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			Part One


			This blind urge to destruction, this bloody and suicidal will to annihilation, has lurked for centuries beneath the patient endurance of daily toil. Every revolt on the part of the peasants springs out of an elementary desire for justice deep at the dark bottom of their hearts.


			Christ Stopped at Eboli
Carlo Levi


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			Clare, afterwards


			They must all change trains at Bari and the platform fills with shambling people, creased and surly like sleepers newly woken. Mostly Italians; mostly men. Clare takes a breath and tastes the sea, and suddenly she needs to see it. She goes alone, leaving everything she owns and not caring; walking unhurriedly when once she might have been anxious – fearful of theft, of impropriety, of the next train leaving without her. This new fearlessness is one of the things she has gained. Everything she’s seen and felt over the summer, every wild thing that has happened has purged the fear from her; but she doesn’t yet know if gains like this one will balance out the loss.


			Bari’s city streets seem alien after so many weeks in Gioia and at the masseria; they are too big, too wide, too long. But there are the same knots of restless men, and the same feeling of waiting violence. Clare draws some curious looks as she goes, with her worn-out foreign clothes, her fair hair, her air of detachment. This could well be the last day she ever spends in Puglia – if the choice is hers, it will be. After today, after she rejoins the train, she will leave it and every second, and every passing mile, will carry her closer to home. This thought slows her steps. Home is not home any more. That, like everything else, has changed; home is another of the losses, stacked up against the gains. But as she continues to walk she wonders about it, and decides it could also be a good thing. A part of her release.


			The pavement is lustrous, worn by use, polished by salt spray; gradually the light in the sky changes, and seems to lift and widen. Her gaze is drawn upwards for a moment, but then the street opens onto the quayside and the sea is there in front of her, with the early morning sun still soft on its surface, and the colour of it is a revelation. Clare walks to the very edge of the land, until all she can see is the blue. A blue that seems alive, that seems to breathe. This is what she was looking for, what she’d hoped to see. She lets the colour soak her, like it soaks the sky, and even though it’s painful it’s somehow still a comfort. A reminder to go forwards, and not look back. She stays there for a long time because she knows that when she turns away this colour – this exact blue – will be just another memory, the best and bitterest of all.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Ettore


			He has heard another man say, on the long, dark walk before dawn, that hunger is like a stone in your shoe. At first you think you’ll just ignore it – it’s an irritation, but it doesn’t really hinder you. But then it makes you limp, and makes it hard to walk. The pain grows. It cuts deeper and deeper into your flesh, crippling you, slowing your work, catching the corporal’s cruel eye. When it reaches the bone it grinds in and becomes a part of you, and you can think of nothing else. It rusts your skeleton; it turns your muscles to rotten wood. The man warmed to his theme as they trudged, and felt their bones rusting. He kept thinking of ways to embellish it, hours afterwards – the comments coming apropos of nothing and puzzling the men who hadn’t walked within earshot of him that morning – as their arms swung the scythes to cut the wheat, as the sun rose and burnt them, as blisters swelled beneath their calluses. Over the squeak and clatter of wooden finger-guards on wooden handles, his embellishments kept coming. Then it turns your blood to dust. Then it fells you. It creeps up your spine and lodges in your brain. And all the while Ettore thought it was a stupid comparison, though he said nothing. Because, after all, you could always pull off your shoe and kick the stone away.


			He can’t kick his hunger away, any more than he could wake up if Paola didn’t shake him. She’s rough as she does it, and punches him if he doesn’t wake at once; her knuckles are sharp against the bones of his shoulder. She moves as briskly and abruptly in the pre-dawn darkness as she does at day’s end, and he doesn’t know how she manages it. How she has the energy, or how she sees so well in the dark. Other men, conditioned from childhood, wake of their own volition at three, at four, at five at the latest, but by then the chances of work are slipping away – it’s first come, first served, and the queues are long. Other men don’t need their sisters to rouse them as Ettore does, but without Paola he would slumber on. He would sleep the day away soundly, profoundly. Disastrously. For a few seconds he lies still, and asks nothing of his body. Just a few seconds of rest, in darkness so complete he can’t be sure whether he’s opened his eyes or not. There’s a smell of tired air, of earth and the rank stink of the prisor, which needs emptying. Even as Ettore notices it, the collector arrives outside – the slow plod of mule hooves in the small courtyard, the creaking of wheels.


