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Author’s Note


Some Italian sentences and words are not translated, either because they have become familiar to English readers, or because their meaning should be clear from the subsequent text.


The style of the word ‘black’ varies according to who is speaking and thinking.
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Preface



In most novels it is taken for granted that people over fifty are as set in their ways as elderly apple trees, and as permanently shaped and scarred by the years they have weathered. The literary convention is that nothing major can happen to them except through subtraction. They may be struck by lightning or pruned by the hand of man; they may grow weak or hollow; their sparse fruit may become misshapen, spotted or sourly crabbed. They may endure these changes nobly or meanly. But they cannot, even under the best of conditions, put out new growth or burst into lush and unexpected bloom . . . But the self, whatever its age, is subject to the usual laws of optics. However peripheral we may be to the lives of others, each of us is always a central point round which the entire world whirls in radiating perspective. And this world, Vinnie thinks, is not English literature. It is full of people over fifty who will be around and in fairly good shape for the next quarter-century: plenty of time for adventure and change, even for heroism and transformation.


Alison Lurie, Foreign Affairs









 


 




Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’


We are not now that strength which in old days


Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;


One equal temper of heroic hearts,


Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will


To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.


ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON,


‘Ulysses’













Prologue



A Blow of Air


The night Enzo Rossi shot a man, he had left his bedroom window open.


It was not at all usual for him to do this, for he was fearful of catching a colpo di aria: that is, a blow of air. But it was spring, and this month the nightingales had arrived in Italy.


At first, he could not think what had woken him. In the abandoned olive groves and wooded mountains, few sounds apart from the rush of the river in the valley ever disturbed human beings. He lay still in bed, listening and staring up at the blackened beams of his bedroom just visible against the whitewashed ceiling. What was wrong? The house he rented was over seven hundred years old, and often creaked to itself with changes of temperature, but being almost at the end of a rough, stony track it was rarely visited. Once, it had been part of a small, scattered hamlet filled with interconnected families; now it was the last house on the hillside still lived in by a local person, the others all being owned by foreigners. He was alone.


At this recollection, Enzo groaned. The loss of his wife had come as a relief because of their bitter quarrels; but the loss of his daughter was like a wound that kept breaking open and causing fresh pain. When she vanished with her mother, Fede had been eight years old, the age that was the most enchanting of all . . . though he had believed the same when she was seven, six, five, and back to when she first emerged into the world, blinking like a little owl with a tuft of dark hair on her head. He had never known a love for any other person like that he felt, irrevocably, for his daughter: it had been like being hit in the heart by a bullet. Yet she was lost to him. His wife had taken their child away to live in her own country, knowing that this was the surest way to break his spirit.


Ever since, despite ringing his wife’s mobile, her parents’ home and writing text after text, Enzo had heard not one word. He didn’t know whether they were dead or alive, though he suspected that they were somewhere in America and wanted nothing more to do with him. Had she met another man? Had he really been such a bad husband and father? Anguish and distrust poisoned his blood, making his stomach throb like a second heart. Every night he drank himself into oblivion to forget this pain, and every morning he woke cursing his life and his wife, and all foreigners.


It was not only Fede that had been taken from him. Living alone in the house his family had always rented, he was being burgled repeatedly. Despite closing shutters and bolts as well as locking doors, there was a continual assault by thieves – not Italians but ‘gypsies’, Albanians and what were called, indiscriminately, Africans. In the beginning, when it was just a few bits of food and things that even a poor man can afford to lose, he had shrugged his shoulders because he felt sorry for those less fortunate than himself. But then it had become much worse.


Everyone who lived in the countryside was being preyed upon by these migrants, or vagrants, who were little better than Mafiosi. There were gangs of foreign thugs that came up to people trying to run small hotels or restaurants, demanding money, and others who robbed homes, even those of people like himself who had little or nothing. It didn’t matter whether the houses were lived in or not, they would force their way in and take whatever they could. His TV, his laptop and several knives had been lost in this way, and, worst of all, his peace. Caught between fear and anger, he slept with a gun under his bed.


Mostly, he did not sleep at all.


He listened to the song of the tiny bird nearby. Sometimes it flooded out in a long and lyrical melody, then tripped, clicked, whistled and switched. Its powerful voice moved from the piercingly sweet to the painfully percussive, a musical machine gun that drilled into his skull before easing his headache with its modulations. It was dementing in its unpredictability: yet as long as he heard it, he felt as if his sufferings had a voice.


The nightingale paused, and in the silence, there was that slight noise again. He listened intently. Could it be an animal? The hills were plagued by wild boar, snuffling and rootling and fouling the ground. They had thick, hairy hides that were as tough as armour, and tusks and hooves sharper than many blades. They were afraid of nothing, even poisonous snakes. Enzo and his friends hunted boar in season, and it was solely due to their efforts that there were not many more destroying what remained of the vineyards.


He should frighten it away. Neither he nor his elderly neighbours wanted intruders around. They were all retired, or in search of peace. That was the point of living out in the countryside.


The sound of stealthy motion came again. His heart began to thunder so loudly that for a few moments he could hear nothing more. Then his pulse steadied. Someone was trying to open the door downstairs. Enzo groped for the gun under his bed and sat up.


In the rage that replaced his fear, his thoughts became marvellously concentrated. A few weeks ago, his hunting dog Violetta had been poisoned, presumably to prevent her alerting him to intruders. He had found her in the yard below, foaming at the mouth after eating a piece of meat he hadn’t given her, and although the vet did his best the poor bitch died in agony.


‘What kind of person does that to an innocent animal? Stronzi! If they ever try it again, I swear I’ll shoot them dead,’ Enzo said to anyone who would listen. There were plenty who did, for Italy, with its long, elegant boot sticking tiptoe like a nervous person’s foot into the ocean, was perilously close to North Africa and Eastern Europe, twin sources of trouble. What had once been an advantage to conquest and trade was now a hazard to prosperity and stability. Fifteen centuries ago, the Roman Empire had been destroyed by the plague that crossed the Mediterranean; now, it was people. The recent pandemic was proof of that. His country had always been the first victim of any bad thing, and was the first place that war, famine and disease arrived in Europe.


Those living in and around Santorno were far away from the sea-landings in the south, but they felt their effects. A population that was largely homogenous in appearance, religion, diet and customs became increasingly anxious, then angry, when they saw so many people who were very different from themselves in their streets. There were those who went out of their way to show compassion, but there were others who asked, with increasing insistence, why should these be our burden?


