moist: the evening was still warm. She was right, of course. ‘I’ll fit it in,’ he said. He’d probably only need to

  clap eyes on the man to know if he was scamming them. You could tell trauma, real trauma. Talk to the neighbours. ‘First thing maybe, get the lie of the land.’




  Luisa made a sceptical sound, and he looked out into the darkness, avoiding her eye. An army vehicle was following the demonstrators slowly around the wide piazza, between the parked cars. A

  tiny thing, the soldiers inside it seemed to fill it right up, heads knocking on the roof, the driver hunched awkwardly over the wheel, like something out of the Keystone Cops. Not in their brief

  surely, though Sandro vaguely remembered something Bastone had said about Rosselli lobbying them over road permissions: he must have got their goat. Watching it all come to a halt, the procession

  and the vehicle in its wake, Sandro wondered: if the military had turned up here, who else could be keeping tabs on the Frazione Verde. . . the carabinieri? . . . the Polizia di Stato?




  A movement along the terrace alerted him, he couldn’t have said why. A big man was sitting there smoking: he’d raised his hand for the waiter. On the little table in front of him,

  next to an untouched glass of grappa, lay an open notebook. A journalist? Did reporters still use pen and paper? The waiter was leaning down to him now, they were exchanging a joke, the tall man

  gesturing with his cigarette at the crowd. Sandro wondered if this man had written the article on Rosselli’s collapse that he’d read this morning, had been responsible for the amused,

  sly tone of the piece. The man seemed to detect the interest from their direction, and Sandro looked back at the soldiers.




  When he had been a police officer they’d kept files on certain extremists, mostly right-wingers but once a communist who had a record for arson. It could only be justified if there were

  evidence of any criminal activity, in theory. As for AISI – Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Interna, the secret service – well, they were a law unto themselves. Would they bother with

  a little bunch of Oltrarno hippy agitators? You never knew. If they thought those same hippies were in danger of actually getting something done, they might.




  The door of the army vehicle opened and its occupants emerged untidily, crumpled by their confinement, adjusting their caps. . . three, four. One of them lit up a cigarette, holding it

  discreetly under his palm as he leaned against the car. Sandro couldn’t remember if that was allowed these days. He got to his feet, stretched.




  ‘Where are you going?’ asked Luisa, sitting back in her seat.




  ‘Nowhere,’ he said. ‘Just due passi, a little wander. I want to see what this is about. Hang on.’ He stepped down off the terrace.




  There was an air of lazy ease about the small group of soldiers as he approached them: the procession seemed to have diffused into something harmlessly amateurish and had in fact stopped

  proceeding anywhere. Sandro felt a stab of pity for Giuli and all her passion. Roads had to be built, didn’t they? He assumed that the tallest soldier, turning at his approach, would be the

  senior officer, and so it turned out: he recognized the badge of a colonel. The man looked at him with that air of stern seriousness he knew well, cultivated in the army, city hall, even the

  police, to disguise the fact that one’s time was largely spent doing not very much at all.




  ‘Good evening,’ said Sandro easily, with a little nod in deference to the man’s uniform and token authority. He had, in fact, almost no respect for the army, but they could be

  decent company. ‘Sandro Cellini,’ he said. The officer barely inclined his head, and didn’t bother to supply his own name: why would he?




  What the hell? thought Sandro. ‘I’m an investigator,’ he said, and the colonel frowned. ‘Looking into the Frazione.’




  ‘Really?’ said the man, and Sandro was taken aback by his eagerness, a sudden lively amusement in his eyes. ‘Well, that’s interesting. We’re looking into them

  ourselves.’ He smiled lazily. ‘Daft bunch, really, but it’s part of the job.’ This with a sidelong defensive look. ‘And there’s some – well – some

  funny types in the Frazione, I can tell you.’ The colonel put his hands in his pockets. ‘If we can be of any help,’ he said vaguely, turning back to look at the demonstration,

  which had now dwindled into no more than an affable crowd, their placards placed on the pavements while they chatted amongst themselves.




  ‘Well,’ said Sandro. Perhaps the offer had been no more than a courtesy, but that was no reason to let it lie. ‘That’s very kind of you.’




  ‘Of course,’ said the man, without turning back, eyeing the heads in the crowd again. ‘Honoured to be of help.’ Irony in his languid voice that Sandro couldn’t help

  but find appealing. ‘You know where we are? Behind the Botanic Gardens.’




  Feeling himself dismissed, Sandro turned away, thinking. From the restaurant’s terrace Luisa was looking at him with mingled impatience and anxiety. What’s up now, he thought, what

  have I done now? Raising a hand in apology, he hurried back.




  Picturing himself turning up at the barracks, his heart sank. What would they really tell him? Nothing. But the colonel – why hadn’t he even asked the man’s name? Since when

  had he been so timid in the presence of a uniform? – had offered possibilities. Sometimes these officials were bored enough to let stuff slip.




  He sat back down beside Luisa, and again he wondered, if the army were monitoring the Frazione out here in the open, who else might be involved?




  He could ask Pietro.




  ‘I’ll have to ask Pietro,’ he said, hardly aware that he was speaking out loud.




  ‘Pietro?’ said Luisa, setting down her coffee cup with sudden agitation. He looked at her expectantly.




  ‘What?’




  ‘I think you’ll find Pietro’s got other things on his mind,’ she said.




  ‘Oh, yes?’ said Sandro warily. So there was something going on. Some secret police operation and Pietro couldn’t talk about it. God knew, it could even be surveillance

  of this bunch, the Frazione. It all made sense to him now. There’d been silences: he’d always known the time would come, and the wedge would be driven between them. He couldn’t

  expect—




  ‘Gloria came to see me today.’ And Luisa sighed.




  *




  In the small bright white kitchen, Enzo was cooking. It was late, but it had taken both of them a while to realize that this was their life now. They could eat when they wanted.

  Fresh from her shower, Giuli leaned out over the waist-high balcony and looked into the trees around their apartment building. They’d moved in three months ago, at the beginning of the

  summer, and Giuli still couldn’t quite believe it.




  From behind her the hissing of the frying chicken, the smells – lemon and thyme, Enzo had told her patiently, Giuli knowing nothing about what smelled of what in the kitchen –

  Enzo’s slow, considered movements around the compact space, the steamy warmth, all represented a kind of comfort Giuli could never quite bring herself to believe was hers. It was why she was

  looking out of the window; she could hardly contemplate the new life that had arrived for her, out of the blue, for fear it would disappear. But leaning out into the feathery canopy of acacias, she

  could smile and smile and smile into the evening air at her good fortune, and no one would see.




  ‘Oh,’ Enzo announced to her. ‘He called. Sandro called. While you were in the shower.’




  Giuli turned back into the room, frowning. In his white apron, his idiot’s fringe pushed up and out of the way, as he smiled at her Enzo looked – perfect. His looks had never worried

  her: he was an oddball, for sure, round-faced, earnest, wore clothes his mother had bought him ten years ago just like he still let her cut his hair. (Let me do it, next time, Giuli had pleaded,

  and he’d just looked shy and mumbled something.) But over their year together, and particularly since they’d moved in together, he’d begun to look positively handsome to Giuli.

  She liked his ears, for example, neat and funny. She liked his eyebrows. She blushed. Enzo frowned.




  ‘What?’ he said.




  ‘Nothing.’ The small fold-out table was laid for the two of them, mats, glasses, napkins. ‘Sandro,’ she said. ‘What did he say when he called?’




  Carefully Enzo turned off the gas under the chicken, and stirred something in a big saucepan. ‘He said had Flavia – Niccolò’s, um, wife – did you know where

  she’d been seen during the pregnancy, and after? Her doctor, for example, the hospital. He said he’d call you back in the morning.’ Enzo looked serious.




  Giuli sighed, turning away to look back out into the trees again. She’d told Enzo the bare bones of it. It had shocked and upset him, she could tell. How could it happen? his

  anxious face had said to her.




  ‘Flavia and Niccolò have been together for ever,’ he’d actually said, faltering. ‘And the Frazione – could it really destroy the whole thing? A – a

  misunderstanding. It must be a misunderstanding.’ He’d gone round and round in circles, trying to make sense of it.




  Behind her she could hear him dishing up the food. As it happened, Giuli did know where Rosselli’s wife had received her ante-natal care, because she had been seen at the Women’s

  Centre. About as far as you could imagine from the expensive private care most public figures’ wives would expect: a public clinic whose remit was to treat anyone who walked in off the

  streets, which was where most of them did come from. Sexually transmitted diseases and unwanted pregnancies outnumbered happy families by about twenty to one.




  ‘A tavola,’ said Enzo, just an edge of anxiety to his cheerful voice: he could sense her holding back. Hungry, Giuli told herself, you’re hungry. Forcing herself

  to smell the thyme and lemon again, to look around the kitchen, at the set of coffee cups hanging on their little stand, the kitchen towel on its roller, the brushes and folded cloths on the sink.

  But instead of the reassurance she usually got from checking off these things, Giuli felt a little pulse of panic. Is this me? she thought. Do I belong here? She sat down.




  ‘Wow,’ she said, after the first forkful. It was good. She made herself taste it properly, she pushed the panic away. ‘You’re a genius, Enzo. How d’you do

  that?’




  Giuli saw him relax, just fractionally, but she stayed tense. She wanted to ask him about Flavia and Niccolò Rosselli, together for ever. Had he seen any cracks? Together since they were

  at school, surely there must have been stress points? But she couldn’t ask him, not now he’d wound down.




  ‘So he thinks it’s something to do with the baby,’ said Enzo, frowning down at his plate as he diligently dissected his scaloppine.




  ‘Flavia was treated at the Women’s Centre, as a matter of fact,’ Giuli said as lightly as she could. ‘I’ll see if I can find out who did the post-natal care

  tomorrow, maybe. It could be she’s stressed out, you know? It’s so common, women often run home to their mothers when a baby’s born. Rows about who bathes the baby, who gets up at

  night, all those hormones.’




  Giuli heard the soothing note in her own voice, the there’s nothing to worry about note that was particularly important when there was, in fact, something to worry about.




  Head still bowed over his food, Enzo nodded. He wasn’t stupid. ‘She doesn’t have a mother,’ he said. ‘Flavia doesn’t.’ He looked up, chewing

  methodically, his homely, thoughtful face completely absorbed in the problem. ‘Nor a father either, long dead, cancer. Niccolò’s all she’s got.’




  He knows a lot about them, Giuli registered. ‘How did you first meet them?’ she said, surprised that she hadn’t asked before.




  ‘Oh, I was twenty-five or so.’ Enzo applied himself to another forkful, still worrying diligently at the problem. ‘They led a sit-in. The first Gulf War, ninety-whatever. We

  got a group visit to the army barracks in Piazza San Marco when they opened it to the public and then refused to leave.’




