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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.
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