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			Chapter 1

			Thoughts from Tuscany
By Emily Robertson

			Today, I have been thinking about the rush hour. About my journey to work in London: the brisk walk through petrol fumes and flapping bin bags, the brief but violent struggle to board the tube, the journey spent snugly wedged under somebody’s armpit, apologising whenever people tread on me, the surge up the escalator, and finally the arrival, exhausted, at my desk.

			My journey to work now is as follows: awake to the operatic sound of my neighbours’ new cockerel, throw open the heavy wooden shutters and allow the morning sun to infiltrate every wood-beamed, stone-floored inch of the bedroom, go downstairs to a cup of espresso, a slice of ripe melone and a handful of figs, shower in the bathroom which looks out onto four uninterrupted acres of breathtaking Tuscan hillside, dress in a thin cotton skirt and T-shirt, then walk slowly to my table on the terrazzo under the olive trees. Sit. Think. Breathe.

			On days like this I don’t worry about Spouse’s latest idea to buy a pig and set up as a truffle hunter. I don’t worry about Eldest Daughter’s predilection for sitting in the piazza eyeing up passing Italian youths, or Younger Daughter’s refusal to eat anything other than peeled grapes and Mars bars. I don’t worry that dear old Romano has told us that we must start the olive oil harvest when the moon is in Taurus. Or that the acqua minerale which flows, amazingly, from our very own well has slowed to a sulky trickle. No, I don’t worry about anything. I sit and I think.

			And, when I think of the rush hour, I smile.

			‘Mum. The water’s gone off again.’

			Emily Robertson looks at her elder daughter who is standing in a patch of golden sunlight. Behind her the silvery olive grove merges with the pale yellow hills, deepening to ochre where they meet the sky, the pine trees are almost mesmerisingly dark and the house itself, terracotta in the evening light, is now bleached to the palest pink. It is all relentlessly beautiful and it gives Emily no pleasure at all.

			‘Oh dear,’ she says weakly. On the table in front of her the laptop glints and she presses ‘send’. Another ‘Thoughts from Tuscany’ is dispatched.

			‘Oh dear? Is that it? Oh dear? Is that all you can say?’ Siena’s righteous fury threatens to catapult her into the air, like a modern-day assumption of the virgin. ‘I’ve got to meet Giancarlo in an hour and I can’t finish washing my hair. There’s no water anywhere in this stupid house. Christ! No wonder Dad doesn’t spend any time here.’

			‘He’s coming home tomorrow,’ says Emily, assailed by a tiny, a very tiny twinge of fear.

			Siena ignores this. ‘What about my hair?’

			‘There’s some water in the kettle,’ says Emily. ‘I’ll get that.’

			Emily rises from the table and winces as she steps out from the shade of the terrace. It is nearly midday and the sun is at its hottest. Emily feels it pounding on her head as she crosses the parched grass and climbs the shallow stone steps to the kitchen door. Siena follows her, silent and watchful, refusing to be placated.

			The kitchen is dark and cool. Emily’s bare feet shrink with delight as they touch the cold, stone floor. The remains of breakfast, cornflakes, Marmite, Coco Pops, all brought from England, are still on the table. The kettle on the gas hob (impossible to find electric kettles in Italy) is still half full of water. Emily offers this humbly to Siena.

			Siena mutters grudging thanks and makes her way out of the kitchen towards the narrow staircase that leads to the bedrooms. In the doorway she stops. Parting shots are her speciality.

			‘By the way, Mum,’ she says. ‘Your skirt’s ripped at the back. Did you notice?’

			*

Emily’s younger daughter, Paris, writes in her diary. O dark, dark, dark, amid the blaze of noon. She pauses for a moment to look at the words, satisfyingly black against the empty page, and to think that there is probably not a thirteen year old in the world who could quote Samson Agonistes in such an offhand yet utterly relevant way. After all, here she is, with the horrible, white-hot Italian sun blazing in through her window (not quite noon, true, but all great writers take liberties with the facts) and she is, quite simply, in black despair.

			Slightly comforted at the thought of the blackness of her despair, Paris rolls over onto her back and stares at the ceiling. She is wearing just a white vest and football shorts but she is boiling; limp and exhausted from the heat. Her mother has given her a fan for her bedroom but all it seems to do is move the hot air to different places. The ceilings of the house are Emily’s pride and joy, dark beams arching across authentic brickwork, like a cathedral, Emily says. But, to Paris, looking up, it feels more like being inside the ribcage of some prehistoric monster. Unspoilt, Mum says, like going back in time. That’s just it: going back and back until, in the end, you are just nothingness, just floating in some awful dark matter. The sun shines and the crickets sing and nothing ever happens, except that she, Paris, gets more and more unhappy and nobody ever notices.

			I hate this house, she writes for what feels like the fifty millionth time. I hate Tuscany and I hate Italy and I hate having no friends and nothing to do and just lying on my bed waiting for it to get cooler so that I might, perhaps, go out for a walk. She pauses, thinking how much she hates the phrase ‘go out for a walk’. Her mum used to use it when they still lived in London: Sunday afternoons, too much lunch, football on the telly, ‘Let’s go out for a walk.’ Dad was always too tired after a week at work, Charlie was too little and it was no good even asking Siena to do anything that sounded like exercise so it was always just her and Mum. The long, tedious slog past the shuttered shops, up to the common where families tried to fly kites in the windless air and small, shaven-headed boys played football with what looked like random violence. If they had had a dog, it might have been different, a dog would give purpose to a walk but Charlie (of course!) had asthma. ‘Another reason to move to a warmer climate,’ Mum had trilled. Another reason to hate Charlie.

			A walk, she writes. You can’t even walk in these stupid hills because they’re full of horrible loose stones and bits of tree roots and, just as soon as you get to the bottom of one hill, there’s another one right there in front of you. There’s not one flat bit of land in the whole of Tuscany and, if there was, the boys at school would build a football pitch on it because football is literally all they ever think about.

			She lies back, exhausted with hatred, and the door opens (no knock, of course) and Siena drifts in, wet hair plastered against her shoulders.

			‘Paris, can I borrow your red scrunchy?’

			‘No,’ answers Paris, eyes closed.

			‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Siena is furious though not, deep down, actually surprised. ‘What do you need it for anyway? You can’t use it now that your hair’s so short.’

			‘I’m keeping it as an ornament,’ says Paris, eyes still closed.