  The first Gulf War. Giuli had hardly been aware of it, as she’d been out of her head from the late-eighties on. Only realized the first war had happened when the second one came along. She

  felt an uncharacteristic flush of shame: Giuli was not given to regretting her past; it only led to relapses. But the truth was, sometimes you did have to wish things had been different. She might

  have met Enzo then. They might have had – time. Stop, she thought. You don’t know. You can’t change it.




  So Flavia had no parents? Giuli should have known that, somehow. The woman used to come on her own to her Centre visits, scans and all. Not that that was anything unusual for the Centre, whereas

  in those private clinics or in the big modern hospitals there’d be four or five family members to most mothers-to-be, hovering over the technician, cadging extra scan photos. Giuli could just

  see her now, waiting patiently on the hard plastic chairs among the chaos and the other women and their badly behaved toddlers – the bad-tempered, resentful, unhappy, desperate women. Why

  hadn’t Niccolò come? It seemed obvious; he wasn’t a man for sentiment, she wouldn’t have wanted to seem needy.




  If it were me. If I were pregnant – the thought sprang, unwelcome, into Giuli’s head because after the life she’d had, the age she’d reached, it just wasn’t

  going to happen – if I were pregnant I’d want Enzo there. Enzo would be there come hell or high water. And he wasn’t a man for sentiment, either. Having allowed that

  observation in, as it was relevant, as it seemed significant, Guili shoved the whole scenario out of her mind. I’m not going to be pregnant.




  ‘Delicious,’ she said, cutting up the food on her plate into smaller and smaller pieces. It might as well have been cardboard, now, as she put it in her mouth. Enzo put the salad on

  the table, looking at her from under a worried frown. Beside it he set the cruet with oil and vinegar and salt and pepper. Throughout her childhood Giuli had only ever seen such a thing through the

  window of a restaurant. The surfaces of her mother’s angolo cottura in the two-room walk-up off the Via Senese had been strewn with things that did not belong in a kitchen, and almost

  nothing that did.




  No mother to run to for Flavia, just like Giuli. So where would she go? And at the memory of that patient figure sitting alone in the corridor waiting for her appointment, Giuli felt something,

  a chill, a darkness, move more assertively into the bright little room with them. It was something that sat in corners just out of sight and waited for her to turn and look at it.




  But Giuli didn’t turn: she finished her chicken, she finished her salad. She cleaned her plate.




  ‘How long has she been gone?’ Enzo asked, setting his knife and fork side by side. They faced each other over the empty plates. ‘Flavia? When did she –

  disappear?’




  ‘The mother – Rosselli’s mother – said three days ago. Sunday morning he got up when he heard the baby crying, at seven. . . seven-thirty and she was gone. No note.

  Nothing.’




  ‘Nothing,’ Enzo repeated, looking around the room as if to reassure himself of something, that everything was still in place. The place in the bed would have been empty when

  Niccolò Rosselli had woken up. He would have assumed his wife was in the bathroom, the kitchen. He would have walked around the apartment holding the crying baby. And then what?




  Where would Flavia go, if there were no mother to take her in? But when Giuli opened her mouth that wasn’t what she said.




  ‘Flavia will turn up,’ she said to Enzo, wanting it to be all right. And when he looked back at her at last, reaching for her cleaned plate, she knew that he knew, that they both

  knew, that it would not be all right at all.




  *




  In his sitting room as it grew dark and the only light came from the flickering television, showing the late news, Pietro Cavallaro leaned forwards on the sofa with the remote

  control clenched in his hand. He wasn’t moving, nor was he really taking in what was happening on the screen. A demonstration in Naples gave way to scenes from a suburban development on the

  edge of Rome, a brothel where government ministers had been secretly filmed. His grip tightened on the remote.




  In the kitchen Gloria was hovering, pacing anxiously from stove to sink to refrigerator, unable to think about what she was doing. Making coffee: the little machine on the stove began to bubble

  and the familiar, comforting smell filled the room. Mechanically she took down the cups, the sugar, the coffee spoons.




  It wasn’t that Chiara would be there every evening drinking coffee with them in front of the weather report anyway. More often than not there would only be two cups on the little tray;

  she’d be out having ice cream with her friends, maybe at a club or a bar at weekends, maybe – lately – a university gathering, a political meeting. The details volunteered had

  become hazier. Gloria set the tray down, glanced at Pietro then at the lamps, decided not to switch on the light. She didn’t want to see the fear and anger and confusion on his face: it was

  enough to see as much of the set of his pale features as the light of the television allowed her.




  Had it been down to work, to distraction? Had Pietro been too busy with whatever his latest investigation was, taking him out of the house two evenings a week, to talk to their daughter?




  He’d got home from work halfway through Chiara’s packing: she’d been coming out of her bedroom with a holdall, in the middle of asking Gloria, too politely, if she could borrow

  it. There’d been a stand-off, Chiara falling silent mid-sentence, Pietro staring with mute, pointless rage from the bag in her hand to the bed behind her, piled with CDs and clothes and stuff

  from the dressing table they’d bought for her fifth birthday. Nobody told me, Gloria had wanted to cry, this is what you get when you only have one child. Half an hour’s packing and

  your house is suddenly empty. And Luisa trying to take back what she’d said, They have to leave sometime.




  But did it have to be like this?




  ‘You won’t tell us where you’re going?’ Pietro had said, as Chiara had turned back and silently begun to fill the bag from the heap on the bed.




  ‘Babbo,’ she had muttered, and Gloria had heard the anguish in her voice. ‘Of course I’ll tell you. Just – look, I need to get settled in, to be sure it’s

  going to work. I don’t want you turning up and shouting.’ Crushing things heedlessly into the holdall, when she used to be such a careful child. Folding and wrapping and ordering, every

  time they went on holiday, socks rolled up in pairs, larger garments in tissue paper. Zipping it up and stepping around her father in the doorway, setting the bag next to her wheeled suitcase by

  the front door.




  ‘You’re not – you’re staying in the city?’ Pietro had muttered, humbling himself. ‘You’re not going far?’




  ‘Dad,’ she said again, impatient – but affectionate too, Gloria told herself, surely affectionate too? ‘I’m enrolled at the university, remember? I’m not

  going far. I’ll – I’ll be in touch. I will.’




  Had there been something evasive in the way she’d said that? They’d both heard it. And the way she’d slid out through the door, leaving them staring at it as it closed, Gloria

  trying not to cry, Pietro with both fists clenched in frustrated fury, listening to her footsteps on the stairs.




  They hadn’t even asked, until it was too late, how are you getting there? Wherever there was. Just stood unable to talk to each other until suddenly Pietro had said, ‘Did she

  go on the bus, or what? How did she come? She’ll never get that stuff on the motorino.’




  They’d bought her the scooter for her eighteenth, because she’d begged. And because they could trust her, she was a careful girl. Risk-averse, they’d trained her that way,

  sensible, orderly, intelligent – until now. But she couldn’t have got the suitcase on the motorino. Pietro had started away from Gloria then, in the hall, ran in awkward haste

  through into the sitting room and flung open the long windows that opened on to the busy street over a small stone balcony. They never opened those windows, for some reason, though the view was

  nice. Incongruously, following in Pietro’s angry wake, Gloria found herself noticing as the warm air came in, smelling of some flower, that it was a lovely evening. He hurled himself at the

  balcony and for a moment she was seized with terror of what he might do. But he was only looking down into the street.




  ‘He must have brought her,’ Pietro muttered, raging over the low parapet. ‘Damn it. He was probably outside all along. When I came in the front door, he was probably waiting.

  Bastard, bastard! What kind of man doesn’t make himself known to a girl’s father? What kind of world—’ He looked down then, at Gloria’s restraining hand on his arm,

  and reared his head away in a kind of agony, she could tell, at women, women who didn’t understand, and why did one have to explain everything to them?




  He’d never been like this before. Throughout all their marriage, Pietro had been kind and mild and thoughtful and patient. Old-fashioned? Gloria knew this was what Chiara had come to

  think, she had read it in her daughter’s face. Silly old dad, who doesn’t know. But old-fashioned seemed to Gloria now only to mean experienced, sensible, cautious, all

  they had wanted to pass on to Chiara, the qualities she had seemed to possess in admirable abundance – until now.




  Timidly Gloria pushed the coffee towards Pietro in the darkened room. Were they simply over-reacting? She wished it to be true. Why didn’t the man come up, whoever he was? Why could he not

  come up, so they’d know at least what he looked like, they could judge him? Would they have always found him wanting, irrespective of his intelligence, good family, anything? Was that what

  Chiara felt? Was that why she didn’t allow him up for inspection? It was what she’d said. Over-reacting? Deep down, what Gloria thought was the same as Pietro. A decent man would have

  insisted he meet the girl’s parents.




  ‘You told Sandro.’ The words were spoken flatly, without hope.




  ‘I told Luisa,’ said Gloria. ‘I knew she’d talk to him about it. Yes.’




  And Pietro put his hands up to his face, the remote control still held tight in his fist and crushed against one ear. ‘My little girl,’ he said.




  They sat there a long time without talking. Outside it grew dark.










  Chapter Seven




  THE SHARP, CLEAN EARLY sun slanted through the great circular window on the Stella

  Maris’s first-floor landing, casting a golden disc on the door of number five. It was early to be doing the rooms – eight-thirty – but the hotel had only four guests remaining and

  three of them had been in the dining room by seven o’clock sharp.




  Vesna didn’t need to be doing number five. She’d done the others already, but as she’d finished up in number nine, the third-floor room immediately above, and had paused,

  mid-hum, as she made a last pass with her glasscloth over the bathroom mirror and listened to the near-perfect silence, something had chilled her. Vesna was neither prone to the sixth sense nor a

  believer in it but she’d had a grandmother who read the Tarot and could feel disaster coming. Had known, for example, when her youngest son, Vesna’s uncle Maciej, was no more than

  fifteen minutes late for Sunday dinner that he was dead under his motorbike beside a motorway bridge. They’d all known he was reckless, and motorbikes weren’t safe and the bridge was

  the least safe part of the journey, that was how they’d explained it to themselves. But the fact remained: I saw it, her grandmother had said. The wheels spinning.




  ‘Hello?’ Hesitantly Vesna rattled the doorknob, the morning sun on her back. A sweat broke under her arms in the heat. ‘Signora?’ She couldn’t even remember the

  woman’s name. Had they bothered with the passport? She thought not: it came to her by the same gift of – what? Foresight, hindsight, or just call it intuition – that this woman

  hadn’t used her real name, anyway. This woman was not on a late holiday, recharging the batteries with a few days by the sea. She hadn’t been out of her room since Monday.




