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      In writing A Party in San Niccolò I have tried, as far as possible, to be true to the geography of Florence. The street names and locations in the city that I have described are, therefore, for the most part real, the only significant exception being the Vicolo degli Innocenti, which does not exist. The characters, however, are entirely fictional, and therefore bear no relation to the actual inhabitants of the addresses I have given them in this novel. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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      As the S223, fast, narrow and dangerous, curves south out of Siena and down towards the sea, it leaves the rounded, painterly contours of Chianti behind, for something altogether darker and more mountainous. The neon-lit bar of a truck stop carved out of the red earth marks the transition, then the road dips. Velvety black hills, densely forested with holm-oak, juniper and myrtle, rise up to enclose it and almost all signs of human habitation disappear; there are none of the stone villas surrounded by cypresses that colonize the landscape between Siena and Florence; no terraces of olives nor carefully tended vineyards. Here begins the part of southern Tuscany known as the Maremma: barely inhabited, uncultivated, shunned for its malarial swamps since the departure of the Romans and threaded through with pungent, sulphurous springs.

      The road climbs, then, as a huge valley opens up ahead, becomes a bridge, two miles long and hundreds of feet above the valley floor. The river winds through stripped cork trees, willow and hazel thickets, and only occasionally the roof of a dilapidated farm building can be glimpsed through the vegetation. As the bridge is reunited with the valley’s steep far side, it widens to include one of the lay-bys to be found every couple of miles between Siena and Grosseto. This May morning, at about seven o’clock, there is still dew on the scrubby grass and stunted wild flowers bordering the lay-by, and on the miscellaneous debris scattered on the gravel: crumpled cans, condoms, cigarette butts, a piece of newspaper smeared with dirt. The lay-by is enclosed by a thick, tangled hedge; behind the hedge the mountainside falls back steeply down to the river. Set near the hedge, midway along the lay-by, facing out towards the road, is what appears to be a carefully composed tableau: a small, collapsible stool and, resting against it, a large, opened golf umbrella, alternating pink and purple. In front of the stool, on the ground, is one teetering, cork-soled, plastic-strapped platform sandal, and behind the stool, at the mouth of a low tunnel through the undergrowth, is the other, on its side as though its owner had just stumbled out of it.

       

      In a dark Florentine backstreet just before dawn the insistent metallic judder of an alarm starts up. A not-unfamiliar addition to the city’s street noise, it seems at first to go unheeded, although at this hour it rings strident in the silent, apparently empty streets. But then a man appears at the top of a dark, carpeted stairway above the endlessly ringing bell and descends towards the source of the sound.

      The stairway ends in a long narrow room, windowed at either end, one window barred by an expanding metal shutter, the other, which is smaller and apparently had no such protection, has been smashed, a jagged hole about four feet in diameter gaping in it at waist height. The man moves towards it through the room, which in the dim grey light harbours all manner of strange shapes. Quickening his pace he passes a carved throne, a marble nymph, her hands in her hair; the spread wings of a stuffed bird of prey, its feathers furred with dust, loom over him out of the darkness. In front of the broken window stands a little yellow silk divan, and there he stops, the sound of the alarm bell vibrating in the room around him, and looks down.

      The girl is spreadeagled on her back in a shower of broken glass, her arms flung back over her head; one hand, dangling from the divan and still just perceptibly in motion, almost touches the floor. A crumpled silk camisole is pulled up to expose the girl’s flat belly, its navel torn and bleeding where a stud has been torn out by some violent struggle, and the first signs of massive bruising are beginning to appear on the vulnerable flesh. Her long slender arm is pale, but her neck is livid with the signs of profound trauma, her face bluish in the uncertain light and her open eyes pools of black. He kneels at her head and places his ear to her mouth, then jerks it back as though burnt when his skin comes into contact with her own, which is very cold, and as her pale face comes out of the shadow cast by his head, he sees that the whites of her eyes are suffused with blood from tiny haemorrhages. He moves back from her towards a switch on the wall beside an old-fashioned desk. Abruptly the alarm stops, no more than five minutes after it had begun, and in the sudden, resounding silence that follows, the ghost of a laugh, a distant skittering of footsteps on the flagstones echo from somewhere down the labyrinth of darkened streets. He reaches for the phone.

       

      Frances Richardson opened her eyes and thought, as she had thought on waking for the thirteen years since her husband’s death, Still here. She turned her head to the side, looking at the photograph in a tarnished silver frame that rested on a small oak table by the bed, and felt the small, secret pang of irritation she always felt on considering Roland; alive, he had presented her with many and varied reasons to be angry with him, and now he annoyed her only by the obstinate, unchanging definiteness of his absence. Frances looked up at the faded garlands and roses of the fresco on the vaulted ceiling of her tiny bedroom and through its door into her dark drawing room, where sunlight filtered through the slits in the three tall sets of arched shutters, laid her head back on her pillow, closed her eyes and smiled.

      Outside, in the narrow street, motorini buzzed past, their high-pitched whines amplified by the height of the stone palazzi lining the Via delle Caldaie. Frances could hear Liliana setting up crates outside her shop, chiding her husband, Gianni, as he unloaded his tiny three-wheeled van. Slowly, carefully – How did I get so old suddenly, she thought – Frances stood up and went to the window, opening the peeling shutters wide. Hearing the creak and clang, Liliana looked up and smiled. Buon compleanno, Signora Frances, she called. Happy birthday. Frances made a rueful face, and shrugged. Still here, after all. She turned to look inwards, into the dark room, the sun warming her back, and contemplated with satisfaction the prospect of a day spent engaged in the final organization of her party.

      Frances’s birthday party was an event of some significance in the Florentine social calendar. Although she was not rich, she owned her apartment, which was large by the city’s standards, and she lived fairly quietly for most of the year. She ate out only modestly and infrequently, and, when she needed to escape the intense, suffocating heat of July and August, would take the train down to stay with friends in Cortona, high above the Val di Chiana, where occasionally a breeze would blow some freshness through the narrow streets, and where there were friendly swimming pools to be borrowed on the outskirts of the old town.

      She rarely stayed for more than a day or two, unwilling to surrender her independence and disciplined in her determination not to outstay her welcome, but in this way the income she received from Roland’s pension, combined with the rent from the English house, kept her quite happily and permitted her, every year, to throw her party. It was keenly anticipated and much discussed by Frances’s guests, an assortment of new and old friends, exiles, expatriates and hangers-on, always with the addition of a small number of people she did not know at all but who happened to have drifted into town at the right time and in the right person’s wake.

      Three doors along, one floor down and on the opposite, and less desirable, side of the Via delle Caldaie, a man stood at his own open window, his square, blunt-nailed hands resting on the windowsill and a thoughtful frown on his broad face as he listened to the exchange between Liliana and Frances, Lady Richardson. Frank Sutton leant a little way out of his window, far enough to see Frances’s back and her neat, silvery-white head gleaming in the sun while still remaining concealed by shadow himself. In his hands he held an invitation, printed in black on heavy cream card, to Frances’s party, which, according to the heavy script, was to be held the following Friday at the Casa Ferrali.

      In previous years Frances’s parties had been held in her apartment on the Via delle Caldaie, an opportunity for the Florentines and the expatriate community alike to inhale the atmosphere of English bohemia at its most civilized: old velvet, the faded lustre of Georgian silver and glass, the mingling scents of Moroccan patchouli, musk-roses and gardenia, Frances’s bookshelves declaring her foreignness in shabby old editions of Yeats and Blake, Aphra Behn and George Eliot. But this year, it seemed, things were going to be different; this year Frances would be celebrating at the heart of the Italian city, in the gardens and on the piano nobile of a great house that had for 400 years been in the hands of the same Florentine family and was now inhabited by Frances’s old friend Nino Ferrali and his wife, Lucienne.