			‘Scia’ scinn!’ the collector calls, all weary and hoarse. ‘Scia’ scinn!’ Hurry up! Come down! Sighing sharply, Paola checks that the wooden lid is tight to the ceramic prisor pot, then hefts it up and carries it out. The stink gets stronger. In the dark, Paola says, at least your neighbours can’t see as you tip it into the collector’s huge barrel. But as the little cart moves away, jolting on the uneven stones, there’s always a trail of human waste on the ground behind it, slippery and foul.


			Paola shuts the door gently behind her, and keeps her footsteps soft. It’s not her brother or Valerio that she doesn’t want to disturb, but her son, Iacopo. She likes the men out of the room before he wakes, so that she can nurse him in peace, but this rarely happens. With the scratch and flare of a match, and the growing glow of a single candle, the baby is awake. He makes a small sound of surprise and then mewls quietly in protest, but he is sensible and doesn’t cry. Crying is hard work. Part of the ammonia stink in the cramped room is coming from the child. Without water to wash him, or his blankets, it’s hard to get rid of the smell; there’s the sourness of vomit, too. Ettore knows that once she is alone Paola will wet a rag to clean him, but she’s careful not to let Valerio see her do so. He is fiercely jealous of their stock of water.


			Livia. Ettore shuts his eyes on the candle flame; sees its red imprint on the inside of his skull. This is the order in which his thoughts run each day, every day: hunger, then the reluctance to rise, then Livia. Impulses really, rather than thoughts; Livia is as visceral, as connected to his body and his instincts rather than to his mind as the other two things. Livia. It’s less a word and more of a feeling, irresistibly linked to memories of smell and touch and taste and loss. Good losses as well as bad – the loss of care, for a moment; the loss of all responsibility, of all fear and anger, washed away by the simple joy of her. The loss of doubt, the loss of misery. The way her fingers would taste after a day spent cleaning almonds – like something green and ripe you could eat. The way she seemed to feed him, so that when they were together he forgot to be hungry. Just for that while. He can picture the exact grain of the skin on her calves, soft as apricots at the backs of her knees. And then there’s the loss of her, like a slash with ragged edges. Like the onslaught of ice a summer hailstorm brings: bruising, freezing, killing. The loss of her. The muscles around his ribs pull tight, and shake.


			‘Up, Ettore! Don’t you dare go back to sleep.’ Paola’s voice is hard as well – it’s not just her face and the way she moves. Everything about her has gone hard, from the flesh on her bones to her words and the contents of her heart. Only when she holds Iacopo is there softness in her eyes, like the last remembered light after sunset.


			‘You’re the stone in my shoe that I can’t ignore,’ he tells her, standing up, stretching the stiff cords of muscle that run down his back.


			‘Lucky for you,’ Paola retorts. ‘If it wasn’t for me we’d all starve while you lay dreaming.’


			‘I don’t dream,’ says Ettore.


			Paola doesn’t spare him a glance. She crosses to the far side of the room, to the recessed ledge in the stone wall where Valerio sleeps. She does not touch him as she wakes him; she only speaks, loudly, near his ear.


			‘It’s past four, Father.’ They know Valerio is awake when he starts to cough. He rolls onto his side, curls up like a child, and coughs, and coughs. Then he swears, spits, and swings his legs to the floor. Paola glares.


			‘Vallarta again today, boy, if we’re lucky,’ Valerio says to Ettore. His voice rattles in his chest. Paola and Ettore share a quick, meaningful glance.


			‘Best hurry then,’ says Paola. She pours them both a cup of water from a chipped amphora, and the ease with which she does it shows that the jar is already less than half full. Paola must wait for their appointed day before she can go to the fountain for more – it’s either that or buying it from a dealer, which they cannot do. Not at such prices.


			


			Masseria Vallarta is the biggest farm near Gioia, some twelve hundred hectares. It’s one of the few, even now at harvest time, that has been hiring men every day. Before the war this was the one time of year when work was guaranteed – weeks of it. The men would sleep out in the fields rather than bothering to walk back and forth every morning and night; waking with soil in the creases of their clothes and dew on their faces, and the bite of stones underneath them. The debts of the winter could finally be earned back, and paid off – the rent on their measly apartments, bills for food and drink and gambling. Now, even the harvest is no guarantee of work. The proprietors say they can’t afford to hire the men. They say that after last year’s drought, and the vacuum of the war, they are going out of business. If they are hired to Masseria Vallarta today, Ettore and Valerio will walk ten kilometres to reach the farm, and start work at sun-up. There’s no food from the night before; they ate it all. There might be something at the farm for them, if they are hired, though it will come out of their wages if there is. The men stamp their feet into their boots, button their battered waistcoats. And as he goes out into the cool of the morning, into the ageless shadows of the little courtyard and the narrow streets that lead to Piazza Plebiscito, where they will queue for work, Ettore makes his promise. He makes the same promise every morning, and means it with every fibre of himself: I will find out who did it, Livia. And that man will burn.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			Clare