Italy had plenty of problems of its own, they could all agree on that. Successive corrupt and incompetent governments had not helped it, and neither did the extreme reluctance of many citizens to pay taxes to Rome. Italy as a nation had existed for barely a hundred years, one region still could not understand the accent of another and after centuries of wars and invasions its local populations were suspicious not just of neighbouring countries but of other towns just a few kilometres away. Nothing, however, was as alarming as the migrants, whose numbers, hundreds of thousands each year, were seen as a visible manifestation of all that was wrong in the world. Crime had soared: not the familiar Italian kinds such as the bribery of officials or using the black market, but robbery, drugs and assault. All these, Enzo was now certain, were the fault of foreigners.


Si, si, si, si, si, the nightingale agreed.


Enzo was a Tuscan, and if he looked down on the Milanese (‘almost Germans’) and the Romans (‘practically Africans’) and absolutely despised the Umbrians (‘uncivilised’), the fact was that his people were in danger from the criminal elements now at large. He and certain citizens would meet on Sundays, in private, to practise shooting.


‘The migrants will kill us in our beds, my friends, and you know what the worst part is?’ Enzo’s buddies agreed. ‘If Italians lay one finger on them as intruders, we are the ones who end up in prison! Nobody else will help us. We must be prepared.’


Enzo thought of himself as a good person. He went once a year to Mass, and he did many kind things for his friends and neighbours, for there was nothing he could not turn his hand to. Having been married to an American, he spoke excellent English and could drive, cook, do minor building work, clean swimming pools, prune vines and pick up people from Perugia airport. In the past, he had worked at every kind of job, from selling second-hand Fiat cars to searching for old houses in the countryside for a real estate agency. He had never betrayed a comrade, hurt a woman or hit a child. He was enterprising, adaptable, brave, kind and as honest as anyone could be in these difficult times, but at forty he felt his life was becoming a tangle of miseries, and the lack of sleep had driven him close to insanity.


Now, hearing the thief attempting to break in, his hands barely shook as he lifted the gun he kept under his bed and locked its barrel into place. It was not his hunting rifle or his shotgun, both were kept locked away in a secure place, but a pistol with a solid chestnut handle and a short steel stock, a design that had not altered for over a hundred years. He had inherited it from his father, who had been given it by his own father during the time when a weapon was all that stood between Tuscany and Fascism.


The feel of the wood and steel in Enzo’s hands steadied his breathing. It was beautifully balanced, with a curved steel trigger that almost begged to be pulled. The nightingale, trilling urgently said, Si, si, si, si, si, si!


Stealthily, he opened the casement and leant out. There! A figure, hardly more than a shadow against shadows, was below. He could see the ominous puff of dark hair, and hear the intruder’s harsh breathing. Enzo lifted the pistol to his windowsill and released the safety-catch. Then, just as the figure looked up, he fired.
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The Dogs of Santorno


The three women who met for coffee in Via Nazionale every Saturday morning were united by age, exile, the love of dogs and their disinclination to discuss their infirmities.


‘Enough of the organ grinding!’ Marta declared if anyone complained of arthritic joints, failing eyesight, dizziness or debility. Between them, they had four breasts, five eyes and three hip replacements. These were the price of living long lives, as were one divorce, one widowhood and one husband with dementia. Age had not diminished them: quite the opposite. They had become more concentrated versions of themselves, just as a pot of soup does the longer it is simmered.


‘One must not look back,’ was Ruth’s philosophy. ‘To look back is to regret what can’t be changed.’


‘Dogs are happy because they live in the present, and so must we,’ agreed Diana.


‘Evviva!’ said Marta. ‘Let us live and love, for tomorrow we die.’


Framed by the window of the Bar Degli Artisti, the three friends sat at an outside table in the sunlight, watching the world pass by. It was a warm day, as warm as an English summer, and they were discussing their anxieties about a dog they had passed, locked in a hot car outside the city walls, which might soon be in difficulties. A waiter was keeping an eye on them in case they wished to add to their weekly order of coffee and pastries. Had they been in any other country, they would have been ignored: they were each, after all, over eighty. But in Italy a woman of any age will be noticed, especially if she has style, and a canine companion.


Diana Evenlode had a Labrador, as good-hearted as she was stupid. It was not her dog, she would explain, only her husband no longer went shooting and Diana couldn’t bear to put a Lab down before its time. Besides, Bella was superior to a burglar alarm, and she would eat almost anything. Diana’s tweeds were so thickly matted with dog hair that sometimes people wondered where one ended and the other began. Being the sort of person who always feels cold, even on a warm day, she wore two cashmere polo necks, pockmarked by moth holes, under a quilted olive gilet, and a toque of real leopard-skin. It was the kind of clothing that only small girls and elderly women could possibly carry off, and Diana, as a former Deb of the Year, always did. She balanced her galoshes on Bella, lying beneath the café table in just the right position to act as a foot warmer.


Marta Koning had a little white terrier, the focus of her life and the bane of everyone else’s. Of course, she loved her daughter Lottie and her grandchildren Xan, Stella and Rosie; but she adored her dog, though he did not deserve it. Every yap, lick or glance from his eyes was taken as proof of his devotion. Marta always matched Otto’s collars to her spectacles, and as both had white hair these were usually noticed.


‘If you do not want to be knocked over by a passing car when you are over eighty, you must wear bright things,’ Marta would say. She was a great one for proclamations of this sort, and her friends loved her despite it, partly because she was the eldest of the three and partly because she had the self-assurance that comes with being a renowned concert pianist.


Always chic in the German fashion, Marta was punctilious about having a manicure, a pedicure and the regular attentions of a hairdresser. Today, in honour of the imminent arrival of her grandson, she wore a violet jumper, a green jacket, a black fedora hat, an emerald silk foulard and bottle-green slacks. Her spectacles were bright green with tiny violet rhinestones, and on the lapel of her jacket she wore a large silver brooch shaped like a peacock feather. Diana, observing this, blinked. Marta gave a faint smile; she couldn’t care less if a member of the English aristocracy disapproved of her appearance, because she disapproved of their existence.


As it happened, Marta and Diana were related by marriage. This was nothing remarkable, for the Evenlodes were connected to any number of people; a hundred and fifty years ago, they had made a habit of having very large families, most of whose members survived to have large numbers of children themselves. These tended to be healthy, unimaginative people who could be relied upon to lead troops into hopeless battles, farm unproductive land, and head failing banks in whatever corner of the world they happened to find themselves. Marta’s late husband Edward was one of the few Evenlodes to have had the bad taste to exhibit artistic leanings, which perhaps accounted for his marriage to a pianist from Berlin.