			‘Christ, you’re pathetic,’ Siena retreats to the door where she tries one last, desperate parting short. ‘I’ll tell Mum.’

			Paris lets out a snort of contemptuous laughter. It is meant to silence Siena once and for all – and it does.

			*

Olimpia, Emily’s cleaner and part-time childminder, parks her wheezing, three-wheeled van outside the open door of the kitchen. Then she tenderly lifts down three-year-old Charlie who fell asleep on the drive home from his nursery school, where he goes three mornings a week to sing Italian songs and create pictures out of dried pasta and glittery glue.

			‘Caríssimo,’ Olimpia drops a kiss on his tousled, blond head. Charlie wakes up and pulls away irritably. Sometimes, when he is in a good mood or wants to annoy his mother, he will sit on Olimpia’s lap and let her sing to him about a cricket and a grasshopper who are getting married. At other times he is cold and distant to his mother and to Olimpia, who both continue to adore him unreservedly. ‘It’s not even as if he was especially interesting,’ wail Siena and Paris, united on this subject as on no other.

			‘He’s nothing special,’ Paris points out. ‘He’s just small. Midgets are small.’

			‘He’s a boy,’ replies Siena darkly.

			In the kitchen, Emily is dispiritedly repairing her dress. She can’t be bothered to take it off so she has twisted it round and is sewing up the spilt with large, untidy stitches. Olimpia, Charlie in her arms, watches critically.

			‘Uno strappo,’ explains Emily apologetically. She feels that Italian women would never tear their clothes and, if they did, they would have little women (probably Albanians) to mend them. Anyway, no Italian woman would be seen dead in ankle-length floral cotton.

			‘Carlito é stanco,’ counters Olimpia. Sometimes, she will only speak to Emily in Italian, at other times she demonstrates considerable, though colloquial, fluency in English.

			‘Charlie! Baby!’ Emily’s face changes completely. Paris, watching from the doorway, thinks that her mother’s face goes slack and pouchy whenever she looks at her youngest child. She prefers Emily’s face tight and animated, every emotion signalled in advance, as it had been in the golden days before Charlie’s birth. When they had lived in London.

			‘Want chocolate,’ demands Charlie, in the whine he has developed since discovering that it works in two languages.

			‘Baby,’ says Emily, ‘we agreed. Only a tiny piece after your lunch. Now what have we got for lunch? Pasta? Eggy?’

			It is no good. Charlie’s mouth goes square and he howls to the newly restored ceiling that he wants chocolate and he wants it now, he does, he does, he does. Neither he nor Olimpia think it worth mentioning that he had two fingers of a Kit-Kat in the car.

			Paris glides from the room like a ghost. When she was a child they had only had chocolate for a treat, at birthdays or at Christmas. She still remembers the taste of the chocolate money that they had in their stockings at Christmas, milky and foreign, not like proper chocolate at all. Come to think of it, not unlike Italian chocolate. Mum says that Italian chocolate is better than English because it contains fewer additives. It has become obvious to Paris that it is the additives that make it nice. She thinks of Italian chocolate, ponced up in blue and silver bags and tied with bows, and she thinks of Mars bars, as solid and vivid in their black and red livery as the God of War himself. Her mouth waters. It seems a long time since breakfast (three perfectly peeled grapes and a breadstick) but she has promised herself not to eat anything else. More than that, it’s a kind of deal. If she doesn’t eat, things will get better: Mum will stop mooning over Charlie and ignoring everyone else, Dad will come home more, and Siena will just simply go away. It’s all linked, in some complicated way that she doesn’t quite understand, to the gnawing feeling in her stomach. A feeling which, uncomfortable though it might be, has become almost company, almost a friend.

			As Paris reaches the kitchen door, the mosquito whine of a Vespa announces the arrival of Giancarlo. Thin and almost frighteningly dark, he grins at Paris before calling loudly for Siena. Don’t come running, Paris silently urges her sister, make him get off his bloody bike at least. But an ecstatic cry of, ‘Pronta’ floats down through the house and, in a cloud of Mum’s best perfume, Siena appears. As the Vespa squeals its way back down the drive, Paris gets a glimpse of the stolen scrunchy.

			In the kitchen, Charlie sits happily at the table eating a bar of chocolate. Emily is sitting opposite, chopping tomatoes. Olimpia is noisily sweeping the hall.

			‘What shall we have for lunch, Paris? What about a lovely salad?’

			‘I loathe salad.’

			‘Oh darling.’ That face again. ‘You used to love it so. Remember when you went to Rebecca’s for tea and asked for salad? I was so proud of you.’

			‘Mum, I was five.’

			‘That’s what made it so unusual,’ says Emily earnestly. ‘When you think what most five year olds eat.’

			‘I’m trying not to,’ says Paris, staring pointedly at Charlie’s chocolate-smeared face.

			‘What about a pizza then?’ persists her mother, not getting it at all.

			‘Mum, I’m just not hungry. It’s too hot to eat.’

			‘At least have a cold drink.’

			To shut her up, Paris goes to the tap over the authentic farmhouse sink (designed in Milan and ordered on the internet). A sad trickle of brown water splutters out.

			‘Mum! The water’s gone off again.’

	
			*

Far away, though not perhaps quite as far away as it feels, Petra McAllister sits in the basement kitchen of her Brighton home and reads the paper. Outside, horizontal grey rain lashes the deserted seafront. The few holidaymakers who have braved the pier huddle under its curly Victorian awnings, the lights from the rides barely visible in the fog, and the all-pervading music from the pier’s very own DJ giving the whole scene a strange, surreal feel. The loudspeakers blare a jolly, summer song about fun and laughter and free drinks. Meanwhile the rain falls relentlessly from the lowering skies.

			Petra hardly notices the rain, or the pier or the sodden tourists. She is used to Brighton in the summer. Besides, from her subterranean window, all she can see are feet hurrying past. Wet, cold feet in unsuitable sandals, smug feet in wellingtons and, occasionally, the bare feet of the army of homeless people who sleep in the nearby square.

			Petra pours herself another cup of coffee and spreads the paper out on the table. She can hear the boys in the playroom upstairs and, although there are raised voices, she judges these to be assumed for the purposes of play. ‘How dare you break my track,’ Jake is yelling, but Harry’s nasal rendition of the Thomas the Tank Engine theme tune does not falter. That’s all right then.