  Louder, Vesna called again, rattled harder. From downstairs she heard Calzaghe’s voice raised in disgruntlement. What on earth are you up to?




  Vesna felt in her pocket for the pass key. One last time she called, pleading now. ‘Signora.’ She fitted the key in the lock, and the light flooded in from behind her.




  *




  Parked in the mild early morning outside the anonymous apartment block to the north of the city, it took Sandro less than an hour’s surveillance to conclude that, for

  once, he was right and Luisa was wrong. At least about post-traumatic stress, and in this specific instance.




  Of course, he’d have to come back, he’d have to have something to put down on paper, but he’d seen the man’s face, while he was coming out on to his concrete balcony and

  lighting a cigarette, and that had been enough. Sandro, never usually satisfied, might almost have been pleased with himself, only it wasn’t that kind of outcome.




  And it was mostly down to luck. He’d arrived at eight in the battered Fiat, dusty with fallen leaves and sticky with whatever lime trees gave off, had stepped out of it just as a young

  woman was leaving the apartment block, jaunty with her new autumn wardrobe and a job to go to, scooter helmet hanging from her braceleted wrist. She had been in a good mood, or pitied the state of

  his car, or Sandro must have chosen the right form of words when he approached her or had the right expression on his face, because she dimpled back at him obligingly, and answered willingly.




  ‘Yeah, poor guy,’ she’d said, lowering her voice, transferring the scooter helmet to her other hand while she got out her keys. ‘Up there.’ And she’d

  indicated the balcony on the first floor. ‘It really did do something weird to him, you know? Not that I knew him well. But they row, him and his wife, and they never did before. I thought I

  heard him crying once.’ And she stared briefly into Sandro’s face at the uncomfortable thought of that, a middle-aged man crying, before briskly turning on her heel.




  He’d climbed back into the car, pausing briefly to register that it could go either way, this benign neglect of his vehicle: either it was so filthy it had become invisible and therefore

  perfect for surveillance, or else someone would register a complaint about it.




  Window wound down, he had sat back in the driving seat and looked up. A middle-aged man crying: to Sandro it seemed the most unsurprising thing in the world. Failure, disappointment, age,

  boredom: never mind trauma. Plenty to cry about, even if he’d never done so himself, trained out of it in the pointlessly busy corridors of the police station, just fill in another form

  instead. And then the man had come out on to the balcony, a woman’s voice calling querulously from behind him. He’d patted the pocket of his dressing gown and got out the almost empty

  pack of cigarettes, leaned heavily on the parapet and lit up. His face as fallen as a bloodhound’s, unshaven, the man would have been looking straight into Sandro’s face that was

  staring back at him from the car’s open window, if he hadn’t been so utterly unfocused, so completely lost to the world around him.




  How could it do that to you? The woman had died two cars behind him – not even his fault, or had it been? Sandro had got out the file, and looked at the details of the accident again. He

  studied the traffic-analysis diagrams: a familiar enough story. Witnesses: police had been quick on the scene and they’d managed to get a few statements. The claimant had braked late and hard

  when a car had hit the crash barrier in front of him, and the car behind had gone into him and the one behind that had been crushed by a truck, a big shunt. Tricky to disentangle who’d been

  at fault: the coroner’s court certainly hadn’t managed it.




  But the man would have lain in bed afterwards trying to sleep with the details of the dead woman’s family circling in his head, their faces in the paper, at the inquest, the schools her

  children attended, her colleagues at the travel agency where she’d worked. He would have gone over what he had done, what he had seen, how it had felt as the first car impacted. What he might

  have done differently.




  Up on the balcony, the man lit another cigarette from the stub of the first. Sandro put the files away and started the engine: two storeys up, the man didn’t register any of it, continued

  smoking with a hand whose tremor was visible even from the pavement below.




  The wife would have made him claim, or some lawyer friend, thinking they were helping.




  Indicating carefully, Sandro drew on to the expressway that would lead him to the Viadotto dell’Indiano, and back south to the Oltrarno.




  Some people were able to sidestep a death as if with a practised movement – nothing to do with them, they were alive. But for most it stood in their path a long time, like a beggar with

  his hand out. And when they managed to edge past death, even if they never turned around they knew that it would still be there, watching.




  The trees below the old flyover were still green but turning just slightly seedier, the bamboo and rushes along the Arno still flattened after a late-August storm. They’d experienced the

  same storm in Castiglioncello, at the seaside: he and Luisa had holed up in the old lady’s musty front room among her heavy old Mussolini-era furniture and watched the wind whip the bright

  sea into a grey lather.




  Sandro’s phone rang and he answered, tucking it under his chin as he negotiated his descent from the viaduct.




  ‘I’m taking her out.’ It was Luisa’s voice. ‘Maria Rosselli. I told her you should talk to her son alone, and would she come and have coffee with me? He’s

  expecting you at eleven.’




  His head still filled with the insurance claimant’s hopeless face and the memory of the seaside storm they’d watched in silence, Sandro took a moment to make sense of what Luisa was

  saying. Eleven: he could just fit in a half-hour with the colonel first. ‘Yes,’ he said, swinging on to the roundabout and the four lanes that would lead him through the Isolotto and to

  the bridge leading north across the river.




  It clamoured at him: fit it all in. ‘Thanks – I—’ He shifted the phone. Ridiculous, he thought, sliding between lanes, grappling for the gearstick as another car cut

  across him, horn blaring. The phone fell to the floor of the car, Sandro pulled in to the side of the road and felt his heart pounding. Luisa’s voice squawked up at him from the footwell. A

  mixer truck thundered past, jolting deafeningly in a pothole.




  Breathe. Sandro leaned down and picked up the phone. An ominous silence.




  ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was driving.’




  Luisa exhaled, but still said nothing; I’ve told you over and over, switch it off when you get in the car. ‘I’m parked up now,’ he offered. Still silence.




  He was on the edge of the Isolotto, a green residential rectangle between the Via Pisana and the Arno. It was a quiet, respectable neighbourhood. He had parked in the lee of a big development of

  apartment buildings, a row of shops set in below the living accommodation, bakery, laundry, electrical supplies. Nothing more innocuous, but after his slide across the traffic and Luisa’s

  grim silence, he felt jittery, ill-at-ease: the big trees between the apartment blocks, the balcony screens and expensive shutters could be hiding anything. Strung-out trauma cases like the one

  he’d seen this morning, for example.




  ‘I went up to check on the insurance claimant,’ he ventured.




  ‘Yes?’ said Luisa tersely, unwilling to let him off the hook.




  ‘Useful,’ he said, figuring now was not the time to tell her she’d been wrong about him. As if there was ever a right time for that conversation with Luisa. ‘I saw the

  guy, and a neighbour. It’s a start anyway.’ He breathed out. ‘Thanks for calling the old lady. That’s going to make things an awful lot easier.’




  They hadn’t even discussed it this morning, he and Luisa. But she was someone who always liked to have things straight in her head, to get right to the point. If something needed doing,

  then don’t talk about it, just do it.




  It had been a fretful night for both of them. Sandro had lain awake a long time: beside him he’d heard Luisa turning over, and back, and back again. Pietro, of course, had been foremost in

  Sandro’s mind, and never mind the Rossellis or the post-traumatic stress case.




  ‘Should I call Pietro?’ he’d asked Luisa anxiously as they’d left the restaurant, brushing through the demonstrators and paying them no attention now. ‘What

  d’you think?’




  ‘He’s your friend,’ Luisa had said. ‘Don’t ask me.’ Then she relented. ‘Leave it for tonight,’ she’d said. ‘It might blow over. They

  might have met the boyfriend, Chiara might have changed her mind about moving out – just leave it a night.’




  As a result breakfast had been a hurried, silent affair, both of them preoccupied. They hadn’t even bothered to turn the light on in the kitchen but had each drunk a cup of coffee hastily

  in the early-morning gloom and then Sandro had left.




  ‘And Giuli called,’ Luisa said now. Outside the car window a woman was arriving to open up the laundry: as Sandro watched she pulled up the shutters with a loud rattle.

  ‘Lavanderia Verna’, read the sign. ‘Right,’ he said.




  ‘She’s in the Women’s Centre this morning anyway, she said, and she’ll ask around. About Flavia – Rosselli’s wife. About the post-natal care.’




  There was something in her voice, or perhaps in the abruptness with which she fell silent, that stopped them both. A woman had disappeared, leaving her baby behind, and now they all circled

  anxiously, each with their separate reasons for wanting her back. The husband, pacing his apartment with a crying baby, Giuli, who would probably never have a child, he and Luisa, who’d had

  one and lost her. Come back, Sandro heard the words in his own head. Come back and everything will be fine, the world will settle back on its axis, the child will stop crying.




  And if she didn’t come back?




  *




  Shouldering her way through the swing doors of the Women’s Centre at eight-thirty, Giuli’s heart sank. You couldn’t even see the reception desk for the rabble

  – queue was too orderly a word for it – that had already clustered around the sign informing them to take a ticket, sit and wait their turn, to leave dogs outside, not to eat or drink

  or use mobile phones in the lobby. Giuli could see at least one dog.




  Three generations of a Roma family, with a girl who looked to be about eleven and was visibly pregnant, were hanging off the desk itself, claiming their place in the queue. They were talking

  fiercely amongst themselves in their language, of which Giuli didn’t understand more than a word or two, and she couldn’t tell if they were having a furious argument or this was just

  normal. Behind them an overweight, defeated-looking woman leaned on a vast all-terrain buggy so dirty it might have come out of a skip and probably had, with a grubby baby in it, eating a doughnut,

  and a toddler hanging off either side. Backed up against the wall, a skinny girl who looked like she’d been crying was standing next to an acne-scarred boy, moving from one foot to another as

  if desperate to run, anywhere but here. Just when I need the place to be quiet, thought Giuli. More chaotic, noisier, more hopeless than ever.




  As she edged past the buggy, the baby threw the doughnut on the floor and began to scream and thrash about. Sighing, Giuli lifted the hatch that allowed her behind the reception desk, and became

  officially responsible.




  They all began to jabber at once, the Roma family crushing themselves against the counter and reaching out their hands to her.




  ‘Right,’ she said, one arm still in her jacket, the other tapping on the computer keyboard to boot up the system. ‘Who’s first?’




  It turned out that the young gypsy girl was thirteen not eleven, and not only pregnant but in early labour. The woman with the buggy wanted surgical sterilization and was pregnant again;

  the skinny girl had symptomatic gonorrhea but her boyfriend didn’t. Yet. It took Giuli forty-five minutes to process them and by that time there were others. And then miraculously, abruptly

  and certainly very temporarily, the reception area was empty, only the lingering smell of dirty nappies and unwashed clothes in the overheated air.