			It’s always a shock to see how much Pip has grown during term time, while he’s away for weeks on end, but this time it seems like something more fundamental has changed. Something more than his height, the length of his face or the width of his shoulders. Clare studies him, and tries to put her finger on it. He has fallen asleep with his head against the dusty window of the train and his dog-eared copy of Bleak House resting against his chest. Fine strands of his hair have fallen forward onto his forehead, and shake with the movement of the carriage. With his eyes shut and his mouth drooping slightly open, she can still see the child he was. The little, lonely person she first met. His face is more angular now – the jaw stronger, the brows heavier, the nose slightly longer and more pointed. But his light brown hair is as flyaway as ever, and he doesn’t need to shave yet. Clare looks closely, checking. There’s no shadow of whiskers on his chin or top lip. Her relief at this is profound, and makes her uneasy.


			She turns to look out of the window. The landscape is unchanging. Mile after mile of farmland; wheat fields, for the most part, interspersed now and then with orchards of faded olive trees, and gnarled almond trees with their trunks twisted and black. When Pip is a man, an adult, when he finishes all his schooling, when he leaves home for good … Clare swallows, fearfully. But she can’t prevent it, of course. She can’t cling on to him. She won’t let herself. Perhaps this is what has changed, this time: he’s become enough like a grown man that she can no longer deny it’s happening, and that one day soon he will separate himself from her, and start his own life. She’s not his mother, so perhaps she should feel the wrench of this a bit less. But a mother has an unbreakable bond, the bond of blood and heritance, of knowing that her child was once a part of her, and in some ways always will be. Clare doesn’t have that. Her bond with Pip feels more breakable, more delicate; perhaps every bit as precious, but also with the potential to melt away without trace. She fears that most of all. He is only fifteen, she reassures herself. Still a child. The train gives a lurch to one side, and Pip’s head bangs against the glass. He starts awake, snapping his mouth closed, squinting.


			‘All right there, Pip?’ Clare says, smiling. He nods affably.


			‘We must be nearly there.’ He yawns like a cat, unashamedly. His teeth are just starting to crowd at the front, jostling for space.


			‘Pip,’ she protests. ‘It’s like staring into the abyss.’


			‘Sorry, Clare,’ he mumbles.


			‘We are nearly there.’ Clare gazes out at the bleached grass of a field, blurring past. ‘We must be nearly there.’


			Her mouth feels as stale as her crumpled clothes and her sticky skin. The train is stuffy, airless – it’s no wonder Pip keeps nodding off. She might have done so herself, but Boyd cautioned her about the Italians and their light fingers, so she’s too worried about their purses and possessions, and what Boyd would say if they were robbed after he’d warned her. She wants to stretch her legs and wash her hair, but at the same time, as a few scattered buildings come into view, she suddenly doesn’t want to arrive at Gioia del Colle. There’s something wonderful about travelling – about being moved across the long miles of the earth with no sense of responsibility, their aim achieved purely by waiting patiently. And, because she and Pip are alone in the compartment, there’s only the ease and pleasure of his company. No manners to be minded, no struggle to find small talk. Their long silences are thoughtful, companionable, never uncomfortable. And she’s also nervous about what waits at the end of the journey.


			Boyd has committed them to spending the entire summer with people she has never met, and knows precious little about. No amount of protest would sway him from the plan; and she couldn’t even write down her reluctance in a letter to him, as she preferred to – to make sure she kept her argument straight and her tone of voice even. Not when he was already out in Italy, and the instruction for her and Pip to join him came faintly down a rustling phone line. In desperation she’d suggested a fortnight, rather than the whole season, but Boyd hadn’t seemed to hear her. And just like that, the restful summer at home she’d been looking forward to – alone with Pip, watching the sweet peas climb their bamboo canes and playing whist in the shade of the high garden wall – had vanished. The Italians who will be their hosts are clients of Boyd’s; Cardetta, an old acquaintance from New York, and his wife, who is charming. Beyond that, she knows only that they are rich.