      Frank Sutton had been a regular guest at Frances’s birthday parties since his first year in Florence, ten years ago; her radar had managed to pick him up only three months after his arrival. He had been only a stringer then, interviewing poets and architects more in hope than expectation of ever being published, it seemed, and covering the occasional beatification in Rome. Had he been ambitious he would have gone to live down there, and there were plenty of Frances’s friends who wondered why she bothered to go on inviting him, a failure, or at least an oddity, still marooned in this backwater after ten years.

      He turned back inside and stood as if in contemplation of the crowded interior of his own flat. On the bed a small, battered, old-fashioned suitcase sat open, either in the process of being packed or unpacked, probably, on balance the latter as most of its contents seemed crushed and grubby. Towers of books and papers climbed precariously up the walls, crates of wine and water occupied the space beneath his desk, yesterday’s clothes and a dressing-gown lay in the doorway, books lay open on the floor and a round metal tray from the bar below with a sticky espresso cup, crumbs and a twist of paper napkin sat at the foot of his bed. The only calm and ordered space was occupied by his work table, next to the far window, a laptop computer open and already humming on its surface. Frank looked thoughtfully at the computer for a moment or two, then picked his way through the debris towards a darkened hallway.

      A few moments later Sutton appeared in the street below, emerging from the massive, studded front door to his building. He threaded his way through the market stalls to the newspaper stand in the Piazza Santo Spirito to collect a fat bundle of Italian papers, returned to the Via delle Caldaie, and turned into the Caffè Medici. Although, technically, Frank Sutton’s flat had a kitchen (consisting, as Frances had witnessed, of an ancient fridge which administered an electric kick like a cattle prod if the occasional visitor made the mistake of touching it and the tap at the same time, and a single ring of the kind usually supplied in camper vans), he had never been known to use it; and he was generally to be observed in the Medici around mealtimes, chewing thoughtfully on a brioche or a dried-up tramezzino, apparently as unconcerned about his diet as he was about his appearance.
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      The sandals lying beside the busy road belong to Evelina; they are only three weeks old, and are two sizes too big for her, but she doesn’t need them any more. Evelina is caught between two rocks several hundred feet below her sandals, bent in half at the waist like a doll. Her head is down; she has been dead for several hours now and her body is stiffening into this awkward position. It is not immediately apparent what killed Evelina, although there is plenty of evidence of injury. It could have been the fall; her face looks caved in above the left eye where it rests against the rock, partly hidden by the stiff sheaf of her hair, gleaming with hairspray and coarse from straightening. Her head is tilted oddly sideways as though her neck might be broken; the one visible eye is barely closed, and a sliver of white gleams dully below the heavy dark lid, and, while in her left ear the gleam of a big gold hoop is visible, the right is unadorned, its pierced hole ripped and crusted with blood. Her gleaming dark legs, long in proportion to her child’s body and fully exposed by her tiny shorts, are scratched and grazed all along their length, and there is a deep laceration over her instep. Her toenails are painted with glitter polish, and the soles of her feet are cut and bloody.

      Evelina is wearing her favourite purple halter top; the girls often fight over the bin bags of clothes, seconds from the market, that Betty brings for them to wear, and Evelina was pleased to get this one – Glory wanted it, but Betty, who always had the last word, let Evelina have it in the end, because she was the youngest. It is hard to say when her body will be found; there is no one to register her as missing, unless you count Betty, or the man Betty sent to collect the girls, neither of whom, all things considered, is much of a prospect, and she isn’t near any of the paths through the Maremma’s dark scrub – known as macchia, which means ‘stain’ – used by those who intermittently tend the land. Evelina is fourteen, which is young to die, even for a girl from Nigeria, where, had she remained in her village, she could have expected to live for another thirty-seven years.

       

      Three doors down from Frank Sutton’s flat, the Caffè Medici was a good local; it was Frances’s, too. It was not ostentatious, but was a step up from basic, having a couple of tables and some booths, such as the one Frank was occupying, for extra discretion, and regulars who took tables were charged only bar prices rather than the hefty surcharge generally levied on tourists for the privilege. From the beginning of May, three or four tables and some potted jasmine would be squeezed between the pavement and the traffic and you could sit outside, if you didn’t mind the noise and the fumes and the delivery vans edging past. The Via delle Caldaie was little more than an alley, mostly used by locals cutting through from the Via Romana to Santo Spirito, at the outer edge of the tourist centre of Florence. The Medici was handy for the Annalena Gate – the back entrance to the Boboli Gardens – and was just visible to anyone emerging from the lovely, austere façade of Santo Spirito, Brunelleschi’s last, unfinished church, so the place managed to catch a bit of tourist trade.

      Although the Medici was just a little backstreet café, its bar was marble, the mirrors were polished and you could buy five different single malts, as well as the usual Italian digestivi: Unicum, Cynara and Vecchia Romagna. Massi, senior barman and the owner’s son, could quote from Dante and Boccaccio, collected fresh brioches from the pasticceria every morning and always wore a clean, ironed shirt, in summer changing into a fresh one after lunch, his sleeves carefully rolled to just below the elbow. He knew how to mix Negronis, Manhattans and a dry Martini, and you could even get a glass of champagne, though Frances didn’t know how much you’d have to pay for it.

      Frances was well aware that in England no such place was available to her; pubs were not for elderly ladies with cut-glass vowels, however open-minded or outgoing those ladies might be. The easy intimacy of her place at the marble bar of the Medici, exchanging a few friendly words with Massi or with her neighbours, having a cappuccino on her way to market or an aperitif as the sun left the piazza, suited her so perfectly that every day she gave thanks for its unassuming presence in her life, so far from the oppressive, maudlin misogyny, the flashing lights and aggressive adolescent clientele of the village pub, or the toe-curling gentility and lace-curtained fug of a provincial tearoom. This was why Frances loved living abroad; she fitted into no class here, she was treated with courtesy because of her age and not her social position and she was permitted to chat gravely at the bar with whoever might be standing next to her, without fear of being thought condescending.

      This morning the bar was almost empty; by the time Frances walked in it was long past the eight-thirty rush-hour, when most of the southern suburbs seemed to be in there, Piaggios and Vespas triple-parked outside while their owners swallowed cappuccino and pastries in five minutes flat on their way to work. Frances leant happily on the polished marble and smiled at Massi as he acknowledged her arrival with a friendly nod. She looked around the small, brightly lit room and could see the back of Frank Sutton’s head as he sat at a table in the corner, bent in concentration over a newspaper. He was often in here; what had always seemed to her a rather pleasantly undemanding part of the foreign correspondent’s job was a morning spent examining the Italian newspapers in search of titbits of interest to the British public. Not for the first time she wondered about Frank, so determinedly solitary, it seemed, and she decided not to disturb him. Massi set Frances’s little cup of coffee down on the bar in front of her and she reached down the shining length of the marble counter for the sugar dispenser.

      At the far end of the bar, drinking orangeade, was a tall black girl she vaguely recognized – Betty? – usually in here in the evenings, when the clientele could get a lot rougher; Frances herself rarely came in after seven or eight, only occasionally in search of bottled water, or wine to take to dinner. Betty’s nose was pierced, with a tiny gold ring through one nostril, and her face was scarred. She wore orange pedal-pushers, tight over her round, muscular bottom, thrust up and out by the pitch of her fraying raffia-soled platforms. She turned to look at Frances scornfully, and Frances looked back unafraid, smiling in admiration at the fierceness in her gaze. She sipped her coffee. The girl turned back to Massi.