  The noise, however, had merely moved on further inside the old building, where the patients were dispersed among the various clinics: contraception, STD, maternity. The Roma girl had gone in an

  ambulance to the Meyer – the children’s hospital, the mother-to-be being still a child herself.




  Peering through the glass doors that led out on to the dusty trees and swings of the Piazza Tasso and seeing the outside world bright and for the moment empty of new customers, Giuli lifted the

  counter hatch and came out. As she did so, little Maria the cleaner came around the corner, leaning on her wide soft broom to push it ahead of her. Maria looked ancient – she had only two

  remaining teeth and was as wrinkled as a walnut – but she spent all day in motion and had all her marbles, even if you couldn’t always understand what she was saying. No one knew how

  old she actually was.




  ‘Can you watch the desk for me a minute, Maria?’ asked Giuli. The cleaner set her hands one on top of the other on the broomhandle’s end and considered, head cocked like a

  little bright-eyed bird. ‘Just a minute, honest? I’ll hear if the door goes.’ Then Maria nodded, face creasing briefly in her guarded version of a smile. And Giuli flew, skidding

  down the red-tiled corridor.




  The Women’s Centre was in an old convent that had also served as a foundling hospital, and the corridors were whitewashed with niches for the tondi, little round plaster

  representations of the Holy Child, swaddled, with his arms held out, on a blue background. The obstetrics clinic – two consulting rooms with one harassed doctor between them and a rota of

  midwives – was the quietest part of the Women’s Centre. By the time a mother was decided upon having a baby, it seemed, the fight went out of her. Some of them were even happy. But not

  many: most of the pregnant women who came to the Centre ‘pursued other options’.




  One consulting room was empty of patients or professionals, and the door stood open; the neighbouring one was in use. Damn, thought Giuli, sitting down abruptly on a flimsy plastic chair and

  beginning to fidget. From behind the door she could hear Farmiga’s voice. A tough, bullying woman. Good-looking, but if you looked closely it was all painted on, and her eyes were hard and

  she seemed to have only contempt for her colleagues and patients alike: the latter would emerge looking whipped and scurry away, never to return. ‘Good riddance’, was all Farmiga would

  say, loudly, as she changed into her high heels at the end of the day. As if saving the state money was her only priority. She’d voted for Berlusconi.




  Fortunately, the midwives dealt with most of the care. Where were they? Giuli didn’t know who was on duty today as they’d already got in by the time she arrived, and she didn’t

  know which of them had seen Flavia either. Or if they’d agree to talk to her. The door to the washroom opened.




  Clelia Schmidt. The German, or half-German, midwife: she’d been here a year. She was quiet and modest, and as a result Giuli didn’t know her well. Plus she had the mild, unmade-up

  face and braided hair of the idealistic, the back-to-nature, alternative-lifestyle sort of person for whom Giuli had never had any time. She got to her feet hesitantly.




  ‘Um, Clelia,’ she began, glancing back over her shoulder in the direction of the reception area. ‘Miss Schmidt?’




  Standing in the corridor in her green scrubs, Clelia looked at Giuli with mild enquiry, then held out one arm towards the open consulting room. It was only when they were inside and the door

  closed, the midwife seated at the desk in front of a computer, that Giuli understood Clelia thought it was herself she’d be talking about; that she, Giuli, had some personal obstetric

  emergency. The realization made her jittery, and it took her a while to explain herself.




  ‘Ah,’ said Clelia, frowning, when eventually the question was asked. Giuli, perched on the narrow vinyl bed, leaned forwards attentively. ‘Actually, yes,’ Clelia said,

  ‘I dealt a great deal with Flavia, I signed off the post-natal care last week. But I’m not sure if I’m even supposed to tell you that.’




  Her Italian was exceptionally good, with barely a trace of an accent, but Giuli could have wished – fervently – for a fellow Italian, who would be more likely to bend the rules, and

  to understand the situation for what it was. Or would they? Giuli didn’t even know if she understood the situation herself. Would she want other people to know things she’d said, hoped,

  regretted, imagined – or even done – to professionals? There had been plenty of professionals at the rehab centre when she’d been on her way out of prison to the outside world

  – shrinks of one kind or another, nurses, doctors, social workers – and it had taken a lot for her to speak to them at all. She took a deep breath.




  ‘I know,’ she said, ‘I don’t understand the rights and wrongs of it myself, Clelia.’




  Far off through the bowels of the building she heard the mechanical squeal that indicated someone had come in at the front door.




  Ignoring the sound, Giuli went on. ‘I know there has to be trust in the system, or it fails. I don’t want to breach the trust – I work here too, after all – but

  Flavia’s disappeared. She left the baby behind and disappeared, and we need to find her.’




  The fair, kindly, unadorned face gazed back at her, with dawning horror.




  ‘There’s something, isn’t there?’ said Giuli. ‘She wasn’t well, was she?’




  As if mesmerized, Clelia Schmidt moved her head, indicating no, as though if she didn’t actually say the words, she could not be held responsible. Giuli slid from the high narrow couch and

  stood stiffly close to Clelia Schmidt, hands behind her back. ‘It’s a difficult time for mothers, everyone knows that. But was there anything in particular in Flavia’s case? There

  was, wasn’t there? Something more dangerous than the hormones and all that?’ The midwife’s distress deepened visibly.




  ‘I don’t know why you are saying these things,’ she said, shaking her head furiously. ‘The hormones are dangerous enough.’




  ‘So she was finding it hard?’ Giuli tried to keep the sense of urgency she felt out of her voice, heard herself sounding earnest.




  Clelia Schmidt’s hands fiddled with nothing in her lap. ‘I was not her only caregiver,’ she said, and looked towards the cloister, out of the window, as if someone there might

  rescue her.




  ‘But you formed a relationship with her? As midwives do.’ Giuli knew this: it was part of their charter, to support women in childbirth and afterwards, the continuity of care, or

  something. The midwife bobbed her head reluctantly. ‘The hormones,’ prompted Giuli. ‘I mean, generally, can you tell me? The effect on them of giving birth.’




  With half an ear she was listening out, now, for old Maria shuffling down the corridor to fetch her, but so far nothing. She leaned forward, attentive.




  ‘If we are speaking generally.’ The midwife seemed to relax, frowning, unfocused, at her computer screen. ‘There are certain conditions that can be brought on by the trauma of

  birth, by unregulated hormones and chemicals in the body, and by the emotional upheaval of birth.’ She was warming to her subject now, almost eager. ‘In some women – abused women,

  and we do see them here – the physical act of giving birth can—’ And she stopped short, staring at Giuli and stuttering, ‘Not that – not that I’m saying Flavia

  was – no, no—’




  Damn, thought Giuli, composing her expression. ‘Of course not,’ she said, calmly. ‘You’re talking generally.’ Clelia Schmidt looked desperate. ‘Really. Please

  go on.’




  ‘The conditions that may be brought on by the birth are first, and most commonly, post-natal depression.’ She spoke as though reciting from a textbook. ‘This can be hard to

  detect. New mothers are aware that they are supposed to be happy and they feel ashamed when they are not, so they pretend. There are specific questions we can ask, but they are not always useful.

  Intelligent women in particular—’ And the midwife stopped again.




  The one thing everyone knew about Flavia Matteo was that she was an intelligent woman. A degree in one thing, a master’s in another, a doctorate in something else. What other kind of woman

  would Niccolò Rosselli have wanted? But Giuli smiled blandly as if she hadn’t made the connection and Clelia went on doggedly.




  ‘Then there is post-partum psychosis,’ she said, raising her eyes to meet Giuli’s. ‘Much rarer, more – well, I don’t know if it is more serious. Post-natal

  depression can have very serious consequences. But more extreme. Mood swings, delusions, violence. . . ’




  ‘Violence,’ said Giuli. Holding her gaze, Clelia nodded. ‘Towards – others?’




  ‘Often in psychosis,’ the midwife replied steadily. ‘In the deluded state the violence is employed against others.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘Such as the child,’ said the midwife, holding her gaze. ‘Most often, the child.’




  Giuli said nothing.




  ‘Flavia left her child behind, you said.’




  So we’re not really talking generally any more, thought Giuli, are we?




  ‘She did,’ was all she answered. But Flavia might have left the child behind to prevent herself from harming it.




  ‘I’m sure she wasn’t psychotic,’ blurted Clelia Schmidt, as though she’d read Giuli’s thoughts. Then she would say that, wouldn’t she? She

  wouldn’t want to admit she hadn’t detected it – but midwives weren’t psychiatrists. Detecting mania seemed to Giuli to be quite a responsibility.




  ‘What about depression?’ she said gently. ‘I mean, the behaviour pattern, speaking generally. Those serious consequences you were talking about.’




  Clelia looked at her, her expression taut and anxious. ‘Any kind of depression can lead to family breakdown,’ she said. ‘Insomnia, inability to communicate, hopelessness,

  apathy, anxiety, panic attacks. And the failure to bond,’ her frown deepened, ‘can be very serious for the child and the mother, can lead to lasting psychological problems for both. And

  of course where in psychosis the violence may be directed outwards. . . ’ Here she stopped.




  Depressives killed themselves.




  And Giuli heard her name, called down the corridors from the outside world. ‘Sarto?’ Maria’s croak. ‘Signorina Sarto?’ A man’s voice further off, hectoring.

  Sounded like a wife-batterer, come for his woman: it wasn’t uncommon.




  ‘Look,’ she said gently to Clelia Schmidt, ‘you’ve been a great help. I know how things are. But if you could talk to your colleagues. If there’s anything

  more—’




  ‘She might have been depressive, yes,’ the midwife said urgently, head bowed over her desk so she need not meet Giuli’s eye. ‘I watched her closely. She was anxious, yes.

  She was trying so hard – I didn’t want to demoralize her. I should have – should have done more.’




  ‘You’re doing plenty,’ said Giuli, her hand on the doorknob. ‘We still don’t know for sure.’




  There was a rap. ‘Signorina Sarto?’ Maria must have heard her voice through the door.




  ‘Coming,’ called Giuli. And as she turned back she saw Clelia Schmidt’s eyes fixed on her, as if she represented hope. Don’t, she said in her head. Don’t look at me

  like that.










  Chapter Eight




  VESNA, WHO NEVER CRIED, found that she wanted to cry. Standing beside her outside the

  hotel, among the magnolia and laurels, Calzaghe had his greasy hand on her shoulder, not so much to comfort as to detain her; she knew that he was thinking about the effect this would have on

  business and how he could thrust Vesna ahead of him into the scandal of it. She pulled away.