			The train has passed cone-shaped huts built of rock, like strange hats discarded by stone giants. It has passed fields full of working men, swinging scythes; dark, thin men who did not look up as the train clattered by. It has passed small carriages pulled by donkeys, and farm wagons pulled by oxen, and not a single motor car. Nothing, beyond the train itself, to betray that the year is 1921, not 1821. Clare is struggling to picture what rich might look like, this far south; it worries her that there might not be electricity, or indoor plumbing; that the water might make them sick. In the north they say that the country south of Rome is best avoided, and that the country south of Naples is a barren no-man’s-land, peopled by sub-humans – a godless, under-evolved race too base to drag itself out of poverty and dissolution. Pip’s school had been happy to release him early for the summer break when she wrote to say that they would be taking him to Italy. What better way for Philip to finish the academic year than by visiting the very treasures of art and civilised thought he has spent the recent months studying? wrote the master. Clare let him picture Rome, Florence and Venice, since that was the conclusion he’d leapt to, and left it at that. She herself has never heard of any of the major towns here in the south: Bari, Lecce, Taranto. And the town where they are headed, Gioia del Colle, was difficult to find on the map.


			Just half an hour later the train creeps into the station, between two near-deserted platforms. Clare smiles at Pip as they stand and stretch and gather themselves, but it’s she who wants reassurance, not Pip. Hot, heavy air is the first thing to greet them, and it has the smell of blood on it. The unmistakable metal reek of gore. The deep, fortifying breath Clare had been taking sticks in her throat, and she looks around, repulsed. The sky is an immaculate blue, the sun low and yellow in the west. They move away from the hissing train, and the buzz of insects fills their ears.


			‘What’s that smell?’ says Pip, holding the creased sleeve of his blazer to his nose. But then they hear a shout, and see a figure waving from the window of a car.


			‘Ahoy, dearly beloveds!’ Boyd’s voice is tight with excitement. He waves his hat and laughs, and when he emerges from the vehicle it’s with an unfolding of long limbs, the unfurling of a long spine. He is tall and narrow and, ever fearful of appearing clumsy, he moves with exaggerated grace.


			‘Ahoy!’ Clare calls, relieved. She has brought them this far, and has the soothing feeling of handing control back to her husband. She and Pip cross quickly to the car, and Clare turns to wave the porter over with their luggage.


			‘Make sure you’ve all your bags. I wouldn’t put it past them to miss one and carry it all the way to Taranto,’ says Boyd.


			‘No, this is all of them.’ Boyd hugs Clare, hard, then turns to Pip and hesitates. This is new, too – this slight awkwardness between them. It tells Clare that Boyd can see his son’s encroaching adulthood just as clearly as she can. They shake hands, then smile, then bashfully embrace.


			‘Philip. You’re so tall! Look – far taller than Clare now,’ Boyd says.


			‘I’ve been taller than Clare since the Christmas before last, Father,’ Pip points out, slighted.


			‘Have you?’ Boyd looks troubled; his smile turns strange, as though he ought to have known or remembered this. Clare is quick to deflect him.


			‘Well, you do spend most of your time sitting in a chair, or on a bicycle, or in a boat. It’s hard to tell your height,’ she says. Just then the breeze blows and brings the tang of blood and violence anew. Boyd pales; what’s left of his smile vanishes.


			‘Come on, climb in. The slaughterhouse isn’t half a mile south of here, and I can’t bear the smell of it.’


			The car looks brand new, although there’s a fine veil of dust dulling its crimson paintwork. Pip examines it at appreciative length before they climb in. The driver, dark and inscrutable, barely nods at Clare as he and the porter secure their bags, but his eyes return to her, again and again. She tries not to notice. He would be handsome but for a harelip; a neat divide in his upper lip, and in the gum behind it, where his teeth are twisted and uneven.


			‘You might get a few looks, dear girl,’ Boyd tells her in low tones, as the car pulls away. ‘It’s the blond hair. Rather a novelty down here.’


			‘I see,’ she says. ‘And do you get looks, too?’ She smiles, and Boyd takes her hand. His hair is also fair, though now it’s filling with grey it looks more silvery, and seems to have an absence of colour. It’s thin across the top of his scalp; his hairline has crept back and back from his forehead and temples, like an ebb tide slipping from a shore. This is what Clare notices about him when they have been apart for a while, though this time it has only been a month: that he is growing old. He asks how their journey was and what they saw, what they ate and if they slept. He asks how their garden in Hampstead looked, before they left it, and when Pip’s school report is due. He asks all this with a strange desperation, a kind of manic neediness that immediately puts Clare on edge, at some bone-deep level where memory and experience reside. Not again, she begs silently. Not again. She sifts hurriedly through her mind for something she’s missed – some sign, something he might have said on the phone, or before he even left; some hint of what the problem might be. She has done as he asked, and brought herself and Pip all this way to him, and yet there’s something wrong. There’s clearly something wrong. They leave the station behind in a cloud of pale dust, and though fresher air comes pummelling in through the windows, Clare is certain she can still smell blood.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Ettore