      ‘So you don’t know where Evelina’s got to?’ he was asking her.

      Betty shook her head angrily. ‘Just disappeared. Left my shoes behind, though. The driver, he shouted for her but she didn’t come, so he went. She’ll turn up, one way or another.’ Massi nodded without much conviction, and Betty looked back at him without expression. She shrugged, and turned to look out at the street.

      The girl’s Italian was good, though overlaid with a thick African accent, and Frances, listening, thought she had probably been in the city for some time. The Nigerian immigrants to Florence in particular and Italy in general were mostly illegal; many of them, it was obvious even to Frances, trafficked in prostitution, or, in the case of the men, were lured across the Mediterranean to sell the knock-off handbags they hauled about the main tourist sites in grubby tablecloths, always ready to gather them up and trudge away when the carabinieri approached. The prostitutes and street hawkers lived in obscure, ill-lit and badly policed parts of town, squeezed into dangerously converted, overcrowded and windowless flats, controlled by some mysterious and sinister power and largely distrusted and ostracized by the locals. Some lived here, in the shabbier parts of the Oltrarno, perhaps for easy access to the tourist roads to the south, perhaps because it had its own particular atmosphere, Frances thought, of lazy tolerance, although that might have been her benign imagination.

      ‘Seen Stefano, then?’ Massi said to Betty, as she turned away from him. Out of the corner of her eye Frances saw Frank’s head straighten as he looked up from his paper. The girl turned back, suddenly alert.

      ‘Why?’

      Massi shrugged. ‘He was looking for you last night. Owe him money, do you?’

      ‘Owe him money? No way; I don’t buy what he’s selling. He owes me, more like, I gave him stuff to sell a month ago. I’ll smash his face in when I see him.’ She sniffed, and drained her glass of sticky orange dregs.

      Massi shook his head, and exchanged a glance with Frances. Both of them knew the man – everyone knew Stefano. The girl’s attempt at bravado sounded hollow and neither of them were convinced, Frances felt.

      The first time Frances had seen Stefano, years ago now, he was sitting on his bench in the Piazza Santo Spirito, probably, although she couldn’t have said how soon after her arrival in Florence he had found a place on her map of the city’s inhabitants. She had been struck then by how handsome he was. Tall, for an Italian, something over six foot, she thought (instinctively measuring him, as she tended to measure men, against Roland in his prime). Stefano had thick white hair almost to his shoulders, smooth dark skin and the profile and bearing of a Roman emperor, or perhaps a Cherokee. There was something noble about him, hawklike, and his eyes were deep-set and a surprising clear light blue.

      Stefano wasn’t flashy – his clothes were good, but old – and he never seemed aggressive; on the contrary, he had a mild, gentle manner that somehow gave him more presence as he sat like any other itinerant on his bench, nodding and smiling and speaking softly to the assortment of derelicts and drop-outs and the addicts, twitching with nervous anticipation, who would gather around him. So when Frances eventually learnt, somehow – through Frank? – that Stefano was not a kind of gutter saint but was a dealer and a career criminal it disturbed her, that her instincts could have betrayed her. It was an early and instructive example to her of her romantic foreigner’s tendency – a tendency she refused quite to surrender – to assume that the natural physical ease and good taste she so often observed among the Italian people were signs of moral worth, rather than lovely habits learnt over centuries, accidents of birth.

      Frances wondered, now, what Stefano was doing with the Nigerian girls. There seemed to be few kinds of criminal activity in the city he wasn’t somehow engaged in, and she had always had a feeling that he had some involvement with prostitution. She had seen him with an Eastern European girl, whom she’d initially thought might have been a girlfriend but who turned out to be something else; a dark-eyed girl with her head bowed, Stefano’s hand clamped too tightly on her wrist. But not an African girl; the Nigerians seemed to keep themselves to themselves. Most likely Betty owed him some money, presumably for drugs, and he was getting it back in the usual way.

      With one last look at Betty, who was leaning forward with her backside thrust out, elbows on the bar, her chin cupped in her hands and frowning in concentration, Frances pushed a pile of coins over to Massi to pay for her coffee, picked up her shopping and turned to the door.

       

      Frances had come to live in the Oltrarno, the part of Florence that lies south of the river, after Roland’s death. A largely working-class district, tucked in between the Arno and the city’s thick mediaeval walls, it was quite unlike the cool luxury and seething tourist boulevards north of the river, where everything seemed to converge on the great dome of the cathedral and the tide of visitors surged and eddied around the huge green-and-white edifice.

      Crossing the river to the south, over the mediaeval clutter of the Ponte Vecchio or the graceful span of the Ponte Santo Trinita, the atmosphere of the city relaxed. Warm, noisy and dirty, the narrow streets were full of workshops: upholsterers, ironmongers, people making leather boxes, or faking ‘antique’ gold frames for the foreigners. Contadini – peasant farmers whose patiently tended smallholdings and crumbling farmhouses still co-existed with apartment blocks in the Florentine suburbs – brought irises and heaps of bitter salad leaves from their gardens to the market in the Piazza Santo Spirito, and loud arguments spilt out of kitchen windows in the evenings. And, although Frances had never before lived in a working-class district anywhere, to her the Oltrarno felt like home. She was treated with friendly generosity and accorded respect; and even though she was embedded safely in the city, if she looked down to the south she could see hills, and straggling, neglected terraces of arthritic old olive trees, all that remained of the ancient estates of Arcetri and Galluzzo. Slanting across the horizon and visible from almost every corner of the Oltrarno was the great cypress avenue that formed the broad spine of the Boboli, backlit on summer evenings by the crackle and flare of thunderstorms.

      After those two months in the cottage waiting for Roland to die, trapped in the damp and the rain, Roland getting out of bed later every day until finally he would only move from the bed to his chair by the smoky little fire at teatime then not at all, Frances had taken him back to London. She would not bury him in the local church – Norman, rather pretty and the reason they had ended up in the village, Roland’s father being buried there – but in a crowded churchyard in Soho, where bodies were probably stacked on bodies. She liked to think of him there, where he had been happy, his laughing handsome face at Muriel’s, at the French House, drinking ouzo at Jimmy’s. It would have infuriated her to think of him out in the sticks, in the village now clustered around with ‘executive homes’, the little shop selling stale salami and Happy Shopper washing powder, with its ‘Do not ask for credit, as a refusal may offend’ propped on the shelf behind the till.

      Alone and bereft, huddled in the gloom beneath the cottage’s low ceiling, as rain dripped from the eaves in the wettest spring since records began, Frances had felt herself on the verge of despair, something she had never before felt in her life. She didn’t want visitors any more, stopped wanting to get out of bed in the morning or, in fact, to wake up at all. She spent three weeks looking from Roland’s chair to her sodden garden, and finally she understood that she would have to leave.

      She had put the house up for rent and decided to go, just for a week or two, to Florence. She had first visited the city as a sixteen-year-old in the summer of 1938, sent by her parents to learn about Leonardo, the Sienese masters, Galileo and the Renaissance. She had been a paying guest at the Casa Ferrali in the part of the Oltrarno known as San Niccolò, which was named after the pretty church that stood at its centre. The Casa Ferrali was one of the patrician houses that stood at the tail-end of the Via de’ Bardi, a broad street of decaying palaces built by the great families of Florence who followed the Medici when they acquired the Pitti Palace and moved south of the river.