Diana was of the generation of Britons who regarded all Germans as enemies, and she and her sister-in-law held each other at arm’s length for a number of years before becoming neighbours in Italy. They had not, in truth, appreciated each other in the past. Diana was always polite, but every now and again she would unconsciously refer to Germans as ‘Huns’, at which point Marta, whose father had been interned by the Nazis as a Communist, would raise an eyebrow. Had they not been fellow foreigners in a provincial town, it was unlikely that they would have become friends. Yet late in life each discovered that despite their differences in nationality, lifestyle and politics they could both like and admire each other. What they had in common was not just happenstance, but a steely sense of morality and generosity that had evolved into a reluctant warmth.


‘Marta is not exactly my cup of tea,’ Diana confessed to Ruth, ‘but despite her ego, she is a very decent sort’; whereas Marta said to Ruth, ‘She has views that bring me out in humps, yet her heart is in the right place.’


To both, Ruth said, ‘It’s more important to see the good in people than to focus on small differences.’


Many find this to be the case, especially when living abroad. Propinquity forces intimacy, and theirs was even stronger because two years ago, the world had ground to a halt. Weddings and funerals, offices, aeroplanes, bookshops, festivals, concerts, businesses, cinemas, churches, schools, theatres, restaurants and cafés were all suddenly closed in the face of a deadly disease. Italy, grievously afflicted in the beginning, had been especially strict. Living near each other, Ruth, Marta and Diana shared the services of Enzo, whom they paid to collect medicines and food at a time when even country roads were blocked by soldiers checking documents. Defiantly, they still walked to each other’s homes, played games of online Scrabble, shared books, recipes and become even more attached both to their dogs and to each other.


‘I am really quite worried about the poor creature in the car,’ Marta said to Diana.


‘What breed is it?’


‘A shih-tzu.’


‘Such an unfortunate name.’


‘But not its fault,’ Ruth reminded them.


‘The Italians don’t understand dogs are not fashion accessories,’ said Diana, with a covert glance at Marta’s spectacles. She thought, and Marta knew she thought, them ridiculous.


‘I know we are lucky to have our darlings,’ said Ruth. ‘Besides, dogs are like babies: if you love one, you love them all.’


Seated on Ruth’s lap, as if on a throne, was Dash. She did not object to this; after all, what warm-blooded creature would enjoy putting their bottom on cold medieval cobbles? A black-and-white Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, Dash combined the best characteristics of both canine and feline, being an energetic companion and a strokable comforter. He was exquisitely beautiful, and when denied anything would assume an expression of such Christ-like suffering that most hearts melted. Consequently, his waistline left something to be desired. Ruth claimed that her dog had big bones.


‘No, honey, not mine!’ she said as his snub nose approached her plate. A pink tongue appeared, the pastry disappeared, and Ruth said, ‘Bad boy.’


Bella snorted and Otto gave a jealous growl from beneath the table. But it is one thing to have a dog as small and soft as a velvet purse, and another to have a dirty, snappish terrier or a large, arthritic Labrador. Dash lifted his face to Ruth’s to exchange a smile of mutual adoration.


‘You are putty under that dog’s paw,’ said Diana, and Ruth answered guiltily, ‘I know.’


For the three friends, their dogs compensated, somewhat, for not having been able to embrace the youth that consoled their own failing bodies. Now, however, their grandchildren were returning after a prolonged winter, like migrating birds on the warm winds of spring. Not only this: Ruth was hosting a wedding.


‘So romantic!’ said Marta, and Diana added, ‘They are the most beautiful couple.’


Both women smiled at her, for Ruth was impossible not to like. She was the expatriate who had lived longest in Santorno, having retired there in the early 1990s.


‘I want an adventure before dementia,’ was how she put it, and as her home and friendliness were both delightful, she never lacked for company.


Marta had been a neighbour in Hampstead, teaching Ruth’s youngest son Daniel at the Royal College of Music. Their relationship had been kept up via emails and long calls over decades of separation, so much so that Ruth often stayed with Marta when in London, and Marta and her daughter Lottie had holidayed with Ruth every summer in Italy. Many years later, Marta, too, sold up in London and followed her friend. Her flat was not in the Tuscan countryside, however, but just outside the city walls.


‘I do not need half a hillside, like Ruth. I am a little old lady, and all I need is my piano.’


People always laughed when she said this, for anyone less like a little old lady than Marta would be hard to imagine. She was a musician first and a human being second. Having just one spare room to offer guests meant that she saw her daughter and grandchildren far less often than she would have liked, but she was happy in her new home.


‘It suits me perfectly,’ she told everyone, especially Lottie, who rang several times a week from England to check on her mother. ‘Nothing is going to happen to me, except death, and that happens to everyone.’


Xan was coming to stay for a whole fortnight. Marta had not seen her grandson, except on Zoom, for two whole years; and a year in old age feels as long as it does in infancy. Her joy at this was slightly tempered by the knowledge that he would probably be spending almost all his time at Ruth’s home rather than her own.


‘How are the wedding preparations coming along?’ she asked Ruth, who grimaced slightly.


Oliver Viner was marrying Tania Noble in Santorno, and ever since he announced this, his grandmother’s tranquil existence had been thrown into turmoil.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to get married at your parents’ place? It would be so much easier for your family and friends,’ she suggested; but Olly answered with his robust laugh, ‘Do you know, Granny, it takes almost as long to drive from London to Devon as it does to fly to Perugia? Besides, the weather is so much better in Italy, and people are longing to go abroad again.’


This was true. After two years of fear, loss and misery, everyone who could afford it was on the move and life was getting back to normal. To travel, to spend, to enjoy was an imperative filling the young like helium gas.


‘Just how many people are you expecting?’ Ruth asked.


‘Oh, not many.’


‘How many is that?’


‘About ninety.’


Ruth could not help gasping a little.


‘But darling Olly, where am I to put everyone? La Rosa can’t sleep more than twenty, even with airbeds.’


‘Don’t worry, most will stay at an agriturismo. Or a hotel.’


‘Won’t that cost them a fortune?’


‘They can afford it.’


Ruth had only the vaguest idea of what her grandson’s friends did for a living, but they seemed to have surprising amounts of disposable income, despite being members of the generation that she kept being told were doomed thanks to Boomers like herself owning all the housing that they could not afford to buy. Ruth had her NHS pension, and a nest egg, but she did not feel rich. Her American medical degree had been paid for with blood and toil, and her British qualifications also. The Belsize Park boarding house that she bought with her husband on a council mortgage in no way resembled the white-stuccoed palace it had become; it was cheap in the 1960s because it was falling down, and stuffed with sitting tenants, paying a pittance for their rooms in an area generally considered to be unfashionable and sordid. Over the ensuing decades, Ruth reclaimed it floor by floor, and felt she had worked and saved hard for every bit of her luck in the London property market. Her children’s children, however, seemed to think that she and her peers should atone for the ease with which they had become homeowners.