			Piazza Plebiscito is full of men dressed in the typical black. These are the giornatari, the day labourers; men with nothing to their name, and no means to feed themselves but the strength of their backs. In the shadowy dawn they are a dark scattering against the pale stones of the pavement. The murmur of voices is low; the men shuffle their feet, cough, exchange a few low words. Here and there an argument starts, shouts ring out and there’s a scuffle. Once he and Valerio are in their midst Ettore can smell the grease in their hair, the sweat of all the days before on their clothes, the hot, stale fug of their breath. It’s a smell that has been with him, all around him, since the first days he can remember. It’s the smell of hard work and scarcity. It’s the smell of men as animals, muscle and bone made hard by graft. The overseers are there, on their horses or standing holding them by the reins, or sitting in little open-topped carts. They hire five men here, thirty there; one shepherd wants a pair of men to help trim his flock’s feet. It’s easy work but he can pay next to nothing, and the men eye him in disgust, knowing that one or other of them will have to take his low wages.


			This is how it was always arranged, until the Great War. Those that want work come to the piazza, those that want workers meet them there. A wage will be offered, and men selected. There is no negotiation. Then, after the war, things changed. For two years, things were different – the worker’s unions and the socialists won some concessions, because during the war men like Ettore and Valerio, who had so little cause to fight, were promised things to keep them in the trenches. They were promised land, better wages, an end to the unending hardship of life, and afterwards they fought to make the landowners and proprietors keep those promises. For a few febrile months, it seemed like they might have won. They established a closed shop of labour, in which only union men could be hired, and no one from outside the county. Wages and hours were fixed. The labour exchange kept a roster to make sure each man got his fair share of work, and there was to be a union representative on each farm, to make sure conditions were met. This was only the year before, towards the end of 1920. But somehow it’s all coming unravelled again. The tide in this simmering feud, which is generations – centuries – old, has turned again.


			It’s a strange conflict – one around which everyday life keeps moving like a river around rocks. It has to, because the men must eat, and to eat they must work. So life must go on, even when the rocks in question are things like the massacre at Masseria Girardi Natale, the summer before, when workers armed with only their tools and their anger were shot down by the proprietor and his mounted guards. Now the contracts all the proprietors signed are being ignored, and men who protest aren’t hired. There are rumours of a new type of brute squad: teams of thugs led by veteran officers – captains and lieutenants tainted by the madness of the trenches, who remember the peasants’ reluctance to fight, and despise them for it. The peasants are used to hired gangs – mazzieri, named after the mazza, the cudgels they carry – but these new ones are something else. They are being armed and abetted by the police, unofficially of course. And they have a new name – they are the fasci di combattimento. They are members of the new fascist party. And they have a single-mindedness that’s scaring the men.


			Some nights Ettore goes to a bar and reads the newspapers out loud to the unlettered. He reads from the Corriere delle Puglie, and from La Conquista, and from Avanti!. He reads of attacks on syndicalist leaders, on chambers of labour, and on socialist town halls in other towns. In Gioia del Colle, the old way of recruiting has slowly crept back into the piazza, and the two sides stare at one another across this bitter divide – workers and employers. Each waiting to see who will blink first. In February there was a general strike in protest at the massing and arming of the new squads, and their brutality, and the breaking of the contracts. The strike held for three days but it was like a finger pressed to a widening crack in a dam; a dam behind which the tide is rising inexorably.


			Ettore and Valerio push their way towards the overseer from Masseria Vallarta; a man well into his sixties with drooping white moustaches and an immobile expression, as solid and unreadable as the trunk of a tree. Pino is already there; he catches Ettore’s eye and jerks his chin to greet him. Giuseppe Bianco; Giuseppino; Pino for short. Pino and Ettore have lived shoulder to shoulder since they were in the cradle. They are the same age, have seen the same things, suffered the same hopes and hardships; they’ve had the same patchy, soon-curtailed education, and had wild times at Saint’s Day festivals more pagan than holy. They’ve been to war together. Pino has the face of a classical hero, with enormous soft eyes, warm and brown rather than the usual black. He has curved lips, the upper protruding slightly over the lower; curling hair and an open expression far out of place in the piazza. His heart is open too; he’s too good for this life. There’s only one thing the two men do not share, and it’s driven a wedge between them this year: Pino is married to his sweetheart, but Ettore has lost his. All the girls used to quarrel to catch Pino’s eye. They knew a soft touch when they saw one, and fancied waking up next to that face for the rest of their lives. Now that he’s wed some of them try just as hard, but Pino is faithful to Luna, his wife. Little Luna, with her buoyant breasts and her hair hanging right down to the broad spread of her buttocks. Pino is the only man Ettore knows who can find a real smile before dawn in the piazza.