      More than forty-five years on, after the funeral, Frances telephoned Nino Ferrali, the family’s only son and her companion and chaperone for that long-ago summer. Frances’s friendship with Nino had survived largely unaltered since their first meeting, in part because Nino and Roland had, against all predictions, immediately found each other amusing and sympathetic, but also because Nino had married Lucienne, Frances’s best friend. Frances had known Lucienne since 1949, two years after her marriage to Roland, when they had been posted to Paris. She had been studying fine art, and subsidising herself by making intricate, miniature sculptures out of wire and copper scrap and selling them in Montmartre. Frances loved Lucienne, and here in Florence she particularly relished Lucienne’s eccentricity, which far outclassed anything a mere Englishwoman could manage. Roland had introduced Nino to Lucienne, rather reluctantly, never imagining that the rather serious and impoverished son of the Florentine nobility would worship her on sight and spend the rest of his life following her admiringly, as she strode ahead, gesturing, pointing the world out to him. Now Lucienne and Nino, the odd couple, lived in peaceable companionship in the old house by the Arno in the winter, in Cortona in the summer, and they still made some money by permitting weddings in the grand first-floor apartments and the gardens, orchestrated by Lucienne. It had taken Frances less than a week with them, a week of listening to their constant gentle bickering as she rested in the sun on the wide balcony of the piano nobile, tendrils of wisteria curling at her feet, to decide that she didn’t have to go back.

      Frances loved her flat; it had been a piece of luck finding it, or so she had been assured by Nino, as good-sized apartments in Florence were a rarity now that the Italian birth rate was in dramatic decline and the average family could fit into a space half the size of Frances’s. It had five long, arched windows in all looking on to the Via delle Caldaie; one was at the end of the long, narrow kitchen, three in the huge salone, and the fifth in the little bedroom, almost like a monk’s cell had it not been for the extravagantly painted ceiling, leading off the salone. Frances’s kitchen was primitive, with a couple of electric rings, a cracked sink and a small fridge, but the sun flooded it every morning, and to sit, bathed in light and warmth at her table in the window, observing the activity of the street below and occasionally also the apartment opposite, was one of the first of many daily reminders of how happy she was to be here, and not back in England. The bathroom had been installed in the thirties and remained untouched since, covered with chipped, pale-green tiling, a rusty bath and only a tiny curtained window looking on a narrow internal lightwell, but Frances couldn’t have cared less. To begin with she had thought she would have liked a balcony of her own to bask on, but after a year or two of more sun than she knew what to do with she came, like the Florentines, to prize the dim cool of her drawing room, and the sensation that came with it that she was no longer a tourist, but was becoming a native.

      At the small wooden table – room for only two chairs – in her kitchen, pushed right up against the window which, today, was open, Frances piled the fruit she’d bought at the market into a green bowl. She sat down to drink the second – the first, for social reasons, always taken in the Medici – of the two large cups of milky coffee she drank every day for breakfast, even though her doctor had advised her that the human digestive system is unable to digest cow’s milk once the human in question is more than three years old. She did not believe him, but she did, firmly, believe in living one’s life by certain rituals, and her daily two cups of coffee constituted the first of these.

      Today, her seventy-fifth birthday, Frances would have lunch with Lucienne and Nino. As she leant from her window, Frances could see them, slowly making their way up from the Via Maggio where, she knew, they would have been window-shopping among the gilded Renaissance mirrors and salon chairs. Tiny, tanned and wrinkled, like a little jewelled monkey, Lucienne was wearing an emerald-green tiered silk skirt with a silver mesh belt, a silk singlet, ballet slippers and her wire-rimmed glasses; in her mouth, without even a hint of affectation, was clenched a small clay pipe, like Popeye’s. Courtly and amiable, Nino walked a pace or two behind her, dressed in an ancient but perfectly preserved linen suit and carrying Lucienne’s bags. Frances smiled as she watched them approach, and thought how lucky she was to have old friends near her, friends to whom her entire history – her girlhood, her marriage, her widowhood – was transparent, to whom she did not need to explain herself, to whom she was the same as she had been nearly fifty years before. And they to her.
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      At four-thirty in South London a clammy grey dawn was breaking. Gina lay at the edge of the extra-large double bed, her eyes suddenly wide open. She didn’t know what had woken her; perhaps Stella, lying diagonally across the bed between them, like the central bar of a capital N, had kicked, or muttered, or perhaps it was the same thing that so often woke her in the middle of the night. Gina was afraid of something; anxiety, they’d call it, but she didn’t feel anxious, exactly, as she started awake – she felt like something was after her, adrenaline pumping through her as though she’d been running. She craned her neck to look past Stella at Stephen, his head tilted back, mouth slightly open, and resting on his chest another, smaller head. Not Dan, too. All her fault, though: when they crept in she’d comfort them, soothed by their knack of instant relaxation once in her arms, unwound by the scent of their tangled hair in her nostrils. It would be later, forced into a corner, her head at an awkward angle and her arm gone dead from the weight of the head resting on it, that she would wake up with her heart pounding. Gina looked around at the room’s familiarity emerging from the dark, the pale, smooth outlines of a chair, her dressing table, the folds of the undrawn curtains sharpening as the dawn light grew stronger.

      There were, of course, the usual things to be afraid of: that her children would find their way into the attic and fall from the cobwebbed window, the only one in the house without a lock; that the bruises on their legs would turn out to be leukaemia; that she would lose sight of Dan or Stella at the swimming pool while they slipped beneath the thrashing legs, trapped on the bottom; that one day she would give in and let Jim go to the rec on his own and a greasy-haired paedophile would talk him into the back of a stinking van. That she would die before the children grew up. And at the back of her mind she stored the unfading memory of everything she had ever done wrong, for which these things might be a punishment. She had always known, you could not escape being told, that motherhood held its terrors; what she had not suspected was that they would be so extreme and so uncontrollable.

      Outside the long window she could see the outline of the horse-chestnut emerge as the night faded, a great cumulonimbus of a tree with its roots curling through the foundations of a dozen houses in the terrace, its waxy candles of blossom gleaming white. The birdsong had just begun, almost deafening, and with it came some dim echo of childhood awakening, just at the moment when spring tips over into early summer. At least it was getting light. And today, she remembered belatedly, there was some good in waking up at four-thirty, with the alarm set for five and a plane to catch. She rolled carefully away from Stella and eased herself off the bed.

      Downstairs, at the kitchen table in her dressing-gown, Gina laid out cereal bowls, tracked down school bags and swimming things, then went to the back door to sip her tea. The sun was just coming up, and she felt some warmth from it, and caught the scent of the honeysuckle coming over next door’s wall, and the musky sweetness of her own, sprawling roses. Even at five she could hear the roar of London’s traffic starting up, and she thought of the children’s school, deserted now. The other mothers in the school playground never seemed to falter. Talking loudly about soft-play centres, violin lessons, their wedding anniversaries, boasting, as discreetly as they were able, of their children’s talents, and coolly appraising other people’s. She would stand, patiently – what else could she do? – as Dan kicked her on the ankles and screamed when she told him again that, no, he couldn’t go to Jake’s house, he hadn’t been invited; she could feel their eyes on her and looked straight ahead, unwilling to receive their sympathetic smiles. Something wrong with that child, they were thinking, ADD, autism, dyspraxia, wickedness; and at the thought that they might be right, her stomach contracted.