‘But we lived on rice and beans! And you have things we never dreamt of owning at your age, like TV sets and fridge-freezers,’ Ruth pointed out.


‘Yes, only we have nowhere to put them in,’ they answered.


Being kind-hearted, she did her best to make amends. After selling up in London, she had given each of her three sons a deposit in order for them to buy places of their own, and to her nine grandchildren there was a small, tax-free sum every year for which they were duly grateful. She knew that she, like all her peers, were members of the luckiest generation in history, and she tried not to take this for granted. However, hosting a wedding was a big ask. Olly had no idea of all the bother involved, but that was part of the optimism and enthusiasm that helped him bounce through life.


The first born in any family is often given more than their fair share of confidence, and Olly was not just the eldest of five siblings, but the first grandchild. Ruth adored him immoderately, perhaps because she had never had much time to enjoy her own sons. A beautiful little boy, he grew up to be clever, handsome and charming, and by the time he was thirty, he made a fortune. Josh and Anne Viner lived in a remote rural area where people lived in chilly old homes, drove mud-splashed old cars and distrusted all enterprises that required new clothes; their son’s rebellion was to work in the City, live in a penthouse flat on the South Bank, and spend whatever he liked. He met his bride the correct modern way, through a dating app for graduates.


‘She’s a nice North London girl, half-American, and her mother is Jewish,’ he told Ruth, who was relieved. After nine months together, he brought her out to Italy between lockdowns, and, when Ruth told him that he shouldn’t let this one get away, proposed.


Since then, Ruth had been in a frenzy. She was used to hosting guests of her sons’, and she loved entertaining friends, but a big wedding like this felt like climbing a mountain. Increasingly, the thought that she was approaching the end of her life intruded, though she made a conscious effort to ignore it. Both Marta and Diana were concerned at her growing fatigue. They all felt more frail than before and ignored it too, because there was nothing to be done but, as Diana put it, keep buggering on.


‘At least ask for professional caterers,’ Diana advised. ‘In my day, the bride’s family paid for everything.’


Ruth wondered about this, as well. Had the world really changed so much? Tania’s father was a partner in Cain, Innocent, a major American law firm. Surely, he should be writing out a large cheque to cover his daughter’s wedding? (Did people still write cheques?)


‘You really should not be shouldering this burden, my dear,’ Marta added, fanning herself. ‘My goodness, what a hot day it is!’


‘I expect it will rain next week,’ Ruth said. She kept trying to feel cheerful about it all, for what could be more charming than two people who loved each other getting married from her home? Especially if one of them was her own grandchild.


As they sat there, one of the beggars that ventured into the town approached them, smiling. He put out a hand.


‘Good morning, ladies. I am coming from Africa. Please, could you help me, please?’


Marta and Ruth shook their heads automatically and looked away, but Diana felt in her purse.


‘There you go,’ she said, putting a euro in his palm.


The man gave a formal little bow. ‘I give you a blessing, lady.’


‘Thank you,’ said Diana, dismissing him.


As soon as the beggar wandered on, the waiter frowned at her.


‘Contessa, you should not give those people your money. It only encourages them.’


‘I thought I could do with a blessing,’ Diana answered, and Ruth said, ‘Darn, so could I. I’m having conniptions about this wedding.’


To Ruth’s generation, a wedding was a gentle ceremony, perhaps with some protest songs and a little hash, but it soon became clear that something more elaborate was expected for Olly and Tania. There were going to be smart young people and a ceremony at Santorno’s Town Hall, and, worse, the whole event was going to be watched online by millions of people she’d never met. The thought made her shudder.


Olly told her, ‘It will look fantastic, don’t worry. You see, Tania is a vlogger.’


‘She works in forestry?’


‘No,’ Olly shouted with laughter. ‘She’s one of the top influencers in Britain.’


Ruth guessed this must mean something to do with social media. All kinds of jobs that hadn’t existed ten years ago now seemed to dominate the economy. Olly himself worked in something called hedge funds, another mystery profession involving money rather than farming. But the days when people did straightforward professions like medicine, law, publishing or accountancy had vanished. Everything involved the Cloud, as if people were being swept up like mortals in Greek myth, and carried away by the gods. When she tried to ask what these jobs meant, he would smile at her kindly and say, ‘You wouldn’t understand, Granny.’


It made Ruth grimace, because she remembered uttering these exact same words to her parents, back in the day. When she confided in Marta, her friend said, ‘They think they know everything. We’ve lived half a century more than they have, but heaven forbid we might actually have learned anything!’


What did reassure her somewhat was that she and Marta knew the bride’s mother, Polly Noble, in the casual way that many families of privileged professional people often do, because they had both lived in the same area of the capital. North London, to those like the Viners, is not so much a location as a state of mind: gently pink, moderately affluent and sufficiently international to embrace Europe, Asia and Africa while regarding both the South and West of the capital with suspicion bordering on hostility.


Almost everyone whom Ruth knew was drawn from this environment, and she occasionally felt guilty about this, for there were many millions of people who, she was aware, did not share her tastes, politics, beliefs or her good luck. What they had instead was their families, like Diana, or their communities, like Giusi Guardi. Giusi (whom they all thought of as Juicy, but was actually called Giuseppina) was the only daughter of a contadino whose family had for generations past actually lived in Ruth’s own house, as tenant farmers of the Felice estate and its grand Palazzo. She was a pretty, lively young woman who in addition to running the family’s business would deliver meals to those who paid her. Juicy was a wonderful cook; Ruth needed her help.


‘Are you sure you can manage?’ Marta repeated.


‘Sure,’ Ruth said. ‘Nowhere is lovelier in spring than Italy.’


‘Except England,’ said Diana, under her breath.


Will I ever see a bluebell or a foxglove again? she thought. Italy had wildflowers too, as abundant as those in a Renaissance painting, but it was only when you were deprived of your native flora that you realised just how unique it was. Diana missed her homeland with a silent ferocity that was indistinguishable from the broken sleep that also plagued her.


‘I was wondering,’ Ruth said, ‘how dreamy it might be to have great big vases full of cow parsley for the wedding.’


‘Don’t you mean Queen Anne’s Lace?’ Diana asked.