  Calzaghe turned at a sound, lifting his big head like a jowly dog scenting the air. It was the ambulance siren at last, coming closer but not quickly, not hurrying. It was, after all, too late

  for that. In a part of her brain Vesna knew that she should change. Her maid’s uniform was soaked, even her hair was dripping wet; she shivered suddenly. Was this shock? She felt numb, she

  wanted to cry but she could not. She remembered the dripping deadweight in her arms, slipping through them, impossibly heavy.




  With her hand on the door, even before it opened, Vesna had known. The cool, moist air, the sudden sensation of emptiness like a kind of dying exhalation. The shushing draft from the open

  window, the neatly made bed; and the drip of a tap in the bathroom, splashing into a full tub. Vesna had set down the plastic basket in which she carried her spray detergent and her glasscloths and

  her duster on the floor by the door: it was still there to trip her up when – was it five, ten minutes later? – she ran – ran – dripping into the hall to shout.

  ‘Ambulance. Call an ambulance.’ And Calzaghe’s fat ugly face, rough with white stubble, scowling at her furiously up the stairwell.




  She hadn’t looked for a note. Everything had seemed so orderly, so composed. The woman in number five had made the bed and packed her small bag. Or perhaps she had never slept? Perhaps she

  had never unpacked? She had looked out on to the distant sliver of sea from her balcony, she had at least done that, opened the windows and walked out into the air, looked at the world. Oh,

  God, thought Vesna as another shiver overtook her. On the gravel of the drive Calzaghe took a step away from her, as if shock might be contagious.




  Must I go back up there? thought the maid with horror. To look for the note or the – the weapon, or the passport, to examine the bed to see if she’d slept there?




  ‘We don’t even know who she was,’ she murmured, and Calzaghe turned to her.




  ‘What?’ He spoke sharply.




  ‘I – well, she gave a name, in the register.’ Vesna couldn’t remember if she’d even looked at it, her mind a blank. ‘But I hadn’t got around to taking

  her ID,’ she mumbled, knowing she might as well take the blame now, it would come her way sooner or later. He glared at her and she took some satisfaction from the fact that the police would

  hold him responsible, ultimately. His hotel: she was just the Eastern European help. Calzaghe didn’t even know which country she came from, but she was legal.




  The police. And they’d want to know when the woman died, wouldn’t they? When she’d done it. And Vesna wouldn’t be able to tell them. How long the thing had been there,

  and they going about their small business, the breakfasts and the laundry and the drying out of guest soaps.




  She had walked towards the bathroom quickly, crossing the large bedroom, looking around, slowing unconsciously as she approached the door of the en suite. One of the earliest en-suite bathrooms,

  Art Deco, was how she’d been told to introduce it to guests who might be more familiar with shiny modern chrome and glass. ‘No shower?’ some of them would say incredulously,

  looking around at the original fittings, the cream rectangular tiles with black border, then down at the vast, yellowing marble tub.




  The tub was in fact so big that she had fitted inside it, full length, like a child’s drawing of a woman. A woman underwater. A woman whose legs were too thin, though her stomach was

  softish, very pale skin with a dark line running up it. Vesna knew what that was: the linea nigra. The toes turned in, the dark red hair floating out around her head in water stained pink,

  the hands palm up and the wounds across the wrists frilled and blanched from immersion. The woman in number five, lying dead in the bath, was wearing her underwear.




  Taking it all in – the sink, the toothbrush, the chemist’s paper folded, the open packet, the white palm of the woman’s hand marked like a schoolchild’s – Vesna

  wondered if she would ever be able to erase it now, like the pink stain to the tub. How would you go about cleaning blood from marble? And then with that thought in her head she had dashed for the

  bath, plunged her arms in and grappled for the body – the woman – felt her bob and slip under her hands, grabbed and pulled and hauled until the woman’s weight shifted abruptly,

  up and flopping across the bath’s edge and on top of Vesna. She still felt the spongy flesh between her fingers.




  ‘I’m going to be sick,’ she said to Calzaghe, turned aside and vomited into the laurels, just as the ambulance pulled up at the rusting gate.




  ‘For the love of God,’ he said with disgust. ‘Jesus.’




  And, head down between her knees, the sour smell of her own stomach contents in her nostrils and something wet on her cheek, Vesna felt a different hand on her shoulder, a gentle touch.




  There’s a baby, she thought, head down. The linea nigra means a baby. Where’s her baby?




  ‘All right, kid,’ a woman’s gruff, comforting voice said. Still crouched Vesna turned her head just a little and saw the sleeve of a paramedic’s uniform.

  ‘It’s all right now, sweetheart.’ And Vesna put her own hand to her cheek and found that she really was crying.




  *




  Damn, damn. Parking up illegally behind the Botanic Gardens, Sandro was late, and sweating like a menopausal woman. What was he even doing here, now they knew it was. . . ?

  Well, domestic. Messy, miserable, relationship stuff, no conspiracy after all. Sandro couldn’t have said, except there’d been something about the soldiers last night that had interested

  him. And maybe after all he was trying to wrest it back, to prove to the monstrous Maria Rosselli that there might be bigger forces at work here.




  Opposite the army barracks he passed an old-fashioned bar, and glanced up at the original signage in tarnished gilt; the Bar dell’Orto was just the kind of place that would have tempted

  him in if he’d had time or excuse. Standing in the window a lad in camouflage fatigues, raising a glass to his lips with a tattooed hand, gave him a look; a couple of men in the dark berets

  and sand-coloured uniform of the higher ranks watched the new arrival curiously. Ten-past ten, and he had to be back down in Santo Spirito by eleven.




  And when you were pushed for time, everything else slowed down. Somewhere in the bowels of the ancient shabby building, someone took an age to respond to the intercom that Sandro pressed

  repeatedly. The vast heavy doors took an impossible time to open electronically and then, once he’d found his way inside the converted convent that housed the logistics unit, to the gloomy

  little reception area, he encountered only obstructiveness. An attitude so guarded and obtuse it amounted to naked hostility.




  It was the thing he hated more than any other. Having himself been a part of an organization like this, Sandro knew the mentality: keep close, give nothing away. And now he was on the wrong side

  of the glass screen, it made him want to commit murder.




  A male and a female soldier in camouflage fatigues behind the armoured glass – who were they afraid of? A new Red Brigade targeting a sub-section of the administration of the smallest

  standing army in Europe? – went on chatting for a good two minutes before the seated man turned and eyed Sandro.




  ‘Yes?’ He was about thirty-five and exceptionally good-looking, which for some reason annoyed Sandro even further. That and the fatigues, irresistible to women, no doubt. A certain

  kind of woman, anyway: he tried to picture the expression on Luisa’s face if she saw the man. A name displayed on the desk – in a concession to the age of openness and accountability

  – read Canova. In theory Sandro could complain about his rudeness. Practice was a different matter.




  Sandro didn’t even know if it was worth opening his mouth. Why hadn’t he taken the colonel’s name?




  ‘I spoke to one of your officers last night,’ he said, without much hope. ‘This is the Regional Command? Tall guy. Colonel. He said to come and see him if I wanted.’

  Reluctantly he fished out his card and slid it under the glass screen. ‘It’s – about the Frazione Verde.’ The soldier took the card and turned his back on Sandro again. He

  said something to the female soldier, and her expression, lip curled, gave Sandro a good idea of what it was.




  ‘It is concerning?’ Sandro saw that the woman’s eyes never left Canova: he imagined there were rules about relationships that in this case, and probably plenty of others, were

  being ignored.




  ‘To do with roads,’ Sandro offered, leaning closer to the glass again. The soldier didn’t turn back for a good thirty seconds, but when he did Sandro, mastering himself,

  smiled.




  ‘Stupid of me not to take his name. I didn’t want to detain him, you see.’




  ‘Yes,’ said the soldier. Next to him on the reception desk was a newspaper. Reading upside down Sandro saw a headline: ‘ONE DEAD, ONE INJURED IN AFGHANISTAN’. That made

  it easier to control his impatience somehow: they were just boys, out there. This one might be a bastard, but. . . ‘Sorry,’ he said again.




  The soldier looked at him, expressionless. ‘It would be Colonello Arturo,’ he said, with an exhalation of impatience. Slowly – still slowly – he lifted a telephone.

  Sandro stole a glance at his watch, and had to suppress a groan. Ten-twenty.




  By the time the female soldier left him, having led him in ungracious silence to the man’s office in a high and distant corner of the old convent, it was ten-twenty-five. Sandro guessed

  that he had perhaps twenty minutes. What a waste of time. He knocked.




  Arturo’s office was surprisingly small and dingy; he sat behind a wide desk covered with scratched imitation leather, surmounted by a computer and a small wire document tray into which, on

  Sandro’s arrival, he deposited a folded newspaper. Legs stretched languidly to one side of the desk, the tall officer, raising his head to examine Sandro in the doorway, seemed out of

  proportion to his surroundings, his limbs too long, attitude too relaxed. On the wall above his head was a crowded shelf of books and a small plaster bust.




  ‘Permesso?’ said Sandro awkwardly.




  ‘Ah,’ the colonel said, stretching. ‘It’s you. Mr Private Eye.’ He gestured to a chair against the wall. ‘Pull up a seat.’




  As labyrinthine Italian bureaucracies went, Sandro reflected while he sat, the army probably had to be the weirdest. Forbidden by the constitution actually to go to war, sporadically dumped in

  some war zone or other under NATO’s aegis, to be shot at or, as now, blown up by the Taliban, most soldiers seemed to Sandro to spend their time either taking potshots on rifle ranges by the

  seaside, in endless convoy on the motorways, or else holed up in offices like these, twiddling their thumbs. Heirs to the Roman legionaries.




  ‘You said I could come,’ began Sandro tentatively. ‘It was about the Frazione Verde.’




  Arturo looked at him as if working out whether there’d be any amusement in it for him. He smiled lazily.




  ‘D’you think they’ll last?’ he said, leaning abruptly over the desk towards Sandro and taking him by surprise, his long legs folding up like a grasshopper’s. He was

  bored stiff, Sandro realized: might well say more than he intended to, just out of ennui. How old was he. . . fifty? Ten years off retirement. There was a photograph of him on the shelf, in full

  dress uniform, hand on the pommel of a sword.




  The soldier pursed his lips. ‘The party, I mean? It’s interesting, I can see. But after the other night, when Rosselli passed out on stage. . . ’ He gave a little exhalation of

  contempt. ‘Who’s paying you?’




  Sandro shifted uncomfortably. ‘Ah – it’s complicated,’ he said. Because he could hardly say ‘the vengeful mother-in-law’. He improvised. ‘The

  party’s administration realize that things are at a delicate stage. They want to clean up their act – that is, get more organized. Make sure there’s nobody inside working against

  them, that kind of thing.’