      Gina Donovan had not had any programme in mind when she had children; she had thought that love would be enough. Actually, while pregnant with Jim, her first child, now ten, she had been afraid that she would not be able to love him when he arrived, not knowing him then; it was only when he was there before her eyes, his slick purple body and swollen red face, wrinkled and folded like a pug’s, that her fear unravelled in a miraculous instant and she felt her life begin again. Suddenly brave, she rushed ahead, pregnant with Dan before she stopped to think, then Stella three years after that, building a family around her. She lay beside them as babies, breathing them in, nuzzling them, intoxicated, until they stirred awake. As they grew, however, it seemed that love was not quite all they needed; or perhaps she didn’t know how to marshal her love in the right way. Tough love was not what she was good at. She didn’t want to say no to them, to order their lives, choose their schools, take them to music group or tumbletots or send them off for French and violin after school. Nonetheless she knuckled under, and wearily forced them to eat their vegetables, did not allow them a second ice-cream, and begged them to turn off the television, but she felt her clearness of purpose diluted by the hundreds of tiny tasks required of her. She felt she had become as severe as her own mother, frowning, always denying them something, mouthing rules. She watched them shrug off her love, saw it washed away in the stream, their lives rushing past her. Even Stella struggled now, when Gina lay down beside her, and she barely saw Jim, rushing off to play war games or Nintendo with his friends after school, asking to be allowed to go out alone on his bike, giving in awkwardly to a kiss goodnight.

      Stephen appeared in the kitchen door, and saw her expression.

      ‘Don’t look like that.’ She could see him subduing his impatience. ‘We’ll be fine. They’ll be at school for most of it; they’ll hardly notice the difference.’

      I don’t suppose they will, thought Gina, but it didn’t make her feel any better. Stop being such a miserable cow.

      ‘Actually, I’m beginning to look forward to it,’ she said with a little effort. ‘It’s just the flight and everything – you know I always dread the journey, rooting about for my passport at the last minute and that kind of stuff. And I’m a bit nervous about seeing Jane again after all this time. Do you really think she’s mellowed? No, no, it’ll be lovely, not worrying about them all the time. Are they still asleep?’

      ‘Stella was stirring a bit,’ Stephen said. ‘They can go to the airport in their pyjamas, can’t they? I’ll have time to get them dressed when we get back. We don’t need to wake them yet.’

      But she heard footsteps on the stairs; Jim first, clumping down, beautiful, black-eyed and smooth-skinned, scowling, followed by Dan and Stella, Dan howling as Stella elbowed him, Stella screeching furiously at him to get out of the way.

      ‘No, no, no! I want Mummy; she’s my Mummy; I want her first.’

      Gina sighed.

      The drive to the airport took less than an hour. At first, as they wound their way through south London, Sydenham Hill, Crystal Palace, South Norwood, rows and rows of peaceful redbrick Edwardian villas behind gaudy cherry trees coming into bloom and limes unfurling their bright, perfect leaves, the children whispered and pointed, sleepily excited under their blankets. Gina wondered how she could leave them. Then, around about Croydon, Stella began on her hymns. After what seemed like a hundred tuneless repetitions of ‘Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning’, Jim switched from hissing furiously at her to shut up, to bellowing, and finally resorted to pinching her until she squealed.

      ‘Am I coming on the aeroplane with you?’ Dan asked, apparently oblivious to Jim and Stella wrestling beside him. Gina’s heart sank.

      ‘No, darling, you know I’m going on a little holiday, all on my own. We told you. I’ll be back on Saturday and you’re coming to fetch me from the airport.’

      Dan clenched his teeth, then howled. ‘But I want to go on the aeroplane with you.’ He arched his back and drummed his heels furiously on the back of her seat. Stephen exhaled impatiently. Gina looked back between the seats at her writhing, screaming children, each one in the throes of uninhibited protest against her going, and thought, Soon I will be on the aeroplane. Out of here.

       

      ‘Chose extraordinaire!’ Lucienne exclaimed when Frances opened the heavy door to her apartment to let them in. ‘Do you know what we saw in the Via Maggio? Outside Pierluigi’s shop, a black van and they were taking out a corpse from the shop!’ She kissed Frances three times, distractedly, from one cheek to the other and back. ‘Happy birthday, my darling,’ she added.

      ‘You don’t know it was a corpse, cara,’ said Nino, mildly.

      ‘Of course it was, in a bag, with a zip, like a suit bag from the dry-cleaner’s, actually – black with a gold zip, but on a stretcher. Don’t you think that must have been a body?’

      ‘Well,’ said Frances, ‘it does sound like it.’ She remembered the undertakers coming for Roland, trying to get the stretcher round the tight turn in the staircase, and people walking past in the street outside, a woman she saw every day walking past with her dog, not even mildly curious as this worst possible thing was happening to her, Roland underneath the zippered black nylon. Evidently, people were more curious here.

      ‘Did you see anyone? Did you see Pierluigi?’ she asked. She was very fond of Pierluigi, and, although he had always seemed very robustly healthy, he did spend four hours of every day eating and drinking with his syndicate in a restaurant called the Quattro Leoni, around the corner from his shop – the very restaurant, in fact, in which she celebrated her birthday with Lucienne and Nino every year. She ushered them into the drawing room and they all sat, Frances on a wooden chair at the oak refectory table running the length of the wall, Lucienne and Nino side by side on her worn velvet sofa, its scarlet cushions faded to pale coral and gilded arms chipped.

      ‘Yes, yes, he was there, talking to a policeman,’ said Lucienne. ‘It wasn’t him, in the bag, and actually even if he had not been there, much smaller than him, the shape, I am sure. But perhaps a murder, do you think, with the police there?’

      The thought of a murder committed in Pierluigi’s shop struck Frances as very improbable. He was so lazy, so amiable, and the contents of his shop so innocuous; the most conventional kind of antiques. Overstuffed brocade armchairs, dusty chandeliers, dull engravings. But appearances were frequently deceptive and conducting business in Italy, she had learnt, was never straightforward.

      Frances loved the Via Maggio, the showpiece for this particular business. Pierluigi’s shop could be found at the far end of it, near to the Ponte Santo Trinita. Ancient, straight, broad and elegant, with comfortably wide pavements, it led from the tiny Piazza San Felice to the Ponte Santo Trinita, forming part of the main route into the city from the Porta Romana. As the midday sun shone down its length, you could walk in the shade cast by the great projecting eaves of the sombre palazzi that led down to the river; one of these, its shuttered windows overlooking the Piazza. San Felice, was the Casa Guidi, where the Brownings and their son had lived. Another, its soft, dark-brown stucco façade intricately decorated with swirls and curlicues in powdery white sgraffito, had been built for the Venetian mistress of one of the Medicis and spoke of the Via Maggio’s particular charm; the irresistible, careless beauty of the greatly beloved.

      The ground floor of almost every one of these noble buildings, the English church being one of the few exceptions, was a showroom for antiques or reproductions, built or restored in the small workshops in the narrow streets and alleys leading off the Via Maggio. Some specialized in Florentine mirrors, some in chandeliers, or ornate, spindly salon furniture; the grander shops recreated whole stage sets in their windows, Renaissance drawing rooms complete with frescoes and birdcages and classical statuary; others were stuffed with junk. Frances had never once seen a customer in any of these shops, although occasionally a van with German plates could be seen at a cant on the kerb, the traffic backing up behind it as far as the city walls as it was loaded with a roomful of portraits and busts to be taken back to Frankfurt or Hamburg. But generally the Via Maggio’s atmosphere was one of lazy affluence and good taste, unsullied by commercial activity, and its inhabitants benign, gracious and indolent.