Ruth and Marta exchanged glances. It was typical, they thought, that Diana should be snobbish even about weeds. But it was also so funny that they each began to laugh, until Ruth collected her manners and said, ‘What is the difference?’


‘Queen Anne’s Lace has a darker centre. Said to be caused by a single drop of royal blood,’ Diana answered promptly. She did not understand what she’d said to amuse them, but foreigners were peculiar. ‘Also, it has more backbone for floristry. Cow parsley flops.’


Ruth smiled at her, because Diana never flopped. She always sat up straight, and she never complained, though they knew she could well have done so. However bad their lives sometimes felt, Diana’s always made them count their blessings: this, too, was another reason why they liked her.


Diana added, ‘If you need an extra pair of hands, just say the word. It’s the only thing besides touch-typing and ballroom dancing that I was taught to do.’


‘I would love that,’ Ruth answered, truthfully.


Walking back from the town towards the countryside, the three women stopped by a car. It was still parked in the sun, and as they passed, they heard a faint, high whimper.


Their own dogs stopped, and whined back. From inside the car, a small furry face popped up.


Marta asked, ‘How long has that poor doggie been there?’


‘Since this morning.’


‘There’s no opening for air.’


‘Disgraceful. Italians have no feelings for animals.’


The three women bent over, peering into the car.


‘No water either. Dogs die in hot cars.’


‘What should we do?’


‘The authorities won’t take any notice,’ Ruth said. ‘I tried with that wretched dog of Enzo’s that was always chained up and howling.’


‘I told him off about that, too.’


‘Shall I try Enzo? Maybe he knows who to call.’


‘He’s fetching my grandson from the airport,’ Marta answered.


‘And Tania,’ said Ruth. ‘Oh dear. What can we do?’


The little dog in the hot car whined again, and the three women exchanged glances.


‘Cruelty to animals is as bad as cruelty to children,’ Marta said decisively. ‘We must do something to rescue him, even if it means breaking the law.’


‘Strangely, I don’t give a shit about that these days, do you?’ Ruth said.


‘No.’


‘No.’


Diana clenched her left hand into a fist and slowly, painfully, scraped a circle in the glass of the driver’s window with the stone on her ring before saying, casually, ‘Anyone got a rock?’
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A More Interesting Existence


At the back of the little plane, Xan was remembering that Ryanair forced you to choose between financial prudence and physical inconvenience. He was over six foot tall, which meant he was jammed into his seat like a human corkscrew. He turned his attention once again to Ian McEwan’s Nutshell, and thought how much worse it might be to be fully aware, like Hamlet, but in the womb.


There was almost no pain that did not become more bearable with a good book. He didn’t care whether it was about aliens in space or adultery in nineteenth-century Europe, literature was his drug of choice. Xan could read in almost any situation. He would read when feverish, broken-hearted, hungover, depressed, ecstatic and with pneumatic drills shaking the walls next door. The exception, annoyingly, was travel. Planes weren’t quite as bad as cars, but the unique combination of nausea and claustrophobia brought on by flying meant that reading was almost impossible.


Ryanair was also part of a longer-term problem facing his family because without its cheap direct flights to Perugia, it was doubtful that his grandmother would have emigrated to Italy in her old age. It had made living abroad seem almost like commuting.


‘Santorno is only a hop away,’ Marta had reassured them. ‘You can visit me for the weekend. Many flights are just thirty pounds, less than a train ticket to Exeter.’


‘But Mutti, what if you get ill?’ Xan’s mother asked. ‘What if you have a fall and nobody finds you?’


She replied, ‘If I fall, I fall, Lottie. At least I will be in Italy, which is the closest I will ever be to paradise.’


Six years later, she seemed happy, and they all tried to be happy for her. Why shouldn’t a person move to another country, just because they were elderly? She had sold her terraced Georgian house in Church Row for millions, bought herself a serviced flat in Hampstead to use when she felt like staying in London, and had another in Santorno. Xan admired his Oma’s spirit, alternatively known as bloody-mindedness.


‘To be honest, I have had enough of Britain, and I am upside-downing,’ she had said. She took Brexit as an indication that a foreigner like herself was no longer welcome, even though she had lived in London for most of her life.


‘You can come out and visit me whenever you please,’ she informed them.


Xan’s family tried, but their visits were like seeing Marta age in stop motion. At the end of her seventies, she had been upright, vigorous, formidable. Now, her spine was beginning to bend, her thick white hair had thinned and each time he visited she had shrunk another centimetre.


It is the unique and monstrous cruelty of being mortal that everything that makes life worth living gets stripped away from you, piece by piece, Xan thought, and that you know it. Would it be less horrible if you could remain just as you were at twenty, and then keel over? His vitality, surging daily, made him feel invincible, and fearless. At the same time, he was painfully conscious that he lived in a continual atmosphere of suspicion and distrust.


In the past three years he had been stopped nine times by the police, and strip-searched once, an experience that still made his blood boil when he thought about it. To have a total stranger undress you, without consent, feel your private parts and treat you like a criminal suspect for no reason other than skin colour came as a shock. It had never happened to him when he was living with his mother and grandmother in the privileged purlieus of liberal Hampstead; now that he was spending more time with his father’s family in South London, it was a different matter.


‘What did you expect?’ his stepsister Zuhrah asked. ‘Around here, you’re like everyone else.’


It was not entirely true, because his father and stepmother were, respectively, a molecular physicist and a medical researcher at Imperial. The Okigbos and their two children lived in a comfortable semi-detached suburban home of the sort that filled his white relations with horror, but which they were extremely proud of. He loved both sides of his family, but his awakening to what it meant to be mixed-race was not without its shocks and discomforts.


Xan was the result of Lottie’s one-night stand with a stranger at a party in her early twenties. She’d been too drunk to even find out his name, and it had taken some effort on Xan’s part to trace Julius years later. He had never been bothered by this in a school environment where what mattered was whether you were smart, gifted or had rich parents. The one time another pupil said something racist to him, the boy had been hauled up before the Head, and given such a telling-off that he left soon after. Xan hadn’t forgotten it, but mostly because everyone else was so upset on his behalf. To be accused of racism, in this world, was literally the worst thing anyone could imagine. It took his becoming a student at UCL for the truth to dawn.


‘When I walk through my hall of residence people assume I must be there to sell drugs,’ he told Lottie.


‘So prove them wrong. Just be confident.’