			From habit, she flicks straight to the ‘Thoughts from Tuscany’ column. Next to it is a tasteful pencil drawing of a Tuscan villa, stark against the hillside, with one perfect olive tree growing beside it. Petra puts her coffee mug on top of the Tuscan house, noticing with satisfaction that some liquid has spilled over onto its picturesquely sloping gables.

			‘Summer in the Villa Serena has a rhythm of its own’ she reads. ‘I wake at six in the shimmering beauty of the dawn, eat a slice of cool watermelon, do as many chores as I feel like and, by midday, I am ready for a siesta. I am convinced that I sleep better in those few hours than I ever did in London. Heavy, scented sleep, lulled by the crickets outside and the tinny whirr of my bedroom fan. I wake in the long afternoon and, finally, as night falls, we eat our first meal of the day, sitting out on the terrazzo as the stars come out.’

			Petra sighs and puts down her coffee cup. She can’t remember when she last had a good night’s sleep, scented or not. She thinks of Emily Robertson, who has been her friend since university. On the one hand, she is happy that Emily is having such a wonderful time in Italy, on the other she wants to slap her sun-kissed face very hard indeed. She also misses her very much.

			Idly, Petra turns the pages. It is the Sunday paper (though today is Tuesday) and the pages are huge and unwieldy. Her cat, named Thomas by Harry but called the Fat Controller by the rest of the family, jumps heavily on the paper. Petra pushes him out of the way and begins to read an article about the dangers of drinking too much coffee. Then she stops. She pushes Thomas’s fluffy bulk further and sees, under his left paw, a picture of a man, in his forties, good looking, half smiling. ‘Dr Michael Bartnicki,’ she reads, ‘consultant in neurology at King’s College, London …’ Then she reads it again.

			‘Michael,’ she says aloud. ‘So that’s where you got to.’

			*

In Tuscany, Emily is having a frustrating few hours trying to sort out the water situation. First she rings the Idraulica, the water company, situated in futuristic splendour a mere few hills away. However, though she has carefully composed a few Italian phrases in her head (‘non abbiamo acqua’), the woman at the other end of the phone seems to have no idea what she is saying and preserves an incredulous electronic silence. Eventually, Emily scoops Charlie up (Olimpia has gone home) and trudges out to her tiny Fiat. ‘Paris!’ she calls. ‘Do you want to come for a drive?’ Another incredulous silence followed by a snort, which Emily takes (rightly) for an answer in the negative.

			The car is boiling. Charlie shrieks when his bare legs make contact with the seat. Frantically, Emily winds down the windows. ‘It’ll be better when we get going,’ she promises. Charlie looks at her sulkily beneath lowered eyelashes. Paul’s car has air conditioning but it is at Pisa airport, awaiting its master’s return. ‘Be sensible, darling,’ Paul said.’ You can’t expect me to meet clients in a Fiat Panda.’ Emily gave in immediately. He had invoked the C word; clients are sacred in their family.

			Now, as they wind their way down the drive, hot air blows in through the windows as if a giant hairdryer were pointing at them. At least Charlie cheers up, especially when Emily puts on his favourite tape, nursery rhymes sung by a relentlessly cheery trio with comforting northern accents. At home, Charlie had condemned this tape as hopelessly babyish but here he clings to it like the aural equivalent of a security blanket. Perhaps it is the voices, so cheerfully English with their flat vowel sounds and breathless intonation. Emily doesn’t like to admit that she, too, finds the voices obscurely comforting.

			The Idraulica is only a few miles away but because it, like the Villa Serena, is built on top of a hill, this means going down one hill and up at least three others. The Mountains of the Moon, this area is called, the Alpe delia Luna. It’s a place of densely wooded hills, with an occasional gleam of white stone, startlingly flat plains and scattered hilltop towns, walled like fortresses. The nearest town to the Villa Serena is Monte Albano, a medieval citadel built around a square tower and a picturesque, cobbled piazza. Emily laboriously negotiates its narrow streets, entering through a low, stone archway and scattering tourists as she bumps the wrong way down several streets marked senso unico (she has been in Italy long enough to know that this is allowable, if not essential). Out the other side through another archway, down the hill through a succession of dusty hairpin bends, each one offering a brief, terrifying view of spectacular beauty. On the tape, jolly voices sing about double-decker buses. It all seems a million miles away.

			Hands sweating on the wheel, she drives on through several equally beautiful hill towns, each with its Biblical backdrop of cypresses and mountains, past countless churches and wayside grottos (grotti?), on and on past perfect view after perfect view. When they had first arrived in Tuscany, Emily used to exclaim at each crumbling archway or lapis blue Madonna, until Siena and Paris began to mimic her savagely, ‘Oh look! A dustbin. How charming! Oh look, a typical Italian drug addict. Che carina!’ Paul had laughed and Emily lapsed into hurt silence. She still does think it all beautiful, really, but she has to admit that you can get used to beauty so that it becomes just another daily duty: make beds, cook lunch, sweep floors, admire view.

			Like a modern castle, the Idraulica is visible for miles around, its new white walls shining painfully in the sun. ‘Azienda Idraulica Comunale’ reads the sign in small, unfriendly letters. Emily drives past rows of tankers and parks her car in front of the grandiose marble entrance. As she lifts Charlie out, he looks up in awe. ‘Is this a palace?’ he asks.

			After the heat of the afternoon, the Idraulica’s reception area is freezing. Weird, thinks Emily, shivering, how in a second your body can forget that it was ever hot. They cross what feels like acres of orange marble and stop in front of a desk grotesquely decorated with bronze snakes. The ornate furnishings and the icy-cold are beginning to make Emily feel as if she is inside a tomb. A glamorous receptionist, barricaded behind the snakes, eyes them without interest.

			Emily begins hesitantly, ‘Scusi. Abito a Villa Serena. Non abbiamo acqua.’

			‘Have you paid the bill?’ asks the receptionist in perfect English, drumming her elegant nails.

			‘Yes,’ says Emily lapsing meekly into English, ‘we pay by direct …’

			The receptionist taps her details into the computer. ‘Last month’s payment is overdue,’ she says, unsmiling.

			‘Is it? But the bank …’

			‘Better you pay me now,’ says the receptionist flatly, ‘and take it up with the bank.’

			Emily empties her battered handbag (she can feel the receptionist looking at it with horror, she probably favours a minimalist Gucci number made from an endangered species) and finally unearths her chequebook. She writes a cheque for a dizzying amount of money and hands it over. Throughout all this, Charlie looks on, open-mouthed.