      Pierluigi himself seemed to spend most of his time at the back of his shop, where he could look out at the church of Santo Spirito, lounging on one of his sofas, drinking coffee with one or other of his competitors and gossiping. He was a handsome man, with thick greying hair and a bushy moustache, and always beautifully dressed; he had at least one girlfriend, as Frances had observed from her window, and perhaps several. As the weather grew warmer, he would often arrive at nine, put a sign in the window indicating that he was working away from the shop, and, Frances suspected, would drive to the coast for the day. Not today, though.
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      High above Frances’s apartment, and closer to the Via Maggio, sitting under the tiny, exquisite loggia that surmounted her three-storey apartment, Jane Manzini, née Stamp, was also considering the prospect of Frances’s party. She sipped her coffee, looking down on the rear window of Frances’s kitchen and, looming ahead of her, the prison bulk of the Palazzo Pitti, barely softened by the dusty grey-green terraces and avenues of its gardens. Would Gina want to go to the party? She’d been a party girl once, after all. One couldn’t really leave her behind. She wondered about Gina; what was really the matter with her? Stephen had been pretty cool about the whole thing on the phone to Jane. Just stress, he thought; she’d burst into tears at the supermarket checkout and she needed to get away from the children for a short while. But Jane felt there must be something he wasn’t telling her; she could not understand how three children – two of them at school, for heaven’s sake – could be that stressful. Not like running a business. She’d never had any trouble with Nicky’s two, her stepdaughters; they weren’t exactly matey with her, but then they were teenagers, and their mother probably didn’t encourage them to like her. But she managed them pretty easily; it was just a question of being firm, letting them know the rules. Children like rules. Come to think of it, when did Beatrice get in last night, with that friend of hers? She could always send Gina down to the country house; Nicky would hardly be there this week. Nobody would want her at the party if she was depressed; although Frances herself probably wouldn’t mind. Gina couldn’t be in that bad a state, anyway. Wait and see.

      Two floors down, Jane could hear Inés preparing for the day, the clatter of plates through the open kitchen windows. Sixteen on the course this week: £16,000, less tax and a couple of thousand for their accommodation; she supposed it was worth it, when she looked at it like that. She was getting just a little bit tired of the cookery school now, though; twelve years of bossy women from the Home Counties coming out, relieved only by the occasional male (always something rather odd about the men, never her type), telling her they already knew how to make pumpkin tortelloni, and they were hoping for something a little more advanced. Occasionally there came a client who took it all seriously, who wanted to learn, for whom the preparation of food seemed to have a profound spiritual significance, and there had been a time when Jane might have been seduced by that, too. Now, though, they annoyed her, with their earnestness and their naivety – their faith, for God’s sake.

      These days Jane prided herself on staying very professional, polite and helpful at all times. And if the clients got too pushy, she would just discreetly let them know the extent of her local knowledge, contacts with the vineyards and the oil producers and the butchers, wood-fired brick pizza oven built by a local craftsman, and all that, just to put them in their place and give them some names to drop when they got home. Though God knows, they all seemed to have their own wood-fired pizza ovens in Gloucestershire these days.

      Jane breathed deeply, trying to ignore the noise Inés was making, and looked out to the south, to the hills and olive trees. Nicky was clever to have got this little palazzo so early on; the views really couldn’t be better. Shame about the Pitti Palace, that great grim prison-house façade, but there was always the Boboli and the hills out to Bellosguardo, then managing to get next door to house the students had been a coup. She rubbed some expensive high-factor sun lotion on to her face and neck, then applied a thick layer to her upper chest; she particularly disliked that leathery look, the trashy mahogany expat tan and wrinkled cleavage, and unless one was very careful this climate would always catch up with one’s skin, sooner or later. And of course there was cancer. She closed her eyes, then heard the door open behind her and felt her husband’s hands rest lightly on her shoulders. He smelt delicious, of lime and basil, the cologne he had mixed in London and sent out in tissue-lined boxes.

      ‘Darling. When did you get back? I must have been asleep. Did you have an awful drive?’

      ‘Mmm, yes. I left Rome at about midnight. I thought the motorway would be clear, but it never is, is it. I didn’t want to wake you, so I slept downstairs.’ Niccolò Manzini’s voice was very soft, carefully modulated even when he was furious; it had been almost the first thing Jane had noticed when she met him, and to her it denoted delicacy, refinement, feminine sympathy. At forty-five Niccolò was seven years older than Jane but more handsome now even than he had been when he married her, slender, his dark hair very short, grey at the temples, and his eyes the brindled grey-green supposed to be characteristically Florentine, as was his name, although in fact his father had been from Milan and his mother was English. He sat down opposite her at the nineteenth-century wooden garden table and chairs, found by Jane in a little antique shop in Buonconvento. The shop was owned by an Englishwoman, and the chairs had been rather expensive, but they were very pretty.

      Jane smiled. She suppressed without difficulty the thought that she wouldn’t have actually minded being woken. ‘You are sweet. So lovely to have you back; last week seemed to go so-o slowly. Ghastly lot of students this time. So, how was it? Did you manage to sort everything out with the questura?’

      Niccolò regarded his wife with an expression that might have been amusement, or perhaps indulgence.

      ‘I think so. It might have been just a bit of trouble-making. The carabinieri like to throw their weight around; they were just reminding me that they can stop the building work any time they want, it doesn’t matter how big the project is. They said the guardia di finanza might want to look at our books, but I think if they really meant it they’d have already been in touch. And Giuseppe knows better than to use illegal labour.’

      Jane didn’t think it at all unlikely that Giuseppe, Nicky’s foreman in Rome, was employing illegal immigrants – after all, everyone else did – but Nicky obviously didn’t want to talk about it. He was often secretive, inscrutable, and Jane knew that he hated to be observed in certain activities. He had been particularly vague about this summons from the carabinieri, although it was true that they often just issued incomprehensible demands to comply with this or that ancient regulation; she had certainly had enough of them over the cookery school.

      Niccolò had never invited her interest in his architectural practice, although in the early days of their marriage she had tried to learn. He always responded carefully if she asked a question, but she could tell that it irritated him to explain himself, so soon enough she decided not to ask too much or too often. They worked together on some things, after all: on the house in the country, and the converting of this palazzo into the cookery school, and on their own huge flat on the floors above and subsequently on turning the palazzo next door into the school’s accommodation. She had liked acting as client to the famous architect, explaining her needs to him and having them translated into the perfect spaces. Jane found Niccolò’s sure grasp of his buildings’ dimensions and possibilities very seductive, and she learnt a great deal about his taste – if she failed to do so, she soon realized, their marriage would not last long. She watched him as he looked distractedly down into the street, and wondered what was bothering him. She spoke again.

      ‘Have you seen your little angel Beatrice this morning? I told them not to be back late, but of course they were – they weren’t back when I came up to bed. She went out with Natasha – do you think that girl takes drugs? She’s horribly pale. And thin.’

      Jane didn’t see why she had to be the one keeping tabs on her stepdaughter, Beatrice, and the company she kept; if it was obvious to Jane that Beatrice’s close triangular relationship with Natasha Julius and Ned Duncan was unhealthy, then surely Niccolò should take it on board too? Jane had a niggling little soft spot for Ned Duncan that she tried to suppress; perhaps, she thought, it was because he so closely resembled the young men she had been attracted to herself as a girl, an attraction she had always known she should stifle before it was born, for soft and beguiling and poetic boys with wild tendencies. The wrong kind of boys.