But Xan felt neither white enough nor Black enough. He wasn’t dark like his father, but his colouring, his hair, his features were not European. These days, there was an extra aggravation because white people assumed that, thanks to positive discrimination, he must be having an easier time. Yet even though he graduated with a First, he had found it no easier to get a job than anyone else. Xan was still renting the cramped and dirty ex-council flat off Kentish Town Road that he’d found as a student. He earned a living working as a tutor for kids who would never have to become a Deliveroo slave if they failed their exams. Far from graduation being the start of a bigger life, it felt as if his horizons were shrinking. There was little comfort in knowing that nearly everyone his age was stuck in a prolonged adolescence with no end in sight.


‘We’re Generation Rent,’ his best friends said. ‘We just have to suck it up until our grannies die.’


But Xan, who loved his Oma, didn’t want to think of that. He knew that Marta, despite her air of insouciance, feared death. He’d nursed her a few years ago when she’d broken her leg. For all her toughness – a toughness both of the spirit and of one who had lived through the Fall of Berlin as a child – she feared losing her independence almost as much as she feared losing her life.


The plane tilted, and Xan clamped the earphones closer to his head, as if by keeping his eyes closed and his ears filled with Nina Simone, he could shut out reality.




I wish I knew how


It would feel to be free





Leaning out from his seat, he spotted Tania Noble ahead. Great, Xan thought. Bridezilla herself. Marta had told him he’d be sharing a lift from Perugia airport with a couple of other wedding guests who were arriving early. Of all the people to find himself in a taxi with, this was the person he would least have chosen.


Xan glared down the aisle. A few years ago, they had been part of the same friendship group, because Tania had gone out with his best friend, Bron, all through the sixth form. When she dumped him, Bron underwent a sort of nervous breakdown. Xan couldn’t forgive her for that, and he’d been in two minds about whether or not to come out to the wedding.


‘Why should I spend time with a bunch of spoilt white people during my precious holiday?’


‘Look at it this way, you can kill two birds with one stone,’ his stepfather told him. ‘You can see the old monster and have a livelier holiday than usual because there’ll be plenty of people your own age to hang out with.’


‘It’ll probably suck.’


Yet a big house party could be fun, and he’d never been to a wedding before. There might even be some pretty girls . . .


The little plane landed bumpily, opened its doors, and the warm air of Umbria rushed in. Xan was struck by the way the colours of the Perugia airport were exactly those of the red and green robed angels on either side of Piero della Francesca’s Madonna del Parto. Was it a coincidence? Or was it because the colours of the national flag were also red and green? In Italy, you never knew.


The queue for Britons took a while to move forward, but Xan held his shiny new maroon passport with a grim pride and stayed with the Italians. It was thanks to his German grandmother that he could get this and work in the EU if he wished. He’d brought his old British one too, just in case, though its soft-faced sixteen-year-old version of himself now looked barely recognisable, and would soon need renewing. He felt obscurely relieved that his passport was scarcely glanced at by immigration officials.


‘Salve, Xan,’ said Enzo. He was waiting for them on the other side of Customs, and Xan grinned.


He liked Enzo, whom he’d met on previous trips to see his grandmother, though he had severe reservations about his politics. Marta called him her Figaro, which was a bit patronising except that he looked exactly the way Xan had always imagined the Barber of Seville to look – smart, energetic and just a touch roguish, as full of opinions as he was of gossip. It was his proud boast that he never drank water (‘I despise water’), beginning each day with a small glass of red wine, which continued until he went to bed; such was his liveliness that some wondered whether he might not be permanently tipsy. His handsome face beamed with geniality, and he had the quality of sprezzatura that makes certain Italian men irresistible company. From driving Marta about to smoothing the bureaucratic nightmare of her move, from regularly picking up her family when they flew over to see her to light gardening and shopping, Enzo had quickly become a trusted friend. He rendered small services in return for cash (which he never asked for), and his dignity was almost as great as that of the elderly people he helped.


Enzo looked past him and beamed.


‘You know the bellissima Tania – and Polly?’


‘Yes,’ Xan said shortly. He watched with bemusement as Enzo seized Tania’s hand and brought it towards his lips, then turned with no less enthusiasm to that of her middle-aged mother. She, at least, did not recoil, but blushed and smiled.


‘Hello, Enzo! Xan, good to see you again,’ said Polly. ‘You’re coming to the wedding, aren’t you?’


Xan agreed that he was, adding pointedly, ‘Olly’s family are friends of ours in Devon.’


‘So you are a friend on both sides, then,’ Polly responded with a warm smile. ‘Look, Tania, even the countryside is bridal! All those blossoming acacia trees!’


He expected Tania would queen it in the front, but after all her suitcases had been piled into the boot of Enzo’s car, she climbed into the back with him. Polly began a conversation with Enzo, who did his usual terrifying thing of driving very fast along the motorway. Xan stared out of the window, letting Tania’s chatter wash over him.


‘ . . . and you know, like, I know that even if I do get a spot on my wedding day, I can put some ice and salicylic acid on it, though if I avoid anything that’s, like, chocolate or dairy I shouldn’t get one . . . ’


How could anybody be this idiotic? Tania was supposed to be bright, but to hear her you would never guess it. Of course, Xan had the opposite problem. His way of showing a girl he was interested in her was to engage in a vigorous debate, until she either ran away or agreed to sleep with him. It wasn’t a notably successful technique, as he was discovering in the sexual desert of his twenties, because girls his age were already thinking about finding some older guy to buy a flat with.


Tania was not the sort of girl Xan liked, but she was exquisitely beautiful. He could tell that Enzo, too, was aware of this; presumably, it was partly her presence that was distracting him to drive so badly.


‘Cretino! Look where you’re going!’ he shouted at another car.


They passed Lake Trasimeno, its waters eternally that shade between green and blue that is somehow more lovely than either. Xan remembered it from previous visits, but it was always a shock to find it at the other end of the motorway tunnel between Umbria and Tuscany.


‘Where are you staying?’ Tania asked him. Her voice was soft and gentle, but he found her annoying, as just another airheaded girl.


‘With my grandmother.’


‘Oh. In the countryside?’


‘No. Santorno.’


‘La Rosa is so pretty. I’m really looking forward to seeing it in the spring.’


‘Everywhere here is,’ said Xan. ‘All sunshine and wisteria.’


‘I love that film,’ said Tania, clasping her hands together. ‘Enchanted April, I mean.’


‘The book is better,’ Xan said automatically.


Tuscany always seemed to send people into an idiotic swoon, he thought, which they ascribed to Renaissance paintings and Edwardian literature, but really it was because of films in which everyone was English and middle class and, naturally, white.