			The receptionist prints out a receipt. ‘Carino,’ she says, pointing to Charlie, and then turns back to her computer. There seems nothing more to say.

			Back at the Villa Serena, the water gushes triumphantly from the taps. In delight, Emily has a shower and bathes Charlie. Afterwards she sits outside on the terrace and watches Charlie play in the dusty earth under the olive trees. The faintest shiver of a breeze lifts her wet hair. She closes her eyes and feels that perhaps, somehow, maybe this is paradise after all. It is a few seconds before she realises that Paris is speaking to her.

			‘Mum? Your mobile was bleeping. You’ve got a message.’

			Emily reaches out a hand for her phone. It must be Paul, she thinks, he is addicted to text messages and, indeed, to all forms of electronic communication. She hopes he isn’t bringing clients home with him tomorrow. She doesn’t think she can face hours of making crostini and saltimbocca while German businessmen drink Montepulciano and talk about motorways. I must be a better wife, she tells herself. I must welcome people into my gracious home, warm with home cooking and family life. Nobody minds a bit of untidiness. I must not be neurotic.

			She clicks on the message icon. The text is brief: sorry darling, not coming home, am leaving you. p.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Thoughts from Tuscany
By Emily Robertson

			Friday night is pasta e fagioli night. In Italy, the custom of no meat on Fridays is still strong. The local pescivendolo does a roaring trade in gamberetti, scallops and little grey fish like sardines. Even some restaurants refuse to serve meat, which, admittedly, is no sacrifice in a country so rich in other culinary delights. Italy really is paradise for the vegetarian. Even Daughter Number 2 who, in England, dined sullenly on congealed baked beans and beige toast, is suddenly devouring pizza napolitana and spaghetti con aglio.

			Pasta e fagioli is a traditional Tuscan dish (the Tuscans are known in Italy as ‘the bean eaters’) which comes to us courtesy of Olimpia, our Treasure. Olimpia is an angel in a headscarf and pinny who came on our first day to ‘help us out’ and has become a member of the family. She cooks for us, cleans for us and scolds us constantly but we couldn’t live without her. She has enriched our lives in so many ways but in no way more than in bequeathing us the recipe for pasta e fagioli, a heady fusion of borlotti beans, tomatoes, garlic and herbs. The recipe is actually meant to include bacon, which Olimpia devoutly omits on a Friday, but sometimes I surreptitiously add a dash of pancetta fat and don’t tell Number 2.

			So, on Friday night, the pasta e fagioli is simmering on the stove. An earthenware pitcher of the local Chianti stands on the scrubbed, wooden table. Crusty ciabatte (the Italian word, incidentally, for slippers), fresh out of the oven, sit steaming in their plaited basket. Spouse, who has been away for a week on business, stands in the doorway and sniffs appreciatively. ‘Now I know I’m home,’ he says.

			
				To: Petra McAllister

					From: Emily Robertson

						Subject: None

							Paul has left me. Bugger.

			

			
				To: Petra McAllister

					From: Emily Robertson

						Subject: Thank you

							Thank you so much for ringing last night. It meant so much just to hear another human voice. I mean, I know the kids are human but I can’t really talk about it to them. I’ve just told them that Dad has been delayed at work and, God knows, they’re used to that. I think Siena knows that something’s up. She keeps asking questions, which is really unlike her. Usually she’s totally absorbed in her own life: Giancarlo, school, clothes etc. But now she keeps asking when Dad will be back, why hasn’t he rung, what’s this important meeting he had to go to. On and on. It’s driving me mad. Paris says nothing but then she never does.

				You asked if this was a surprise and I said, yes, of course it was. I was even quite cross with you for asking. But actually I don’t think it was really. I mean, I didn’t think Paul would leave me like that, without any warning, but I’ve known for ages that something was up. Last night, I couldn’t sleep so I just sat outside on the terrace all night thinking and thinking. Once I heard this howl quite near me (do you know they still have wolves in Italy?) and I thought, serve Paul right if I get eaten by a wolf and it’s all his fault. But actually it wouldn’t serve him right at all, only make it easier for him to start a new life with whoever she is. And yes, I am sure there is a whoever she is. I just know him so well. He might be fed up with me but he’d never go to all the trouble of leaving me if there wasn’t something better on offer. I remember, when we first met, he always had something lined up for Saturday night. If something better came along, he’d cancel the first date but he’d never do that unless he had a better offer. So I’m sure he wouldn’t walk out on one woman unless he had a better one lined up.

				Oh God, Pete, what a long, depressing email. I’d press delete if I were you. Wish I could press delete on the whole of yesterday, on the whole of the last five years if that wouldn’t mean losing my darling Charlie. Life’s a bitch, as they say. Remember; Michael used to say ‘Life’s a beach and then you fry’? Sometimes nostalgia hurts more than anything.

				Take care

					Em

						xxxx

					

			On Monday morning, Emily sits on her terrace trying to ignore Olimpia who is inside muttering about the dirty habits of the English (‘What is a bidet?’ she mimics in a vicious falsetto). Emily is staring at her laptop. The file at the top of the screen reads ‘ThoughtsfromTuscany50’. Her fiftieth column about the delights of Tuscan life. Dispiritedly she types in a title, ‘Summer nights at the Villa Serena’, then clicks on the icon to underline it. She sighs. She can’t think of a single thing to say about summer nights at the Villa Serena. Olimpia’s Hoover whines from inside the house. The Microsoft flag waves at her jauntily from the bottom of the screen.

			Siena and Paris have gone to the local swimming pool (Paris making up a threesome with Giancarlo under protest). Charlie is having his siesta. Emily’s copy is due tomorrow yet her mind seems vast and empty, filled just with one tiny scrabbling gerbil of a thought: Paul has left me, Paul has left me. Because she is so used to being without Paul, his absence doesn’t impinge on her everyday routine, it is not as if she misses his shoes under the bed, his body in the shower, his whisper in the night. It is as if she needs this ridiculous gerbil thought, just to remind her of how serious things are. Paul has left me, he has left me.

			In desperation, Emily types a string of key words about Tuscany: light, heat, olive oil, sun-dried, wine, terracotta, hills, vines, piazza, antipasti, rustic, unspoilt, cappuccino. Then she tries to form these into elegant, elegiac sentences: ‘We ate antipasti under the vines in the rustic piazza’, ‘Sun-dried tomatoes, sprinkled with a little virgin oil make the perfect antipasti’, ‘Cappuccino drunk in the heat of the morning in the beautiful local piazza’. She groans and presses delete, delete, delete. Then she types another list of words: shit, fuck, bugger, bastard, wanker.