      Ned Duncan, very sweet and charming though he was, was back living off his mother, close to being disinherited by his father by all accounts and, all things considered, not much of a prospect as a boyfriend for Beatrice, Jane thought, particularly as he never seemed to want to spend much time with her unless Natasha came along too. And Natasha Julius was very beautiful, Jane grudgingly admitted, but she was out of control. Jane could picture her, her oval face, huge dark eyes that seemed all pupil, milky-skinned, dainty as a cat, stroking Beatrice’s hair while the younger girl smiled, stretched out on Jane’s velvet sofa and eyeing her narrowly through her slanting eyes as though she knew something Jane didn’t.

      What was Natasha doing out here again, staying with the Duncans? Beatrice at least was here legitimately, on her gap year, an authorized absence. They had mumbled something, when Jane had asked Natasha sharply why she wasn’t in London, about recuperating after an illness. Jane guessed that she had probably dropped out of university, not for the first time, either; the girl’s idiot mother, not a brain left in her head after all the drugs she must have taken in the seventies, obviously assumed a few months spent in Florence was a good substitute for education.

      It seemed to be a common assumption. The old city was full of teenagers with no one keeping much of an eye on them, from gangs of disgruntled, muscle-bound American college boys on their ‘culture’ module, to London trust-fund girls drifting about wearing terrible ethnic clothes and disappearing off to carry out dreary New Age ceremonies in the hills. There wasn’t much in the way of night-life for them in the city – a few cheap-looking nightclubs and the odd Internet café were about all Florence had to offer. There were plenty of drugs about, though; that awful collection of hippies hanging about in Piazza Santo Spirito was what stopped prices in the Oltrarno really taking off. And she couldn’t understand what possessed Beatrice and Natasha Julius, that they should want to get in with that crowd; she had seen them there often enough, slumming it under the Palazzo Guadagni with a lot of unwashed, dope-smoking vagrants. The thought sharpened Jane’s resentment of her sullen stepdaughter and her lazy, directionless friends.

      Niccolò looked away, up to the tower of Bellosguardo, already bleached by the brightness of the day.

      ‘Really, I’ve hardly exchanged a word with Natasha; they all look the same to me, those girls. And Beatrice was having a shower when I was making my coffee, so she did get in – though I think you might have waited up for them.’

      Jane restrained the response she felt Beatrice deserved, and instead asked, ‘You know Gina Donovan’s arriving this afternoon? I did tell you, didn’t I?’

      ‘Yes, yes, you did.’ Niccolò looked annoyed, all the same. ‘God, how do you get roped into this kind of thing, just because you knew each other however many years ago. Will she need looking after? I’m going back to Rome tomorrow evening, you know, and I probably won’t be back until Friday.’

      ‘But you will come back then, in time for Frances’s party, won’t you?’

      Niccolò sighed. ‘Yes, don’t worry. But please, let’s not stay too late. Now, look, I’ve got to go.’ He lifted his jacket from the back of his chair and headed for the door.

      Absently Jane acknowledged his departure, her mind already ahead of her, focusing on Friday. Although Nicky expressed his impatience with them every year, she knew that he enjoyed Frances’s parties, where he was fêted by everyone, the engineer of pale, perfect empty spaces, in impeccable counterpoint to Florence’s complicated and decadent architectural history. Frances’s flat – or at least her salone – was perfect for entertaining, its proportions marvellous, and she had some nice pieces of furniture; and curiously, although none of it was exactly to Niccolò’s taste, being rather baroque and elaborate as well as in very poor repair, he seemed to find it easy to relax there, absolved of any critical obligation. The Casa Ferrali would be fun, for a change, though, with that extraordinary garden – and with a restaurant providing the food, Jane wouldn’t be sweating over a Sardinian suckling-pig roast in chefs whites this year. She might be able to dress up and mingle, for once, and there was that rather lovely sculptor she never seemed to get around to talking to.

      Jane smiled to herself, and began to contemplate her wardrobe.

      The social habits of the English residents were profoundly mysterious to many of the long-term residents of Florence, and in particular of the Oltrarno, where a village atmosphere prevailed, offering many more opportunities for gossip and snooping than could be found in the north of the city, where there was a higher turnover of tourists and a faster pace of life. Although the English interacted cheerfully and generously, for the most part, with the indigenous population, among themselves things were quite different.

      The inglesi tended to make formal arrangements to see each other, such as dinner parties or soirées, they operated a complex and apparently clandestine class system, ranking each other on a very precise social scale with arcane – to the average Italian, who perhaps didn’t recognize that his own social scale was just as happily obscure to the foreigner – rules of exclusion and involvement. They greeted each other in the street guardedly, often appearing quite bad-tempered and uncomfortable at being caught off-guard, out of their personal territory and in a public, shared space, keen to get away, to get back home. An Italian, by contrast, would enjoy a leisurely conversation, even with a perfect stranger, in the street, always as happy there as entertaining at home, perhaps happier. Strangest of all to the locals were the rifts that seemed to spring up between the inglesi; one would have thought that, far from home as they were, they would be keen to associate with each other, to overlook differences, to embrace their common nationality, to talk with nostalgic fondness of home. But instead some seemed to go out of their way to avoid each other.

      Take, for example, the behaviour of Niccolò Manzini, a moment after saying goodbye to his wife. He let himself out into the street below and stood for a moment swinging his jacket from a finger, as if considering which way to turn, failing even to acknowledge the presence, no more than three feet away from him across the road, of Frank Sutton, who in turn ignored Niccolò. The San Fredianini, the local residents, put such behaviour down to English eccentricity, to some obscure foreign rule of public conduct. Had they known that Frank Sutton and Niccolò Manzini had been at school together for some years, they might have shaken their heads in sorrowful disbelief. Considering the English – and, despite his name, they considered Niccolò Manzini to be as English as Frank Sutton – to be disciplined, highly civilized and unemotional, with Northern European reticence where matters of passion and honour were concerned, it would not have occurred to a casual observer that the men’s actions could stem from anything as primitive and familiar as hatred.

      Frank passed Niccolò heading south down the Borgo Tegolaio, sauntering slowly into the sun with a roll of newspapers under his arm, and after a moment or two Niccolò turned in the opposite direction, north, towards the Arno and the city. At no point did either man turn back to look at the other, although they were unobserved and the street quite empty, and slowly the distance between them grew until they reached opposing ends of the same street and disappeared into the crowds of the main thoroughfare.

       

      So few trains called at Pisa aeroporto that weeds grew up through the tracks, and the train waiting at the deserted platform when Gina walked out of the airport was almost empty, as there was still an hour to go before it was due to depart for Florence. Gina climbed up into the hot, dusty interior of the train and chose a window seat. She folded her coat and put it, with her suitcase, on the overhead rack, then laid her newspaper on the seat beside her and her paper cup of espresso and bottle of water on the table. The journey hadn’t been too bad. At check-in she had felt unsettled, unable to believe it could be as simple as this. She could walk without hindrance, with just one small suitcase, no pushchair, no child clamouring to get out and be carried, no one squabbling, spilling her coffee or smearing slimy trails around her neck and at the hem of her skirt. She had sat and read her newspaper at the boarding gate, but had been nagged by the sense that something was missing, that she had left something behind.