Xan was tired, and irritated. Half of him wanted to join Extinction Rebellion, and the other half longed to get on the biggest, dirtiest aeroplane he could and see the world before it burnt to a cinder.


He envied his parents’ generation, but he envied his grand-mother’s even more. They had lived through a time when it was perfectly clear what evil was, and it made choices much simpler.


One of Xan’s earliest memories was hearing Marta sing ‘The Red Flag’.




The people’s flag is deepest red,


It shrouded oft our martyred dead


And ere their limbs grew stiff and cold,


Their hearts’ blood dyed its every fold.





Music, rather than politics, was her true religion, however. She believed in God, or rather, she believed in Bach; ‘Which is the same thing, in my view,’ she would say. But Xan’s world, the world of the twenty-first century, was not so clear-cut.


In the past, he’d despised his stepfather for writing for newspapers across the political spectrum (Quentin was proud of being able to manage, as he put it, ‘the bile and smuggery of the Left and the guile and thuggery of the Right’) because surely an adult should know that one was morally superior to the other.


Yet now that Xan himself was in the world of work, he discovered that although plenty of left-wing people talked the talk, they did not walk the walk. Friends of his stepfather, who wrote for publications that he wouldn’t touch with a pair of tongs, turned out to be the ones who actually tried to help him get a job, whereas the nice, liberal ones couldn’t be bothered to lift a finger, saying they were against nepotism. It was excruciating, because Xan wanted everyone to be on the right side. The only problem being, he was not entirely sure what this was.


Enzo, on the other hand, was very sure.


‘The thing is, Polly, if I don’t take some of my money under the table, the taxes leave me with nothing. In effect, we are paying almost eighty per cent in Italy. Without the black market, nobody can survive.’


‘But Enzo, it’s very important to pay taxes. What do you think pays for your hospitals, or this road we’re driving along?’


Enzo snorted. ‘Not the Umbrians! Those people . . . ’


And he was off on one of his other rants about how base and coarse the Umbrians were, unlike the glorious Tuscans. Xan caught Tania’s eye, and stifled a laugh. He had seen fire-breaks up in the mountains between Tuscany and Umbria that stopped to the millimetre on the regional border, as if fires had any respect for man-made lines . . . It wasn’t only a regional matter, between Umbria and Tuscany, and it was called campanilismo. If you weren’t born within the sound of your parish church bells, you were a foreigner in a community. Marta gave a piano recital every May in Santorno, to a local and an international audience, but the fliers for it had been rejected in neighbouring towns, even nearby ones like Cortona and Città di Castello, because only the Santornese would turn out for it.


‘Sometimes it seems as though Garibaldi never existed,’ she told him.


Enzo did seem to be particularly tense today, however. He had big bags under his eyes, and his hands were shaking. As they turned off the motorway to begin the ascent into Santorno, he spotted a couple of women in tight miniskirts and low-cut tops waiting in a lay-by.


‘Porca miseria!’ he exclaimed. ‘Whores. Disgraceful!’


‘How do you know?’ Xan said at once, bristling, because the women were Black.


‘How would you like puttane on your doorstep? People like that import crime and drugs.’


Xan considered retorting that every migration brought people both good and bad – the Italians had, after all, brought the Mafia with them to America – but he was both wary and weary.


‘Excuse me,’ Enzo said. He must have seen Xan’s glowering expression in the rear-view mirror, because he took both hands off the steering wheel to make a placatory gesture. The car, travelling at 90 kilometres an hour, swerved, and was righted again by his knees. ‘I know you are not like these people, Xan. You British do not understand how it is for us.’


‘Yes,’ said Xan, ‘only my father came from Nigeria and my grandmother from Germany.’


All of a sudden, Enzo’s courtly good humour evaporated, and he took both hands off the wheel again to beep his horn furiously.


‘Stronzo! Cretino! Mi rompi gli coglioni!’


Everyone else in the car gasped, and Tania let out a small scream. The lorry gave an answering blast.


‘Do not be afraid, signore,’ said Enzo, while the car shot past a lorry, veering perilously close to the concrete barrier on the motorway. ‘I am an expert driver, and can guide the car perfectly.’


‘Please – please don’t,’ said Polly faintly.


Xan said, ‘What’s wrong with that crazy driver?’


‘That is my enemy, Stefano, he is a mascalzone.’


‘A cream cheese?’


‘That’s mascarpone. He means a scoundrel,’ said Tania. Xan remembered that she had read French and Italian at Bristol. She probably knew what the rude words Enzo had just shouted meant, too.


Polly said sharply, ‘Enzo, we would appreciate it if you keep both hands on the wheel.’


‘But of course,’ said Enzo. ‘In any case, Stefano has lost the race. Cretino!’


He blasted his horn again, and behind them, the lorry responded with an even louder blast.


Xan shook his head. Batshit. Mind you, he thought, his grandmother and her two friends were all mad, too. He didn’t like to admit it, but sometimes he was just a little bit afraid of what they might do.
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A Living Doll


Tania jerked awake. She had been half-dozing for the duration of the flight, something that was easily done because she’d been up before dawn to get to Stansted in time.


Actually, she’d have left it until a little bit later because the drive from her mother’s home in Camden Town to the airport only took fifty-five minutes max before dawn. But Polly insisted on leaving at 4.30 because they had luggage to check in, which included Tania’s wedding dress. Or rather, two wedding dresses because she had one full-length gown for the official service, and another one for the party after, each loaned by world-famous designers. It was fashionable to hire rather than buy wedding dresses, which was cool and #eco-friendly, but Tania and her followers knew that she hadn’t yet decided whether these were actually the ones. Plus shoes, make-up and pretty much everything else was free too, because this was the thing, everyone wanted the publicity.


Tania sighed, and closed her eyes for a moment. People thought vlogging must be easy, but being an influencer meant never being off duty. Even getting on to the plane she had to have a selfie taken with two followers, though from their acrylic nails you’d never know it. Tania didn’t want anyone to feel bad about themselves, but the truth was almost everyone did feel just that because they hadn’t lucked out in the genetic lottery.


‘I’d give anything to look like you,’ one had gasped.


‘Thank you,’ she answered. If only you knew, she thought.


Ever since Tania turned eleven, life had been horrible. Stick-thin and tall for her age, she could not go into Topshop without being pounced on by a scout from a modelling agency. As far as she and other girls could see, she wasn’t even pretty. She had almost no breasts, big shoulders and her front teeth were too close together, but somehow the camera made her look good. Eventually, aged fourteen, she was signed, and discovered why models look bored. It was all about doing nothing except during the instant when she had to jump in the air, or bend backwards, or stare into the camera lens while photographers issued a stream of instructions. She soon learned the language of fashion, how to walk, wear make-up and talk about little but clothes and appearances. She was to show no emotion, unless instructed, but that was fine because as far as everyone else could see, Tania was a living doll.