  ‘Or outside the party?’ Arturo set his fingers together as if in prayer, regarding Sandro over the top of them with the same mild amusement.




  ‘Well, yes,’ he said, startled. ‘I suppose. Do you know anything about that?’




  ‘You mean us?’ The lazy smile. ‘We’re keeping an eye on them,’ he said, ‘no more than that. You have to admit, they’re a whole arsenal of loose cannon.

  What do they believe in? Sabotaging power stations? Stopping the functioning of the city, obstructing progress?’




  Sandro recognized an uneasy kinship between him and this man: a shared weariness at the thought of idealism, at its disconnection from the practicalities.




  ‘Well, there’s the road on the edge of Scandicci,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘The new shopping mall. I happen to know that there are obscure permissions to be obtained from

  the army for road-building. It may be how things work in Italy, but do we really need that? Aren’t they entitled to raise their objections? Don’t they have – a democratic right to

  do so?’




  ‘Of course,’ said Arturo, who seemed to be enjoying himself. ‘They have rights. Just as we – the bureaucracies they so object to – have duties. We gave permission

  for the road because all the technicalities had been observed, the signatures obtained, the fees paid. It didn’t happen overnight, it’s taken five years. You can’t just deny on a

  whim a business consortium the right to the lawful exercise of commerce.’ He smiled. ‘And as I’m sure you’re aware, we aren’t so important; it’s just a

  formality, the army’s permission for roads. One of those things.’




  Sandro did know. The colonel seemed completely relaxed: he was in the right, after all. They were going to be so delighted, thought Sandro, the lot of them: the Berlusconiani, the

  comune, the vested interests, when they found out. The road would go through and they wouldn’t have to lift a finger to finish off the Frazione. The sudden disappearance of a

  post-natally depressed woman, the partner of the movement’s leader, would do their work for them.




  Still Sandro persisted, Maria Rosselli’s grim, triumphant face haunting him. He realized he’d agreed to take this on to defend poor Flavia Matteo, not to hunt her down.




  ‘But even if Rosselli doesn’t get to parliament,’ said Sandro. ‘If he becomes – let’s say – assessore for roads in the comune?

  Wouldn’t that put a spoke in it for you lot? He could cause trouble.’




  Arturo just shook his head a little. ‘We’re used to that,’ he said. ‘It keeps us busy.’ He smiled again. ‘Keeps us out of Afghanistan. Some of us.’




  Sandro felt his shoulders sag, and despite himself he let out a sigh. He gazed despondently at Arturo’s bookshelf. Russian literature. He squinted at the name on the bust: Aristotle.

  Sandro wanted not to like this man, but it was difficult.




  ‘Look,’ said Arturo then, almost kindly. ‘It seems to me that if anyone’s got a reason to have a go at the Frazione, it’d be some business interest or other,

  wouldn’t it? Or at a pinch, the secret service boys. But to be honest, the amount of time I’ve spent watching the Frazione Verde mill around aimlessly at one rally or another,

  they’re just not a threat to anyone. They don’t need – what? Sabotaging?’ He laughed. ‘They’re going to fizzle out of their own accord.’




  And with that he straightened up and glanced at his watch.




  Damn, thought Sandro, checking his own. He’s right, isn’t he? And I’ve got to go.




  *




  Luisa hadn’t expected it. Why not? What else was the woman to do with her grandchild? It was the practical solution, not to mention better for Sandro: he could talk to

  Niccolò Rosselli without interruption.




  ‘You brought the child,’ she said blankly.




  Maria Rosselli, stern as some kind of governess rather than a blood relative, stood at the door holding the baby, swaddled to a stiff cocoon, in her arms with a faint air of dislike. It –

  he – was asleep, upright, his plump face flushed pink, with a small spike of hair protruding from under a woollen hat. Round and rosy and healthy, he did not, thought Luisa, look like his

  father.




  Irrationally, Luisa hadn’t expected the baby only because babies did not feature in her life. No children of her own, no nieces, no nephews, no grandchildren. Cousins had children, but

  Luisa had stayed out of their orbit, consciously or otherwise, in the thirty years since losing her own. She leaned towards the baby, saw his mouth work at an invisible milk source in his

  sleep.




  ‘I left the perambulator downstairs.’




  Perambulator. It would be the huge old thing Maria Rosselli had gone to Milan to buy when Niccolò was born, fifty-odd years ago. Where could you keep such a thing, in this day and

  age?




  ‘He’s put on weight since she went,’ said Maria Rosselli coolly. ‘It’s the formula milk. It’s marvellous, these days. All there is for mothers, now.’

  But there was still that expression of distaste. Although it was warm the old woman was wearing an ancient winter coat of very good quality, and a hat.




  Luisa found she wanted to offer to take the child from her but she did not. ‘Come in,’ she said, and stepped back to allow the old woman into the apartment.




  She’d taken the morning off work at Frollini: Beppe had, as always, been laidback about it but Giusy had moaned. Luisa almost never took time off. ‘I’ll be in at midday,’

  she said when Giusy had finished. ‘That’s precisely an hour and a half.’




  With a heavy sigh that indicated she was here very much against her will, Maria Rosselli deigned to enter. She looked around as she passed through the hall, right to left, for something to

  disapprove of, a big plasma screen perhaps, or a marital bed with satin and flounces and cushions, but she found nothing and remained silent, reserving judgement. Luisa ushered her into the

  salotto, the big sitting room with its small, ancient television, where they spent almost no time at all. But she didn’t want Maria Rosselli in her safe cosy kitchen, silently

  criticizing her spice rack and the contents of her draining board, and putting her on edge.




  ‘Here,’ she said, and suddenly she could stand it no longer; seeing the old woman holding the child as though he might be a bomb or a hostage, she took the baby with one quick

  movement before Maria Rosselli could say anything, and set him down on the sofa. Like some sort of chrysalis, he didn’t stir in his swaddling. ‘Coffee?’ she said.




  Maria Rosselli looked at Luisa as if she did not believe for a moment that she would be capable of producing a decent cup of coffee. ‘Water,’ she pronounced. ‘Just a glass of

  water.’




  ‘It’s a long time since we spoke properly,’ said Luisa, when she returned from the kitchen. As if they ever had spoken properly, she and old Signora Rosselli, nothing but

  guarded niceties concealing a standoff, but the elderly had to be given their due. She set the glass down warily in front of her guest, on a coaster on top of a hand-crocheted snow-white doily,

  everything she might want in deference to her status. But the old woman made a sudden, explosive sound of frustration; beside her on the deep sofa the baby started briefly.




  ‘I don’t see why I had to leave them alone,’ she said angrily, ignoring the overture, leaning forward over hands that were clasped in her lap and thrusting her strong chin at

  Luisa instead. ‘I’m Niccolò’s mother. There are no secrets between us. I know more about that – that relationship than anyone.’




  I’m sure you do, thought Luisa, and she nodded seriously. ‘But still,’ she said easily. ‘It’s not that we – that Sandro thinks there might be secrets,

  not at all. At least, not between you and your son. But, professionally, it’s simply easier for him.’ She smiled gently. ‘He’s not a young police officer any more, after

  all. He needs all the help he can get, concentrating. One person at a time, you see?’ And silently apologized to him for the slander.




  Maria Rosselli, who obviously prided herself on faculties undimmed by the passing of time, leaned back into the sofa, mouth pursed in satisfaction.




  ‘How’s the baby, then?’ Luisa said, knowing she’d have to keep the woman here as long as possible. ‘You’re managing?’




  ‘Managing?’ said Maria Rosselli, and snorted. ‘It’s hardly work, is it? Hardly a complicated business. One small baby. Only interested in the next feed. And six weeks

  – well, in some ways it’s the ideal age. None of that separation anxiety nonsense, more or less anyone will do. I mean – if she never comes back. . . ’ She broke off,

  shrugged coolly, and Luisa stared in frank disbelief.




  ‘But you want Sandro to find her?’ she said, before she could think about it.




  Maria Rosselli’s eyes were like grey stones. She looked at Luisa for a long moment before eventually she spoke. ‘Don’t think it’s for myself,’ she said. ‘I

  can deal with the raising of this child. Niccolò – well, God knows why, but he’s beside himself. It’s his intelligence, you see. Not having any explanation for it.’

  And at last she seemed to falter, her expression showing incomprehension, frustration, doubt. ‘He seems to feel the need to know why. To understand. Personally I don’t believe such a

  person is worthy of understanding.’




  Lifting the glass of water to her lips defiantly, she took no more than a sip. ‘And the child’s clearly thriving on this formula. Sentimental nonsense, all that nature-knows-best

  rubbish.’




  ‘She – Flavia – was breastfeeding?’ Luisa said. She cleared her throat. When her own baby had died, of course they had told her the milk would come in, but that if she

  were lucky it wouldn’t last more than a day or two, and it had not. She tried to amplify the terrible sensation that had dogged her for those thirty-odd hours – of something having been

  lost, left behind, gone missing, and even in her sleep she must search for it – and apply it to a woman leaving this warm, rosy living child for not hours but days. Days that might stretch to

  weeks. Or for ever. She stole a glance at him down there between them on the sofa, and strained, against the sudden fury that rose in her against the absent mother, aligning herself with Maria

  Rosselli, heaven forbid. Strained to understand.




  ‘What do you think?’ she said, giving up. ‘Why do you think Flavia’s gone?’




  And the big pale stone-eyes rested on Luisa as Maria Rosselli leaned forward again over her large bony hands, white-knuckled now, and Luisa could see all the fury wound tight in her big, spare

  frame.




  ‘She’s weak,’ she said, and Luisa found the level calm of her voice more unsettling than rage, hissing, or spitting or shouting. She made Luisa think of a beast of prey, lean

  and strong and evolved into preternatural control, like a cobra or a hawk. Maria Rosselli straightened herself. ‘She’s a weak, silly woman, I knew she would fail him and she has. I told

  him. Long ago, I told him. Weak but stubborn.’ She looked down. ‘Like a baby: like this baby, strong-willed when he’s after something.’




  ‘After something?’




  ‘She wanted the child.’




  Like a baby wants his feed: an imperative. Luisa waited, and Maria Rosselli, steely calm now, went on. ‘She wanted to secure Niccolò, she kept on at him, on and on, and never mind

  his ideals. She had to prove that she was more important than the party. The personal relationship was more important than his work.’




  ‘The personal relationship,’ said Luisa. ‘You mean love.’ She was surprised at herself; she didn’t like the word. But something about Maria Rosselli made her

  contrary. And sometimes love was the right word.




  ‘If you like,’ said Maria Rosselli stiffly.