			The sun is hot on the back of her neck so she shifts round until she is in the shade of the beautiful, rustic, etc., etc., vine. Bunches of grapes dangle in front of her like some illustration of plenty (though she knows that, in fact, they are not yet good to eat, being sour and hard). Two hunting dogs with bells round their necks crash through the undergrowth and disappear around the side of the house, intent on business of their own. A lizard suns itself on the baking stones, shutting its eyes with prehistoric calm. Emily, too, shuts her eyes and thinks about her husband. He’s left me, he’s left me.

			‘I’m not leaving the kids,’ Paul explained kindly when she finally reached him on the phone late on Friday night. ‘I’m leaving you.’

			‘But why?’ Emily asked for the hundredth time.

			‘Our marriage is over,’ pronounced Paul as if this was an indisputable fact, one which Emily had been wilfully denying for some time.

			‘How can you say that? We’ve never even talked.’

			‘Emily,’ said Paul, with awful heaviness, ‘I don’t want to discuss this any more.’

			‘Don’t you? Well I do! After all, you’ve just told me that our seventeen-year marriage is over. Don’t you think I deserve an explanation?’

			‘Don’t get hysterical, Emily’

			‘I’m not hysterical,’ said Emily. ‘I’m fucking furious.’

			Then she had slammed down the phone and spent the next two hours trying to ring him back. His phone was switched off. Panicking, she phoned his parents in Portsmouth, ‘Neither Derek nor Anthea is able to take your call right now,’ then his brother in Gravesend.

			‘But it’s the middle of the night, Emily,’ Anthony kept saying.

			‘I know. Your brother’s just left me. I need to talk to him. Do you know where he is?’

			‘But it’s the middle of the—’

			She had hung up on him and sat in the dark sitting room of the Villa Serena (all exposed beams and giant fireplace), trying to breathe calmly. Then she texted Paul (bstrd!) and wrote him an email. Then she deleted the email and sent one to Petra instead. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a large glass of wine. Drinking was difficult because her throat seemed to have closed up but she persevered, sip by sip. Why had Paul left her? They had been happy, hadn’t they? Of course it had been a strain coming to live in a new country but, she told herself, that was only to be expected. OK, Italy was her idea but Paul owed her that much surely, after the Affair? And Paul had seemed happy enough; it had fitted in with his idea of his own lifestyle (villa in Tuscany, skiing in Klosters, Christmas shopping in New York). He had even set up his own company, selling Italian property to starry-eyed English families. And she had got a job writing about how wonderful it all was. Paul was lucky to have her. She had looked after the children, made the house look lovely, she was the one stuck here all the bloody time. Self-pity was dangerous. She took another deep breath. What was going to happen to her now?

			The phone had rung and she raced across the hallway to answer it. In those few seconds she lived through the entire reconciliation: Paul’s tearful apologies, her own gracious understanding, their ecstatic reunion. A second (or third) honeymoon, somewhere exotic (not Italy), away from the children. A new start. Perhaps even a fourth baby.

			But it wasn’t Paul, it was Petra.

			Now she sits frozen in the sun and thinks, I might never see Paul again.

			She will, of course. Paul finally rang back on Saturday night and proposed flying to Italy the next weekend so they could ‘discuss things more sensibly’.

			‘Discuss what?’

			‘Well, access, solicitors, that sort of thing.’

			Emily had been dumbstruck. ‘Access’ had such a worn, legalistic ring. How could Paul, who had once, in a Siena hotel room, compared her to Botticelli’s Venus, be talking to her about access?

			‘Emily? Are you there?’

			‘Yes. Don’t you think you’re moving rather fast? Yesterday I had no idea that anything was wrong and now you’re talking to me about access and solicitors.’

			‘Emily.’ Deep sigh. ‘You must have known for years that something was wrong.’

			‘Well, I didn’t.’

			Emily traces her name in the dust on the terrace wall and thinks: did she really know all along? All right, they had had what they always referred to as their ‘rough patch’. Siena had been twelve and Paris ten and Emily was just resigning herself to the fact that she wouldn’t have any more children. Paul was working all hours starting a new company and Emily felt lonely and neglected. Siena was at secondary school, Paris would follow next year. She remembers how much she dreaded losing the comforting routine of the school gates. But then it turned out that Paul would miss it even more as he was having an affair with one of the teachers, a woman he had actually met during a parent/teacher consultation. Emily had left him, gone to Brighton, asked for a divorce. But then they had got back together. It had been Paul who wanted the reconciliation, she thinks sourly; he had come racing after her, begged her to go back to him. She remembers, at the time, feeling quite strong and determined about the whole thing. She was going to divorce Paul and start a new life with the girls.

			But Paul had arrived, begging her for a second chance, and she had relented. This time it must work, she had told herself. And, for a while, it had. Paul had been lovely to her, wooing her all over again, and eventually she had begun to love him again. She suddenly became consumed with desire for a third child and Paul had agreed, with hardly any persuasion. They had had darling Charlie and they were both besotted with him. Then Emily had her big idea. They should go to Italy, start a new life, just the five of them. A perfect new life in the sun. She remembers how the vision of this perfect new life, the children playing under the olive trees, tranquil evenings in the cool of the terrace, the view of the hills at sunrise, had sustained her for months, had carried her through all the actual horrors of moving, the children’s hysterics, Paul’s boredom, her own, suppressed feelings of panic and inadequacy. It is only now that she wonders if this vision was ever really shared by her husband.

			He had loved the house, though. They had fallen in love with it together, during that magical holiday in Siena. Leaving the children with Emily’s parents, they had embarked on a second honeymoon: visiting crumbling properties by day, eating in the famous piazza in the evening, making love all night to the sounds of Tuscany (church bells, scooters whizzing past, the cries of Italian youth at play). One evening they had seen the Villa Serena, dusky pink in the evening sun, and they knew they had come home. But then they actually moved to Tuscany and their idyllic tourist days were over. Emily had thrown herself into the renovations but she knew that Paul was bored and irritated by the mess and chaos involved making the Villa Serena a Tuscan paradise. He spent more and more time away, returning only to complain about the workmen and, increasingly, about Tuscany itself. Too late Emily realised that Paul, the urban wheeler-dealer, was never at his best in the country.

			Yes, of course she knew.