There was another person inside this shell. That Tania had written poetry, loved nature and was as sensitive as she was obsessive. Her first boyfriend Bron had known some of that side of her. He was gentle, clever, and very serious: anyone who knew him knew he was going to be a surgeon. They’d grown up together, and were best friends before going out. When she’d ended it, because they were going to different universities, he’d been horrible to her.


‘You’re so completely frivolous,’ he’d said. ‘I don’t know what I ever saw in you.’


Beauty distorts perceptions, like a powerful lens that can turn the rays of the sun to flame, but it is not the fault of the lens. Tania was hurt, but never showed it. After all, she had not asked to be a genetic freak. She longed to be loved for herself, but her personality meant this was not going to come easily, if at all. What she presented was a perfect blank.


‘Queen Tania,’ her brother Robbie called her, and it was true, there was something regal in her manner. She would smile gently, but rarely laughed or cried or hardly ever looked people in the eye, except to stare them down. Boys who pursued her without success claimed she was boring, and those who succeeded said she was frigid.


‘Everybody is shy,’ her mother told her. ‘Everybody has to make an effort to put other people first.’


‘I am trying, Mum.’


‘Yes, you are, darling. So please, put down your mobile.’


She was addicted to her iPhone – who wasn’t? – but had really not intended for any of this social media stuff to happen. When she’d dressed up in a pink unicorn costume and videoed herself scampering about her street during the first lockdown, it had been out of pure boredom. But somehow, those few seconds, uploaded onto her TikTok account, had gleaned her over a hundred thousand likes. When she posted more, about her home-made beauty tips, these grew to a million. Suddenly, she was an influencer.


Being an influencer had pretty much taken over her life these days. She didn’t do one of those silly little dances or songs that other social media aspirants posted, she refused to wear a bikini and she didn’t talk about her traumas. Yet everything that ‘Tanyaa’ ate, wore, recommended or put on her body was followed with avidity. She was thought charming, funny, pure, gracious and delightful simply because of the way she looked. Over three million followers now seemed fascinated by her life. As a result, she had an agent, a media platform, and more free stuff than she knew what to do with. What, really, was the difference from modelling other than keeping most of the money she earned?


Nothing about her life was real until it was posted on social media. The strangest thing was that it left her very little time in which to actually live.


Polly was horrified.


‘Don’t you understand that you’re invading your own privacy? Don’t you understand that it only seems to be free because what you’re selling is yourself?’


But Tania couldn’t see this. What was the point of living and dying in privacy, aka obscurity, if you could have #fame? Deep down, she knew that she was afraid of real life – life without filters, as she thought of it – but who was to say that this was the only way to live? If Tania, or Tanyaa, could float above all that was gross and cruel and vile, why shouldn’t she? People kept going on about how important it was to #BeKind but really, in her experience, who was? And who cared if people thought they knew stuff about her (they didn’t, actually, she’d lied about her birthday and quite a few other things, duh!)? She wasn’t doing anything tacky: quite the opposite. Everything in her life was #lovely, #pretty, #fresh and #kind. Especially now she was marrying Olly.


Tanyaa’s wedding was a big event in the world of Insta, TikTok and YouTube vloggers, and it felt quite important to Tania herself. Everyone had been so fed up with baking sourdough, so it was no surprise that total strangers were in love with the romance of it all. They logged on every day just to find out what new images and videos were posted, and she was able to keep her followers updated three times a day. Getting engaged had doubled, trebled, quadrupled her viewings, especially because she never showed Olly’s face, just a few details like the back of his head, or his hands, keeping him slightly mysterious. She was the main event, and he was her chief follower. Her wedding would look both aspirational and affordable, romantic and fresh, and if this was frivolous, then how come she was also raising a million for charity, too?


Olly thought it was a laugh.


‘You really don’t mind?’


‘What’s not to like? We’ll have a great party, people will give us loads of cool stuff and then we’ll be married.’


Everybody wanted to hang out with her, but Tanyaa kept her distance. When, occasionally, she encountered some of the girls who had made her miserable at school, she felt especially #blessed. She didn’t say anything, she just looked at them.


Her little brother called it ‘The Medusa Stare’. He was the only person who laughed at her now.


‘But you are coming to Italy for my wedding, aren’t you?’


‘I wouldn’t dare miss it,’ Robbie replied.


Where Olly was genial and easy-going, Tania took life very seriously, far too much so for someone who was not doing what Polly considered to be a serious job. Still, as Tania herself pointed out, ‘You’re a human rights lawyer. Nothing I can do will impress you.’


Tania was defiant about marrying so young. Polly herself had only been a couple of years older when she’d married Tania’s dad (now divorced), and Tania’s much-married American grandmother Betty had been just twenty-one, the first-time round. Pretty women married early if they were smart, that was what Betty always said; but Polly asked, ‘Don’t you think it might be wise to wait a little longer?’


‘Olly is over thirty, Mum, and I’m investing in my youth,’ Tania said. She was afraid of losing what she thought of as her only asset, and had once told her mother, in a moment of rare frankness, ‘I know nobody would find me interesting if I didn’t look as I do.’


‘Of course they would. But ultimately, having an inner life is what counts.’


‘I have loads of hobbies,’ Tania replied.


Olly radiated confidence of the kind that is bestowed on the Oxbridge graduate – the belief that you were one of God’s elect simply because a couple of weary academics in a medieval college had decided to pick you, rather than another applicant with the same examination grades. But from this, all else flowed.


‘I love making money,’ he once told Tania. ‘People think there’s something shameful about capitalism, but they wouldn’t prefer to live in North Korea, would they? I believe in living my best life.’


‘So do I,’ said Tania.


The landscape beneath the little plane tilted alarmingly as it flew over Lake Trasimeno, in preparation for landing. Out of these waters, Botticelli had painted his Venus emerging on a scallop shell, completely naked but for her knee-length hair. Tania looked so like his image that some men went completely mad. Even this morning, with her face hidden behind dark glasses and her hair inside a baseball cap, male fellow passengers were giving her the imploring gazes of a dog confronted by a sausage. One stopped by her seat and said, ‘Ciao, bella. English? American?’


Tania ignored him steadfastly, though when he moved on, she muttered to her mother, ‘What is it about guys that they think they can hit on me all the time?’
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