      Gina had not even begun to hope that the train would remain empty when, as she tipped her head back to swallow the thimbleful of espresso, she felt someone walk past her. A tall boy sat down across the table, followed by another, and another, one crowding up against the back of the next and suddenly filling all the seats around her. A fourth appeared and looked at Gina, sitting in the seat he had obviously expected to fill. Seeing her, he obediently sat down across the aisle and was soon joined by another, older man. The boys – they could not, she thought, be more than sixteen or seventeen, although they were all very tall, hollow-chested and spindly, like plants grown too fast, their legs awkwardly filling up the space between the seats – were Swedish, or perhaps Norwegian, she thought. They wore stiff, shiny jeans, hanging low on their hips, trainers and Adidas shirts. The one sitting opposite her wore a baseball cap and had crooked teeth; next to him sat one with a stubbly head and a pierced lower lip, the stud set with a red stone. The boy across the aisle had soft white-blond hair with a floppy fringe, and very pale-blue eyes, but along his jawline spread a rash of angry purple spots. They all began talking, jeering and laughing at each other in loud, hoarse voices. Already self-conscious, without the familiar buffer of her children, squalling for her attention and keeping her occupied, Gina began to feel exposed, uncomfortably aware of the inch of pale knee she was exposing and the shadowy bulge of an incipient varicose vein.

      Eventually the train jolted and began to move, and Gina started to read her newspaper. She found it difficult to concentrate, and, with her elbows drawn in in response to the expansion of the boy next to her, she felt hemmed in, oppressed by the boys’ size and dominance over their shared space. They fidgeted and yawned; one removed his trainers, to guffaws of disgust, and another stretched a leg lazily into the aisle. They sang snatches of song lyrics in exaggerated American accents. Gina gave up and stuffed her paper down by her side, and immediately the boys got out a pack of cards and began to lay them out on the table. Gina realized that her self-consciousness was ridiculous, as they were barely aware she was there. It occurred to her that, only a couple of years before, they would have been children, smaller than her, and now they dwarfed her. Would Jim look like this in six years’ time? She looked at them surreptitiously, experiencing a kind of awe at their raucous ugliness, so entirely a passing product of their adolescence, and she felt, suddenly, the relief of no longer being young.

      She started to wonder why the boys were here. She imagined their days spent complaining as they were forced around one cloister or another, and their evenings wandering the old city’s streets in search of excitement, and it occurred to her that this was a habit she had almost lost since having children, the habit of curiosity about passing strangers. Generally there would have been too many other things to occupy her on a journey such as this, and she began to enjoy the luxury of being able to observe at leisure, not flustered, nor anxious, nor indignant in anticipation of other passengers’ complaints, without having to pause to feed a child or dig around in her bag for felt-pens and colouring books.

      The train had left the plains around Pisa and was moving through the Appenines to the west of Florence, steep, wooded hills, villages, the Arno winding through them, crossing the path of the train and then back, choked with reeds here and there and gradually widening as they approached Florence. They passed pretty towns perched on steep green hills, then the hills flattened out and the vista was blurred by a mesh of pylons, light industrial estates, shanty towns clinging to the river’s banks. Then finally in the far distance, the great terracotta dome of the cathedral appeared, like a mirage shimmering in the heat haze above all the shabby accretions of the city. Despite herself, Gina felt a bubble of excitement rising in her, and she stood to get her bag down, slipping out of the huddle of card-playing boys. They closed over the space smoothly, as though she had never been there.

      Gina left the carriage and stood by the door. At eye-level on the window frame was a strip of metal stamped with the stern admonition E pericoloso sporgersi and she smiled at the tongue-twisting, rococo foreignness of the words. It is dangerous to lean out. Gina watched the grubby outskirts of Florence slide slowly past. She liked the domesticity revealed by the washing-lines and broken bicycles littering the little balconies of suburban apartment blocks; the components of her own life, rearranged under a hot sun or in the shadow of a stuccoed high-rise. She felt poised, ready, tightening her grip on the suitcase, and she checked her watch; three-thirty. Jane had said she’d be in all afternoon.

       

      Pierluigi, the antique dealer from whose shop Lucienne and Nino had seen a body bag stretchered out a few hours earlier, was at his usual table at the Quattro Leoni when Frances walked in with them at one o’clock; he was a little pale and, unless it was Frances’s imagination, wearing a more sober suit and tie than usual.

      ‘Signora, your birthday again already?’ Franco, the restaurant’s manager, came out from behind his reservations book and embraced her carefully. ‘We have laid a table for you outside, but if you think it is a little cool then we can also put you inside, at your favourite table by the window.’

      Frances began to protest that it was at least thirty degrees outside, but stopped, curiosity overcoming her.

      ‘Well, perhaps it is a little early still to be outside. I feel the cold more than I used to.’

      Franco smiled approvingly and sympathetically at this sign, at last, of sensible attention to the elements from the English signora, and showed the three to the window seats, which happened to offer an excellent opportunity to eavesdrop on whatever conversation might be carried on at Pierluigi’s table in the corner. They ordered white wine, pasta and veal.

      Pierluigi, head sunk in his hands, was being interrogated by three of his syndicate: Giannino, who sold mostly armour and heavy jewellery, right down near the bridge; Leo, who specialized in updated antiques, upholstered in modern fabrics, or stripped back to the bare wood; and Roberta, a specialist in trompe-l’oeil murals. Pierluigi looked inexpressibly sad and Frances felt a sudden access of warmth for the antique dealer; she wondered, not for the first time, why the Italians were always depicted as incorrigibly light-hearted. It was the English, after all, who considered the proper response to death to be laughter, and none of Frances’s compatriots would, she thought, have access to such inner reserves of melancholy as were being displayed here.

      They were, of course, asking about the police presence at the shop that morning.

      ‘Was she trying to steal something, do you think?’ asked Roberta. She? thought Frances.

      ‘No, no, she had been pushed through the window. She was half in the shop, half still out in the street. I don’t know why they didn’t collect her from round the back; it was the back window she fell through. They spent forever “collecting evidence” from the shop, though the only evidence I could see was blood on my little divano. Whoever did it really made a mess of her. She…’ He stopped, and shook his head. ‘It was as though she was staring at me. Her eyes were full of blood. Even the carabinieri were shocked. It seems she could have died from any one of four or five injuries. Internal bleeding…’ The antique dealer, as a rule so suave and imperturbable, put a hand to his forehead and bowed his head, his voice tailing off. The others stared at him, and Pierluigi looked up, his brow drawn together as though it pained him to remember what he had seen. ‘I think she was attacked in the street outside the shop. One of those foreign kids, English, German, I don’t know, she wasn’t Italian, I’d swear it.’ Pierluigi was quite animated, but hangdog at the same time, as if he needed to find a reason for it being his shop window she’d been pushed through.

      Frances looked at Lucienne and Nino. They weren’t even pretending not to eavesdrop, and their veal was congealing on their plates. She shook her head at them.

      ‘We shouldn’t be doing this. None of our business. Come on now, shall we go over to the house after lunch and walk in the gardens? Lucienne, you can tell me what you think of my ideas. I want to hang little Chinese paper lanterns in the trees, and we must have a look at the top terrace, under the walls, to see whether we can all eat there.’

      Lucienne shook herself visibly, and her Indian earrings tinkled.

      ‘Of course, of course, darling. So morbid of us.’

      By now the four antique dealers had begun to complain about the carabinieri, their arrogance, their rudeness, their southern brutality and their lack of respect for private property – namely Pierluigi’s stock. The three foreigners managed to tune out without difficulty, as a conversation like this could be overheard at one table or another at any given lunchtime, and they moved on to wild strawberries, a little pot of coffee between them, and discussion of the safety standards of Chinese paper lanterns.
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