  ‘Come on,’ Luisa said. ‘Of course personal relationships are important. They’re what make the world go round.’




  ‘He never wanted a child.’




  ‘But once he was born—’




  ‘All right, all right,’ said Maria Rosselli, and Luisa saw the force of her jealous rage.




  ‘They loved each other. They were happy about the child.’




  Maria Rosselli’s mouth set in a stubborn line. ‘Yes,’ she said tersely. Blood from a stone. ‘Fools, both of them. There are more important things.’




  Luisa hadn’t consciously been intending to mine the old woman for information, but as Maria Rosselli’s mouth clamped shut she knew she’d had all she was going to get. Beside

  them the child stirred and struggled in his swaddling; raised his small, strong chin, tipped his head back, opened his mouth and wailed.




  His grandmother didn’t even seem to notice.




  *




  Niccolò Rosselli looked terrible. Ill-shaven, gaunt, shambling as he moved ahead of Sandro further into the apartment – his and Flavia Matteo’s apartment on

  the Piazza Santo Spirito – and Sandro walked with his hands instinctively held out as though he might need to catch the poor man if he fell.




  Worth a euro or two, Sandro couldn’t help thinking as he looked around himself furtively, even on the modest side of the square.




  The apartment was not large, but comfortable. On the second floor, running from front to back of the building, which was more unusual than it might sound for a city where the old stone palaces,

  regular enough in their symmetrical front elevations, turned into twisting, turning labyrinths inside. Divided and subdivided and added to like termite mounds, some of them. This was not a palace,

  though: Sandro understood quickly that these people would never live in a grand or noble building, not even a dilapidated one. Against their principles.




  Niccolò Rosselli was standing now as if uncertain of what to do next. Waiting, Sandro glanced around himself.




  They were in a salotto at the front of the apartment with all the walls but one covered with bookshelves, more books than Sandro had ever seen in his life outside a library. A desk stood

  between the windows with a battered computer on it and a pinboard behind. The furniture consisted of a low, brown corduroy-covered set of two armchairs and a sofa, shiny with age. An Indian-looking

  embroidered cloth lay over the divano, another was hung on the back of the door, and a beaded string of brightly coloured cloth birds and bells chinked against the door jamb.




  Finally Niccolò Rosselli gestured at the brown sofa and Sandro sat down. Rosselli sat in one of the matching chairs and thrust his hands under him, as if to keep them out of harm’s

  way, thin arms taut, shoulders hunched. He looked hamstrung, as if he might at any moment begin rocking like the straitjacketed inmate of an asylum. No wonder the mother was worried: no wonder

  Giuli and the rest of the Frazione Verde were too, if this man was their new bright hope.




  ‘You know why I’m here?’ said Sandro, and slowly Rosselli focused on him. His dark eyes were magnified by the thick, old-fashioned glasses he wore; a boy who’d ruined his

  eyes through over-studying, that would be the old-school diagnosis. Tentatively Sandro persisted. ‘Your mother—’ And Rosselli sighed.




  ‘My mother wants to help,’ he said. He spoke hurriedly as if everything was urgent, running the words together: Sandro imagined it might be rather effective in front of an audience,

  but in this confined space it seemed like a kind of shyness, awkwardness. ‘Do you need help?’ he asked gently.




  Rosselli frowned. ‘My – my – Flavia’s gone,’ he said. ‘My partner. The mother of our child.’ How many words to describe it, thought Sandro: it would be

  easier if you’d married. My wife. He opened his mouth.




  ‘Yes,’ Sandro said. ‘Your mother said she – you haven’t seen her since Sunday. Or heard from her, I suppose. That must be hard.’




  He glanced around, only now remembering the child. Asleep? Or out with the grandmother? Yes, of course: he shied from the thought of Luisa entertaining them on his behalf.




  There was a silence which Sandro interpreted as agreement. Uneasily he shifted on the brown corduroy, levering himself up out of its yielding depths. It was not the way he would have chosen to

  sit, asking questions like these. ‘She went before you woke? That’s what your mother said. In the night?




  Then Rosselli raised his head and frowned, as if at last Sandro had asked something new.




  ‘Early in the morning,’ he said. ‘She was there during the night itself.’




  ‘Right,’ said Sandro, waiting.




  ‘I don’t sleep well,’ said Niccolò Rosselli wearily. ‘I often don’t get to sleep until two, three in the morning – I mean, I go to bed, but I

  don’t sleep. I – Flavia says, I think too much. I sleep deeply only between three, perhaps four and seven or eight in the morning. That night she was still there beside me when I got to

  sleep, and she was gone when I woke up. I always said to Flavia I should do the night feed as I was awake anyway. She said I could when she stopped breastfeeding.’




  It felt like a long speech, somehow. If Sandro and Luisa had had a child, would he have got up in the night to feed it? He couldn’t imagine so.




  ‘So when you woke that morning. . . Sunday morning?’




  ‘It was eight, just before eight. Flavia had fed him in the night but still it was a long time for him to sleep. He was crying, and I woke. I don’t know how long he’d been

  crying.’ Niccol Rosselli stared unfocused at some point beyond Sandro. His hands came out from under his thighs and briefly went to his face. Finding them there, he pushed them under the

  glasses and rubbed his eyes hard.




  ‘It’s usually Flavia, you see. I wasn’t conditioned to respond. To the crying.’




  Conditioned to respond. ‘What’s his name?’ Sandro found himself asking. ‘Your son’s name?’ It had just been ‘him’ so far.




  Rosselli frowned as if unable to make sense of the question, or to remember the child’s name perhaps. ‘Luca,’ he said eventually. ‘I – we only decided

  recently.’ Sandro fought against what he knew to be prejudice: this man was odd; this set-up was odd. So clever, and so helpless, and so weirdly cold – conditioned to respond?

  – was this man or his partner even capable of looking after this child? Yet there were soft touches too; there were the brightly coloured cloths, and the bells and birds, and the photographs

  and postcards on the pinboard. All hers, thought Sandro.




  ‘Did she take anything? A – a bag, clothes? Money? Passport?’




  Again Rosselli sighed. ‘My mother asked that,’ he said. He seemed to sigh, Sandro observed, whenever he said anything about his mother. ‘She – I let her look, my mother

  looked. In the wardrobe, the drawers. The suitcase is still there, pretty much all Flavia’s clothes. She doesn’t have a passport. It expired: we don’t travel much. We were going

  to – we did talk about a holiday. After he was born. We were going to renew her passport – and mine for that matter. We got them together, they had both expired. When we got one for

  him, we would—’ And here he seemed to run out of steam, stopping abruptly.




  The suitcase – a family with only one suitcase between them. Modest in all things. Luisa, thought Sandro, would probably approve.




  ‘She took her handbag,’ offered Rosselli, ‘so she would have had her carta d’identità. And I suppose money.’ He passed a hand over his forehead.

  ‘Should I have thought of these things? Her purse. . . but she never carried much money. There’s a bank card for taking money out, and a credit card, but we don’t use

  it.’




  ‘She has her own bank account?’




  ‘A joint account,’ said Rosselli. ‘We don’t have much, and we don’t spend much. We’re – the same, really, there’s no question of not trusting

  – I mean, we have the same feelings about money, it’s not important to us.’




  Easy to say, thought Sandro. When there is money to be had. Furtively he looked around him again; nothing expensive, it was true. The furniture shabby, but everything clean, ordered. The

  photographs on the pinboard behind the computer drew him. There was a picture of a woman’s face: she had the dark red hair and freckled white skin common in the Abruzzo. She was looking away,

  to the side, no makeup at all. She seemed very beautiful to Sandro.




  ‘She worked?’ He realized he’d used the past tense and scrambled to catch himself up. ‘I mean, before the baby?’




  ‘She’s a teacher,’ Rosselli said, and looked down at his hands. He had heard the past tense, for sure. ‘Before the baby she taught mathematics at the Agnesi.’




  ‘You’ve looked to see if any money’s been withdrawn?’ Sandro asked. ‘I assume you can see online? Has the credit card been used?’




  Rosselli looked blank. Had he done anything at all? Had he just sat and waited?




  ‘You’ve tried calling her?’ Sandro asked: because of course Rosselli would have done that. But, of course, he was wrong.




  ‘Calling her?’ The man looked bizarrely confused. ‘But I don’t know where she is.’




  ‘On her mobile? The telefonino?’ Sandro pulled his own out by way of demonstration – that new magic phone he’d finally been talked into getting – and when he

  touched it, the screen brightened. Missed call, it said. Pietro. How long had it been since he’d spoken to his old friend? A while.




  ‘Oh,’ said Rosselli, frowning fiercely. ‘We – she doesn’t have a mobile phone.’




  For a moment Sandro was stumped. Everyone had a mobile. Even he could hardly remember a time when he hadn’t had one, and he wasn’t exactly a technophile.




  Rosselli took off the glasses: his eyes, Sandro saw, were red-rimmed, small and weak without the magnifying effect. ‘I mean, we have one, between us,’ he said, in that same shy,

  urgent voice. ‘For emergencies, that kind of thing. If we’re out in the car. My mother made us get it. To tell the truth, I don’t even know where it is.’ Still Sandro was

  lost for words. One between them? For emergencies? Only ones that occurred when they were together, clearly. Were they never apart?




  ‘But you’ve called it?’ Rosselli just stared. His own phone still in his hand, Sandro said, ‘What’s the number?’




  ‘You think she might have taken it with her?’ the man asked wonderingly.




  ‘The number?’ Sandro tried to restrain his impatience.




  ‘It’s – it’s—’ Casting about, from his back pocket Rosselli pulled a small, battered, leather-bound book, stuffed with scraps of paper and held together with

  a rubber band. He leafed through to the back and peered down, replaced his glasses. Sandro dialled as Rosselli read out the number, tracing each digit with a thin finger.




  ‘But it won’t be switched on,’ the other man said.




  Both of them listened, Sandro with his phone held to his ear, one finger held upright to silence Rosselli. And there it was, the message. This number cannot be reached, please try later.

  Sandro breathed out hard, defeated, and pressed End Call.




  So Flavia probably hadn’t taken it with her. After all, she didn’t want to be reached, did she? Or to reach anyone else. Sandro tried to imagine her setting off alone at dawn,

  cutting loose from the world. Only a handbag? Against hope he thought, there might have been a change of clothes in there.




  Or she might have been meeting someone who would take care of everything.




  It was the first time Sandro had seriously looked at that possibility: it might have occurred to Luisa before. Had it been hovering at the back of his mind for a while? But this set-up, these

  two serious, politically committed people – an affair seemed remote. Pleasure, self-indulgence, didn’t live here. An affair would be better, wouldn’t it? Than the other.