			He smiles now, and thumps Ettore’s upper arm companionably.


			‘What’s new?’ he says.


			‘Nothing at all.’ Ettore shrugs.


			‘Luna has something for the baby. For Iacopo,’ says Pino, and looks proud. ‘She’s been sewing again – a shirt. She’s even stitched his initials into it for him.’ Luna works in fits and starts for a seamstress, and carefully collects whatever scraps of thread and fabric she can spirit away. There’s never enough to make clothes for adults, but Iacopo now has a vest, a hat and a pair of tiny slippers.


			‘She should be setting such things by for when you have your own baby,’ says Ettore, and Pino grins. He longs for babies – a herd of them, a flock. How or whether they’ll all be fed is not something he lets worry him. He seems to think they’ll be self-sustaining, like hearth spirits or will-o’-the-wisps, like putti.


			‘Iacopo will have outgrown them by then. I’m sure Paola will lend them back.’


			‘Don’t be so sure.’


			‘You mean she’ll want to keep them, to remember how little he was?’ says Pino. Ettore grunts. What he’d meant was that he’s not so certain Iacopo will outgrow the little things so soon. His nephew is reedy and too quiet. So many babies die. Ettore frets about him, frowns over him. Whenever Paola sees this she shoves him away, and curses. She thinks his anxiety will coalesce and bring some grim prophecy down on her son.


			The man from Masseria Vallarta takes a sheaf of paper from his pocket, unfolds it. The waiting men focus their attention on him, watching with steady expectation. It’s a strange ritual – the farm has a harvest to bring in and the men all know it, but even so, they do not trust the man. They do not trust that they will have work until they are standing in the field, working. They do not trust that they will be paid until the bailiff puts the coins into their hands the Saturday after. The overseer catches Ettore’s eye and gives him a hard stare. Ettore stares right back at him. He is a union man, and the overseer knows it; knows his name, and his face. Some have led the strikes and the demonstrations while the others followed, and Ettore is one of the first kind. Or he was – in the six months since he lost Livia he’s done nothing, said nothing; he’s worked with a steady, mindless rhythm, ignoring his hunger and his exhaustion. In all that time, he has spared not a single thought for the revolution, for his brothers, for the starving workers or the ever-present injustices, but the overseers don’t seem to have noticed his change of heart. The absence of his heart.


			So there’s a black mark by his name that nothing will shift, but he also works without pause, and attacks the ground with the heaviest mattock; he presents them with a conundrum: a troublemaker who works like a Trojan. The corporal with the white moustaches hires him with the merest nod of his head, marking down his name. Then he flicks his gnarled finger at the others he’s chosen, including Pino, and those men file away to begin the long walk to the farm. Valerio is not chosen. Years of wielding the mattock have shaped his spine, bending him like an overblown tree, and though he’s tried not to cough since they got to the piazza, you can see the effort of containing the spasms in the way his body clenches and shakes from time to time. He cut about half as much wheat as some of the other men yesterday, and the immovable overseer has an infallible memory for such things. Ettore grips his father’s shoulder in parting.


			‘Go now to the shepherd, over there. Go now, before others take his lire,’ he says. Valerio nods.


			‘Work hard, boy,’ he says, then gives in to his cough. Ettore doesn’t bother to reply. There is no other kind of work, after all.


			The sun is rising in a gentle riot of colour by the time they reach the farm. Pino turns his face to it for a minute, shuts his eyes and takes a deep breath, as though, like a plant, the sun will give him the energy to work that day. When the sky is alight like this Ettore thinks of Livia, shielding her black eyes with one hand. When it rains, he thinks of Livia squinting up at the clouds, and smiling as the water hits her skin. When it gets dark he thinks of the times they met beneath the arches of Gioia’s oldest streets, when they would know each other by touch and smell alone, and she would take his questing hand and kiss his fingertips, and send thumps of desire straight to his groin. He knows that his thoughts of her show on his face, and he can tell from Pino’s expression that he sees it – that subtle sinking, a creeping mix of sorrow and frustration; he can see that his oldest friend doesn’t know what to say to him, as long as the moment lasts. They are each given a drink of water and a chunk of bread before work starts. The bread is fresh, which it normally isn’t, and the men tear into it like dogs. The water has the stone grit taste of the cistern. They start work straight afterwards, wriggling their fingers into the wooden hand-guards that are meant to protect them, but which the farmers really like because they extend a man’s grasp, and mean he can gather a bigger sheaf of wheat each time. One man wields the scythe – the taller, stronger ones, with the longest reach – and behind him comes another man, tying the cut stalks into sheaves.