			Emily sighs again and turns her laptop away from the sun. She opens ‘ThoughtsfromTuscany50’ once more and types: ‘Summer evenings in Tuscany, drinking cold white wine and watching the stars appear over the distant hills …’

			*

Paris sits by the side of the swimming pool, in the only available shade (half an umbrella). She adjusts her peaked cap and pulls her T-shirt down over her knees. She is not going to get skin cancer, thank you very much, not like that idiot Siena, sitting on the baked concrete in the full glare of the sun, pulling her bikini straps down over her shoulders. Just asking for melanomas, thinks Paris sourly; she is sure that mole wasn’t there last week. A beauty spot, Siena calls it. The Lake District is a beauty spot, mocks the running commentary in Paris’s head, that is the grim reaper, my sweet. The Lake District sounds so wonderfully cold and English that she has to close her eyes for a moment to stop herself feeling dizzy with homesickness.

			Siena saunters over, her blue bikini now just clinging to the bottom half of her breasts. Paris had never realised before just how fat Siena was getting. Her boobs are huge, all sweaty and glistening with suntan oil, and there is a definite roll above her bikini bottoms. Not a roll, almost a tyre. Paris shuts her eyes.

			‘Paris! Do you want an ice cream?’

			‘No thanks,’ says Paris, eyes shut.

			‘A drink then. You ought to, it’s so hot.’

			‘No thanks.’

			‘You ought to,’ Siena persists.

			‘OK,’ says Paris, to get rid of her. ‘Water.’

			‘Con gas?’ asks Siena with an affected Italian accent.

			‘Still,’ says Paris, through gritted teeth.

			Siena wanders over to the café where she is joined by Giancarlo and his friends. Then they start that whole loud, horseplay thing that Italians seem to do at the drop of a hat: throaty cries (‘Aiee! Hai!’), extravagant hand gestures, lots of pushing and shoving and laughter. What in God’s name, thinks Paris, have they got to laugh at? Giancarlo, the pastry chef’s son, doomed to a lifetime of cooking biscotti in ninety-degree heat. Massimo, the farmer’s son, whose parents have never travelled outside Tuscany. Pretty Francesca, already engaged to sullen Mauro, the mechanic. Clever Andrea, who will probably never get to Pisa University to study medicine. Why the hell do they look so pleased with themselves, wrestling with each other at the pool’s edge, drops of water like jewels shining on their brown legs and arms? OK, they’re good looking, if you like that smug, well-fed look, which Paris doesn’t. But is that everything? Is that enough?

			If they were English, she would think they were drunk, the way Dad and his friends sometimes got on a Sunday afternoon after watching the rugby. But Italians didn’t seem to drink, alcohol that is. She’d heard Mum saying that it was impossible for a woman to get a second glass of wine in Italy. Well, that was OK. She hated Mum to drink wine. It made her face softer and vaguer than ever. When Mum and Dad both drank wine it was unbearable. They’d either argue or get all kissy and stupid. But Giancarlo and his friends were all kissy and stupid on two cans of lemon soda and an acqua minerale. Weird.

			Siena hands her a bottle of mineral water, still sweating from the freezer. Paris opens it and takes a tiny sip. She is experimenting with taking smaller and smaller amounts of food and liquid. She can almost feel the water trickling slowly past her larynx and sliding gently down her throat, drop by drop.

			‘Hey, Parigi!’ This is Giancarlo, using a version of her name that she hates. She ignores him.

			‘You want to swim?’

			He stands in front of her, all skinny brown body, baggy swimming trunks and beaded necklace. How can Siena find him attractive?

			‘No thanks,’ she says.

			Giancarlo lifts both hands in an operatic gesture of acceptance. He turns back to Siena and Paris hears him say, ‘Your sister. She hates me.’

			She cannot hear Siena’s reply but there is a lot of giggling and head-tossing. Paris lies down in the shade of the umbrella and closes her eyes.

			*

			At the Villa Serena, Emily makes scrambled eggs and attempts to arrange her thoughts. Paul has left me, she begins briskly. Things to do:

			
					Sell house

					Move back to England

					Get a proper job

					Organise childcare

					Get a divorce.

			

			She stops because she is crying. Charlie, sitting stolidly at the table waiting for his eggs, says, ‘Mummy’s face is wet.’

			‘It’s the cooking,’ says Emily. Charlie stares at her as if this answer is beneath his contempt. Emily stirs the eggs with a wooden spoon and adds salt and pepper.

			‘No black bits,’ says Charlie sharply.

			Emily starts to pick out the pieces of pepper. Paul has left me, she begins again. I have three children without a father. No great change there, she thinks. Paul was away most weeks, travelling to London or Frankfurt on business. She is used to living without him, she tells herself, she’ll hardly miss him at all.

			But then she stops herself, staring at the congealing egg, pale yellow against the heavy iron frying pan. There is a big difference between your husband being away on business and your husband leaving you. A vast, yawning gulf of a difference. Paul may not have been with her physically during those long, hot afternoons when the washing machine broke down and Paris broke her arm jumping from the terrace, but he had been there somewhere, in the background, a phone call away. Someone to moan to about the kids, safe because he was the only other person in the world who loved them as much as she did.

			Dispiritedly, Emily spoons the scrambled egg onto a Postman Pat plate. It looks disgusting, she thinks, but Charlie, watching her through narrowed eyes, consents to eat a spoonful. She does not feel like eating. In fact, she feels as if she will never eat again. At least then she will lose some weight. She just knows, somewhere deep in her heart, that Paul has left her for someone slimmer.

			She is sure that he has another woman, just as she is sure, even deeper in her heart, that the Affair with the teacher was not the only one. Paul is attractive to women, with his mesmeric blue eyes and his habit of sitting just a little bit too close. She has seen it so often, with strangers, colleagues, even with friends, women who criticised Paul behind his back (‘He doesn’t deserve you, Emily’) but became curiously skittish and playful in his presence.

			Slowly, deliberately, Charlie tips his drink over. Bending down to clear it up, Emily says brightly, ‘What shall we do this afternoon, Charlie Bear? Shall we play with your train track?’

			‘No train track.’

			‘What about a lovely walk? We could go and look at Anna-Luisa’s hens.’

			‘No walk. Horrible hens.’

			Afternoons in Italy, with no parks, no soft play areas and no children’s television have begun to assume monstrous proportions in Emily’s mind. Hour after hour of hot walks to see the hens or endless games running wooden cars along stone floors. All the thousands of times she has looked at her watch to find that only ten minutes has passed. All the tears, tantrums and capitulations. Emily sighs.