  At least she took the handbag. Was that a woman’s reflex, even if all she was planning to do was lie down on the train tracks somewhere? Or was it the one bridge not burned, containing the

  credit card that would get her to her new life, among the handful of possessions she’d take with her in an emergency. But no phone? Lipstick, a diary, a book, a photograph? A purse.

  She’d left her baby behind.




  And then Niccolò Rosselli’s landline rang, a loud, clattering, old-fashioned ring from an ugly telephone on the desk next to the computer, resounding in the apartment that at this

  instant, like its two occupants, seemed to Sandro to be holding its breath. And all that happened next seemed to happen in slow motion. Sandro watched, hypnotized, from the brown corduroy sofa as

  Niccolò Rosselli pronounced his own name carefully into the receiver and then grappled, as though blinded, for the chair behind him when finally he understood what it was his interlocutor

  was trying to tell him.




  ‘Where?’ Sandro heard him say, sounding breathless, disbelieving, doomed. ‘She’s where?’










  Chapter Nine




  ENZO’S WORRIED FACE UNDER its helmet of hair appearing at

  the smoked-glass doors, his finger tapping insistently while she fumbled for the admission code, aroused complicated feelings in Giuli. He pushed in, eyes fixed on her, heedless of where he was or

  who else might be there. The reception area of the Women’s Centre was mercifully quiet, just one thin middle-aged woman whose daughter had not wanted her to accompany her inside the

  doctor’s room, who was waiting patiently, head down.




  ‘I can’t go yet,’ Giuli said to Enzo, desperate. ‘She hasn’t arrived.’ It was five-past one. Giuli was supposed to work till one, when bad-tempered Valerie

  would turn up to take over. Valerie was English and always late, especially when it mattered.




  ‘I can’t stay more than half an hour,’ Enzo said. He was working in some big office on the northern boulevard, the Via dei Mille, the other side of town. An insurance company.

  ‘What did Sandro say?’




  ‘Maybe you’d be better spending the time at the Frazione,’ Giuli said, her mind racing. ‘I mean, God. What’s it going to do to Niccolò? It’ll destroy

  him.’




  Enzo stared at her, white-faced, and Giuli could see, her heart softening so she thought she might actually cry, for the first time in about a hundred years, that he was wondering what

  he’d do. If it were him. ‘What did Sandro say?’




  And then the middle-aged Englishwoman was there, thumping in the entry code, square-shaped and furious. She was bad-tempered because she’d married a chauvinist pig of a man from Campania,

  and she’d left it too late now to jump ship and head back to England. ‘Christ,’ she said apropos of nothing as she barrelled through the glass doors. Giuli grabbed her bag and her

  jacket.




  ‘Let’s go,’ she said.




  Out in the Piazza Tasso she took a deep breath, of September mist and car exhaust, and it smelled wonderful after the inside of the clinic. She’d have to go back in and break it to Clelia

  eventually. She fished in her bag for a cigarette. Enzo frowned.




  ‘I’ll give up,’ she said. ‘I am giving up. Just not today.’ They sat on a bench. She lit the cigarette and took the smoke into her lungs, held it there a long

  moment before exhaling.




  She leaned forward on her knees, the cigarette in her hand. ‘They found her in a hotel in Viareggio; she took pills and cut her wrists and got in the bath. No note, not yet anyway, but

  they’re in no doubt it was suicide. The chambermaid, a Bosnian girl, found her. A handbag had Flavia’s address and phone number, and the local police called Niccolò while Sandro

  was right there with him.’




  Enzo eyed the cigarette; following his glance, Giuli saw it was down to the filter and about to burn her fingers. She flicked it into the grass and stubbed it out with the toe of her boot.




  ‘He’ll need to identify – ah, the body.’ Enzo was looking down at his hands as he said it. He sat stiffly, looking anguished. Tentatively Giuli slipped an arm through his

  and pressed herself against his side, and he stayed stiff. She could smell the smoke on her own breath, on her clothes. I’m not good enough for him, she thought.




  ‘I suppose he will,’ she said. ‘Awful.’ It seemed quite unbearable, impossible in fact. She thought of Niccolò Rosselli’s thick glasses, his uprightness, of

  him bending awkwardly to look down in some police mortuary. ‘Maybe his mother will go with him.’ She stopped. The mother: cold comfort there. She could hardly voice the thought that

  came next into her head. This was no longer their business. The mother had commissioned Sandro to find Flavia, and Flavia had been found, even if not by him. End of story, or end of their

  involvement in it anyway.




  Suicide. Giuli shouldn’t have been shocked for she’d known plenty of suicides. Any number of addicts, including her own mother, slowly killing themselves, and during the year

  she’d spent in prison three had done it the quicker way. One of whom had still taken four days to die, from a paracetamol overdose leading to liver failure: unwitting relatives had supplied

  the stuff for supposed back pain, and the woman – mother of five, four of whom had been removed from her care – had stockpiled it for three months, biding her time.




  It wasn’t a pretty way to go, and Giuli knew what was required to get to that point: the knowledge that life held nothing for them. Guilt and pain and self-hatred and that meltdown in your

  head, neural pathways dying, capillaries collapsing or whatever, what might be called your soul being destroyed, assuming you believed in a soul, so that anyway you no longer knew where happiness

  came from. So dead looked good: it looked like sleep, like peace.




  Yeah. Giuli knew: it was why she’d never done it, because luckily for her, even though it hadn’t felt like it at the time, some little pathway in her head had stayed open. She could

  just see down it back to the world, back to life. Standing at the end of it there’d been Luisa and Sandro, and now there was Enzo, and she wasn’t looking down a tunnel at it all any

  more, she was back in the world. She knew where happiness came from. Giuli shivered suddenly, and reflexively Enzo’s hand came out and rubbed her arm.




  ‘I just can’t – I can’t believe it,’ she heard herself murmuring. ‘I didn’t think – I never thought she would be someone—’ Impulsively

  she took Enzo’s hand, warm in her cold one. ‘You knew Flavia properly,’ she said, staring into his worried face. ‘She had so much in her life. Believing in – in

  things. In Niccolò, in the politics, in ideas, all those things. Do people like that kill themselves?’ Looking into his face, she saw it was too difficult a question for him to

  answer.




  ‘Roman philosophers were always doing it,’ he said, frowning furiously, trying not to put his face in his hands and cry, thought Giuli, not daring to hold him tighter, or to kiss

  him, for fear he would pull away. ‘Taking poison. People of ideas.’ He shook his head stiffly.




  She spoke up tentatively. ‘Not Flavia, though, not once the baby was there, surely?’




  He didn’t look at her. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Where I come from – no one I know would do that.’




  Where Enzo came from: a hardworking peasant family was what he meant, rather than the Casentino. You worked, you pushed on, you provided for your own. Giuli saw the gulf open up between them.

  Where she came from, it happened all the time.




  ‘And where was Flavia from?’ she murmured, to herself.




  ‘Pigneto,’ said Enzo promptly, literal as ever. ‘Rome. Not a nice bit of Rome, especially not then.’




  Giuli, who had hardly left Florence her whole life, was none the wiser. She looked at Enzo.




  ‘I asked her about her childhood once,’ he said slowly. ‘She said, it wasn’t a place you’d want to go back to. Not Pigneto and not the upbringing either, was the

  impression I got. She moved here when her mother died, straight to university, Scienze Politiche.’




  How old had Flavia been when her mother died? What had happened to the father? There were plenty of unanswered questions: Giuli sensed the dark contours of a story like her own. A childhood you

  didn’t much want to revisit.




  ‘I’ve got to go,’ said Enzo. He looked desperate, and Giuli didn’t know if it was for her, or for Rosselli, or for the Frazione. ‘Will you be OK?’ he said, on

  his feet and hands jammed in his pockets.




  ‘Oh,’ she said vaguely, wondering if this sudden feeling she had, that Enzo was taking a step back, meant anything. There was nothing she could do about it if so. She looked down at

  her boots, the cigarette stub in the grass. ‘I’ll be all right.’




  She watched him go, watched him half turn, lift a hand. She stayed on the bench. Sooner or later she’d have to go inside the Centre and tell them that Flavia was dead.




  *




  ‘Another half-hour,’ said Luisa, not bothering to plead with the idiotic Giusy, not even registering the whine in her voice. She hung up.




  What did she need half an hour for? The old woman was gone, at last, thank Christ she was gone, out through the door with Luisa having to restrain herself from shoving her through and slamming

  it behind her. And once the door was closed the place seemed to expand, to breathe again, as though the oxygen Maria Rosselli had seemed to suck from the air while she was in the room had rushed

  back.




  How would the child survive? Luisa thought of the baby, struggling to get a fix with those weak newborn’s eyes on the hard old face turned away from him, as his round pink cheeks turned

  red with frustration and the crying turned desperate.




  ‘I’ll get his bottle,’ Maria Rosselli had said, leaving him to strain against his wrappings on the sofa. No sooner was she out of the room than Luisa had the child up and

  against her shoulder, the left shoulder, what she thought of as the empty side, but the child didn’t seem to mind that there was no breast there. And then she was walking with him, jiggling,

  shushing, patting, feeling the hiccuping distress under her anxious hand. What on earth did she think she was doing? She knew nothing about babies. And then the phone rang, so when the old woman

  returned, bottle in hand, Luisa had the receiver jammed between one shoulder and her ear and the baby howling in the other.




  The look Maria Rosselli gave her was rich in contempt, and lasted a full half-minute before she stiffly extended her arms for her grandson.




  ‘Hold on,’ Luisa had said into the receiver, keeping her grip on the child. ‘What?’




  ‘They’ve found Flavia Matteo,’ Sandro had said into a temporary lull in the howling, and it was a long time since she’d heard him sound so flat and low. A long time.

  ‘She’s dead.’ Luisa had felt Maria Rosselli hauling on the baby; his small face had looked up at Luisa in panic. ‘I need to talk to the old woman.’




  ‘It’s my husband,’ she’d said into Maria Rosselli’s face, setting the receiver flat against her shoulder. ‘It’s you he wants to talk to.’ She had

  experienced a fleeting spasm of triumph as the old woman relaxed her hold on the child and instead thrust the bottle into Luisa’s hand in disgust.




  ‘What?’ Maria Rosselli had snapped into the phone.




  Don’t talk to my husband like that, Luisa had thought, turning away to disguise her sudden loathing. The bottle of milk had been ice-cold: the baby had made small, desperate, panting

  sounds at the smell of it. She’d gone into the kitchen, trying to unscrew the bottle as she went, well aware of Maria Rosselli wagging a finger at her. ‘He’ll take it cold,’

  the old woman had hissed after her.
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