			For hours there’s nothing but the swing of blades, the crunch of the cut stalks as they fall and are gathered up. High above their heads black kites ride the hot air, circling; curious about the smell and movement of the working men. From a distance it looks as though the harvest will be good: field after field of golden grain, rolling in the scorching altina wind from the south. But up close the men see that the stalks are sparser than they should be, shorter, with too few grains on each ear and too much space between them. The yield will be less than hoped for, and their wages to match. At midday the sun is debilitating; it crushes the men, it weighs them down like chains. The corporal’s horses wilt, hanging their heads and letting their eyelids droop, too fagged to even shake the flies away. The overseer calls a halt and the men rest and have another drink of water, just enough to wet their parched throats. As soon as their shadows have crept two hand spans to one side the overseer checks his watch, rouses them, and work continues.


			Pino and Ettore pass each other, working within earshot for a short while as their lines coincide.


			‘Luna is trying to buy beans today,’ says Pino, conversationally.


			‘I wish her luck. I hope the grocer doesn’t rob her.’


			‘She’s smart, my Luna. I think she will get some, and then we’ll have a fine dinner.’ Pino does this a lot – talks about food. Fantasises about food. It seems to help him beat his hunger, but it does the opposite to Ettore, whose stomach writhes and mutters at the thought of fava beans boiled with bay leaves, and maybe some garlic and pepper, and mashed up with strong olive oil. He swallows.


			‘Don’t talk about food, Pino,’ he pleads.


			‘Sorry, Ettore. I can’t help it. That’s all I dream about: food, and Luna.’


			‘Then dream quietly, for fuck’s sake,’ says the man working behind Ettore.


			‘I don’t mind if he talks about his wife as long as he doesn’t spare us the details.’ This is from a lad no more than fourteen, who grins lopsidedly at Pino.


			‘If I catch you dreaming about my wife, I’ll cut your prick off,’ Pino tells him, angling his scythe towards the boy, lifting its wicked tip; but he isn’t serious, and the boy grins wider, showing them his broken front teeth.


			The altina picks up, smelling of some distant desert, humming over the grey stone walls of the field and through the leathery leaves of a fig tree in one corner. The ground is dust-dry, the wheat parched, the sky mercilessly clear. The men lick their lips but can’t keep them from cracking. Flies buzz brazenly around their heads and necks, biting, knowing that the men won’t spare the effort to swat them away. Ettore works and tries not to think. He comes across a patch of wild rocket leaves, bitter and mean. He picks all he can find and eats them when nobody is looking, feeling his throat clog with saliva and the hot taste of them. The guards are extra vigilant at this end of the day – eyes sharp for signs of the men slowing down, of surreptitious rests being taken, of the scythe being leant upon, not swung. The man gathering the wheat Ettore cuts has dropped far behind – he keeps straightening up, pressing his fingers into his spine and wincing. The overseer has a long leather whip, coiled at his hip. His hand strays to it, time and again, as though he’d love to use it. Ettore’s stomach clenches even tighter after the snack of rocket leaves; his head starts to feel light, strange, as it often does towards day’s end. His body keeps working, regardless; shoulders swinging the weight of the scythe, back muscles tensing to stop its momentum, twisting him from the waist, hands gripped tight. He can feel every tendon as it rubs over bone, but his thoughts drift away from him, away from the heat and the toil and the suffocating wind.


			He has heard about a hole in the ground at a town called Castellana, twenty-five kilometres from Gioia, towards the sea. This hole in the ground is wide and nothing that goes into it ever comes out, except bats – streaming millions of bats, like smoke. Sometimes it belches up shreds of a chilly white mist, which are said to be the ghosts of people who have gone too near and fallen in. It is the mouth of hell, the locals say; it plummets right down into the core of the earth, into a blackness so heavy it would crush you. Ettore thinks about this hole as his body keeps going, and his back burns like there’s a knife stuck in it, and his guts cramp from the leaves he ate. He thinks about jumping into it and falling through white mist and then cool, clammy darkness; he thinks about curling up in the ancient black depths, in the world’s stony heart where no man belongs, and waiting there. Not waiting for anything, just waiting; where it is cold and still and silent.