			‘What about a video?’

			Ten minutes later they are sitting in the cool, high-ceilinged sitting room watching The Jungle Book. Charlie looks up from the screen as Mowgli is adopted by the wolf family. The Father Wolf is standing on a rock laying down the law about something, the Mother Wolf is looking at him apprehensively.

			‘When’s Daddy coming home?’ asks Charlie.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Thoughts from Tuscany
By Emily Robertson

			Summer evenings in Tuscany, drinking cold white wine and watching the stars appear over the distant hills, are what makes it all worthwhile. Summer days can be hot and quarrelsome; the children arguing, Spouse full of some madcap scheme to create a water meadow in the bottom field (in an area where the summer rainfall is approximately an eggcup-full), the supermercato full of tourists buying the wrong sort of sausages for the ubiquitous barbeque. The afternoons can be slow and oppressive, heavy with regret for that extra glass of wine at lunchtimes, but the evenings, the evenings are perfection. The smell of lemons floating up from the citrus grove, the tang of grilled rosemary, the death-defying swoops of the birds coming home to roost in the Torre Albano. This is what we came to Italy for.

			Emily, a glass of warm, flat beer in her hand, sits on the terrace and thinks about the fact that she is stuck in a foreign country with three children, no husband, no money and a psychotic cleaner. The smell of lemons from the citrus grove gives her no comfort whatsoever.

			The Tuscan night is dark, a heavy pulsating blackness that has nothing to do with lack of light, more a presence of dark. The throaty buzz of the crickets sounds like deep breathing, hoarse and regular. Through the olive trees, Emily can see the white gleam of stones where the swimming pool is being built. What will happen to it now, Paul’s beloved symbol of expatriate life? The workmen seem to have downed tools for the summer but what will happen when they come back in the autumn? Emily does not feel equal to the task of supervising the construction of a Roman-style pool complete with mosaic tiles and terracotta surrounds. And have they even got enough money to pay for it? She must talk to Paul about money.

			A faint breeze whispers through the vines on the slope below. Emily shivers but does not go back into the house. After the heat of the day, the cold is invigorating. She finds it hard to think during the day, her brain is sluggish and lethargic, dragging itself round the same tired loop of ideas, as she drags her body round the house and garden, moving from shade to shade. Now, she can almost feel her mind tingling with life.

			What is she going to do? Is she really going to sell up and go back to England? For a moment, she allows herself to think of it. A flat in Brighton, all blond wood floors and gleaming surfaces. Herself, striding out every day to a demanding yet really creative job. The children, happy and secure, trotting off to a wonderful English comprehensive (the kind that really nurtures the inner child whilst remaining true to its socialist principles; the kind that doesn’t exist). She can even see the flat, fair face of their Danish au pair, her capable, freckled hand holding Charlie’s as she takes him to the beach after nursery school. They will collect pebbles and bring them back to paint them, the Guardian spread out on Emily’s scrubbed pine kitchen table. God, how she misses English newspapers.

			There is no man in this colour supplement fantasy. Does she really think then that Paul has left her forever? The other time, the time when he had the Affair, she had escaped to Brighton but he had come after her. He had begged her to go back to him. She remembers the tears, so surprising in his bold blue eyes. She remembers walking on the beach with him, battered backwards by the wind and Paul saying, ‘I’d be nothing without you. You’re everything to me. If you leave me, I don’t know how I can go on.’ She remembers the exact soapy taste of the coffee they drank in the seaside café, the thick china cup with its faint residue of lipstick, the tramp at the next table slowly unwrapping his newspaper parcels of possessions. She remembers the curious sigh that had escaped Paul when she said, ‘Well, all right, maybe we can give it another go …’

			She can see all these things, sitting on the terrace with the alien countryside all around her, but she cannot see Paul. She can hear his voice saying, ‘Our marriage is over,’ but she cannot conjure up his face. The man she was married to for seventeen years (already it is in the past tense), who gave her three children, who loved and made love to her – she cannot see him at all. Dimly she remembers dark hair, a spreading waistline, white teeth, gritty early-morning stubble. She can feel his face pressed against hers when they last said goodbye. ‘Don’t forget to phone Romano about the driveway.’ Would he have said that if he had been planning to leave her? Would his ongoing squabble with the neighbouring farmer about access rights still have loomed so large in his mind? There had been no clue, no hint that this was the last time they could hold each other like this, with such casual intimacy, a mere touch of the cheek, a pat, hardly registering at the time. If she had known, she could have done something, reinvented herself, tried to be more efficient, less dreamy. Of course, she had not rung Romano about the driveway.

			Can it really be over? Is this how things end? She remembers, when she split up with Michael, the great love of her university years, the sense of utter desolation. How would she ever meet anyone else who was so nearly perfect? And she had been only twenty-two, for God’s sake. Now she is forty-one and, if Paul has left her, she can’t imagine ever meeting another man. Not that she wants to, really. The past, where she is forever young, running across the quad to met Michael, her long hair flying out behind her, slim legs in faded jeans hardly touching the grass, the past is far more attractive. She wishes she could open the computer and just step back into her youth. One click and she could be there. Friends Reunited. She could look for Michael’s name and, just in that familiar combination of letters, she would be back.

			She must go to bed or she will be even more stupid tomorrow. Just one last email to Petra? Maybe just one look at Friends Reunited? She is so near him, a mere click away. But she hesitates, she won’t conjure him up. Not yet.

			*

Upstairs, under the high authentic ceiling, Paris, too, is conjuring the past. Carphone Warehouse, she thinks, the Bedford Arms, Bilal’s Burgers, Tesco Metro, Alldays Stores, Sinatra’s Wine Bar, HSBC Bank. Slowly, store by store, she re-creates the walk from their London house to the tube station. If she concentrates hard she can see the Styrofoam burger boxes in the street, the thrownaway leaflets (Lose weight in two weeks! Ask me how!), the chrome tables outside the restaurants waiting for that mythical sunny day. She sees the dusty plane trees of the common and the boarded-up windows of the minicab office. She sees the café where she and Cassie once saw someone who had been in EastEnders. She sees the shop where she bought her first bike, riding home in triumph through the dog shit and broken glass. Finally she sees the tube station, with its familiar red and blue sign like an arrow through her heart. Clapham Common.

			And she lies in bed and weeps, silently, for the Northern Line.

			*

Further along the Northern Line, in Kennington, Michael Bartnicki dresses quickly to go to work. In less than an hour he will be performing emergency surgery on an eighteen-year-old girl who has been involved in a car crash. He knows this but it does not trouble him unduly as he pulls on a thick sweater (the summer night is cold) and bends down to do up his shoelaces. Such late-night summonses are commonplace. Besides, a doctor can’t afford to think like that (the young life, the terrified parents, the nightmarish blood on the road), he can only think of the procedure, of the surgical incision, the operating table in its blaze of artificial light. Michael hums quietly as he picks up his phone and car keys from the bedside table.

			As he puts on his watch, he looks at his wife who is sleeping deeply. Should he wake her to remind her about Jessica’s appointment tomorrow? He decides against it, she will only become hysterical and say that he doesn’t trust her. Jessica will remember. Michael checks his watch by the light of his phone. Three forty-five a.m. The low point of the night. The hour most doctors dread; the hour most patients die.

			The kitchen is dark, appliances whirring silently. Michael gets a bottle of mineral water from the fridge and swigs deeply. No time for anything to eat. The green lights on the microwave say 03:55. For a moment he sits completely still in the darkness, staring straight in front of him.

			*

And in Tuscany, only a few miles from the Villa Serena, a man called Raffaello looks into a grave and smiles.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Thoughts from Tuscany
By Emily Robertson

			At last I have my own herb garden. In London, I used to be an enthusiastic purchaser of those little pots of basil from the super-market. For about a week, they would add a genuine Italian flavour to my salads and then, inevitably, they would whither and die. It was as if the little plants were saying to me: ‘Who are you trying to kid? This is Clapham not Chianti.’

			Well, now I have my own basil. It grows plentifully just outside my kitchen door. When making a salad, I just need to reach out a hand and crush those aromatic leaves between my fingers. I have become profligate. I scatter chopped basil on soups, on new potatoes, on bruschette, on freshly picked tomatoes. Spouse says that he lives in dread of being given basil in his beer. But I will never grow tired of it. For me it is the essence of Italy.

			Emily is dispiritedly weeding the vegetable patch when she hears the buzz of a Vespa coming up the drive. Romano, the neighbouring farmer, has told her that dry weeds must be cut down in case of fire. The whole countryside is dry, with ash-white grass that shrivels in your hand. Emily imagines the whole thing flaring up in a single sheet of flame, engulfing the Villa Serena like a medieval picture of hell. Dutifully, she drags the hoe across the stony ground, her T-shirt sticking to her back.

			Paul was determined that they should grow their own vegetables. At the back of the house, next to the kitchen, is the perfect place, sunny and flat, shaded by elaborately gnarled fig trees. Romano says it was once a herb garden and certainly it is overgrown with rosemary and thyme, huge, grey-green scented monsters. But Paul pulled up the rosemary and thyme and planted lettuces and tomatoes, like a south London allotment. The lettuces grew to an immense size but, since none of the children like salad and Paul preferred more interesting versions bought in tubs from the Co-op, they were soon eaten by caterpillars. The tomatoes were beautiful, small and firm with fragrant leaves, but Emily soon gave up picking and preserving and bottling. They, too, were eaten by the birds.

			Now Emily pulls up another rotten lettuce and throws it onto the bonfire pile. Behind her, she hears a voice, elderly but surprisingly resonant, a voice used to being heard.

			‘Basilico,’ it says. Then, in English, ‘You need basil by your kitchen door. To keep away the flies.’

			Emily straightens and looks round. She finds herself looking at a priest, in black shirt, dog collar, and dirty white plimsolls, sitting astride a Vespa, He is old, with thick white hair like a judge’s wig and a heavily lined face but, as he leaps nimbly from the motorcycle and comes forward to greet her, his movements are that of a much younger man. And his handshake, as he introduces himself, is strong enough to make her wince.

			‘Don Angelo,’ he says.

			‘Emily Robertson,’ mumbles Emily, wiping a sweaty hand on her shorts.

			‘It is too hot to work,’ says Don Angelo sternly. ‘You need a rest and a cold drink.’

			‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ asks Emily. She knows nothing about Catholic priests but surely tea is an essential part of any clerical visit?

			‘Tea? Never!’ Don Angelo shudders violently. ‘Acqua minerale, yes.’

			‘Would you like a glass of acqua minerale? asks Emily obediently.

			‘Grazie,’ says Don Angelo sweetly, as if it was not his own idea.

			They sit on the terrace, by the side of the overgrown kitchen garden. Father Angelo sips his water and once, casually, reaches out to pick a white peach from one of the overhanging trees.

			‘You’d like?’ he asks politely.

			‘Oh, no … thank you. You have it.’

			He requests a knife and proceeds to cut the peach into perfect segments, like little gleaming half moons. He throws the stone into the undergrowth. ‘Now you’ll have another tree. Yes?’

			‘In a few hundred years’ time.’

			‘A few hundred years?’ The priest shrugs eloquently. ‘Is nothing.’

			‘Not to God, maybe,’ says Emily, rather daring.

			The priest laughs heartily. ‘No! Not to God.’ He has excellent teeth, she notices.

			‘So.’ The peach finished, Don Angelo fixes his rather deep-set brown eyes on her. ‘You are not a catholic, I think.’

			‘No,’ says Emily, apologetically. ‘We don’t really go to church, I’m afraid.’

			‘No,’ agrees Don Angelo. ‘I have not seen you in the church.’ The church in Monte Albano is supposed to be a rather fine example of medieval architecture. It dates, Emily seems to remember, from the twelfth century and is said to be built on Etruscan foundations.

			‘I believe it has a beautiful fresco of the Annunciation …’

			But Don Angelo shrugs off any discussion of its attractions. ‘Yes. Beautiful. Yes. You never come to the town?’

			‘Oh, yes, I do,’ says Emily eagerly. ‘I come every Tuesday for the market …’

			‘The market!’ says Don Angelo contemptuously. ‘That is for tourists. Go to the Co-op. Much cheaper. No, you never come to the town. In the evening. For a passeggiata.’

			The passeggiata is an Italian ritual. Every evening, as the day starts to cool, the Italians emerge from their shuttered houses to walk up and down the village square, admiring and being admired. Emily loves the way that the old people sit on kitchen chairs outside their front doors and just, unashamedly, stare. Even so, she has never thought of trying it herself.
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