			He’s suddenly aware that his name has been spoken. Ettore blinks and sees Pino off to one side, his face wide with concern. He realises that his scythe is still, that he has straightened up and let it come to rest on his boot. He can’t seem to make his hands tighten on the shaft. Behind Pino, he sees two guards exchange a word and a nod, sees them kick their sluggish horses to life and set out towards him. He can’t seem to make his thoughts come back from that hole in the ground and his sudden yearning for it. With all the will he can find, he grips the scythe and lifts it, turning his body to the right, angling the tip of the blade to catch the right number of wheat stalks. But he is too far from the edge of the crop, and the weight of it throws him off balance. His body uncoils, the way it must. It has moved this way thousands of times, on thousands of days; he can no more stop it than he can stop his heart beating. But he will fall if he doesn’t correct his stance, and though falling would be better than the alternative, he has no choice in this either. His body drives itself, is its own master; it keeps its own counsel, as he has trained it to do. Ettore teeters, and lurches forwards. His left leg lands in the path of the scythe as it swings, and he can do nothing to stop what will happen, though he sees it clearly enough. The metal bites easily, cleanly. He feels it hit the bone and lodge there. Pino shouts, and so does the man behind him. A bright spray of blood splatters the wheat stalks, looking too glossy and red to be real, and then Ettore falls.


		


	

		

			Chapter Five


			Clare


			Gioia del Colle is quiet. Low sunlight pools in the street corners, reflecting from smooth stone slabs and streaked walls. Though they pass along avenues of elegant villas, four storeys high, with painted render and symmetrical shuttered windows, the road is crusted with manure – the fresh and fly-struck scattered over the old and dry. There are women out walking with huge urns or baskets on their heads and shoulders, but they do not speak. The only car is the one they’re riding in; it creeps along slowly behind a dray cart loaded with barrels. Clare sees almost no men, and when she points this out to Boyd, he shrugs.


			‘They’re all out working on the harvest, darling,’ he says.


			‘So early in the year?’ she says, but then remembers all the teams she saw from the train, their scythes moving with the steady rhythm of metronomes. She opens her mouth to say something about the lack of tractors, or harvesting machines, but shuts it again. The south is poor, she has been told. Everywhere is poor after the war, but the south was poor to begin with. They have gone from destitute to something less than that.


			In the rear-view mirror she catches the driver’s eye, flicking over her as though checking something. She shifts her weight and turns to smile at Pip. The car turns onto Via Garibaldi and drives down between the tall, ornate fronts of the best houses Clare has seen yet. Some might even be described as palaces, she thinks. Palazzi. Slowing, the driver sounds the horn, and a set of carriage doors in the wall of one building swing open for them to drive through. They pass beneath a wide, dark archway and into an open courtyard. ‘Oh, look!’ says Clare, surprised. Boyd seems pleased by her reaction.


			‘A lot of the grander houses are designed like this – a quadrangle around an inner courtyard. But from the outside you wouldn’t expect it, would you?’ he says. The sky is a perfect bright square above them.


			‘I had no idea that there would be places like this here. I mean …’ Clare pauses uncomfortably. ‘It’s obviously a very poor region.’ In the mirror, the driver stares at her.


			‘The peasants are poor, the gentry are rich, same as anywhere,’ says Boyd. He gives her hand a squeeze. ‘Don’t worry, darling. I wouldn’t bring you to darkest Africa.’


			A few watchful staff appear around the cloistered edges of the courtyard, ready to take the luggage, and as the three of them exit the car Clare feels her heart bumping with nerves. Their hosts appear through double doors in the far side of the building – a couple, the man holding his arms out wide, as though to greet old friends; the woman with a smile to rival the sun.


			‘Mrs Kingsley! We are so delighted to finally have you here!’ says the man. His hands come to rest on her shoulders, heavy and warm, and he kisses her on both cheeks.


			‘You must be Signor Cardetta. How do you do? Piacere,’ says Clare, using the Italian word self-consciously, uncertain of her accent.


			‘Leandro Cardetta, at your service. But – you speak Italian, Mrs Kingsley? This is wonderful!’


			‘Oh, hardly at all!’


			‘Nonsense – she’s being modest, Cardetta. She speaks it very well,’ says Boyd.


			‘Well, I hardly understood a word the driver said to the porter at the station. It was very disheartening.’


			‘Ah, but they probably spoke in the local dialect, my dear Mrs Kingsley. Quite a different thing. To the peasants down here, Italian is as foreign a language as it is to you.’ Cardetta turns her gently towards the radiant woman. ‘May I present my wife, Marcie?’


			‘How do you do, Mrs Cardetta?’


			‘Oh, I’m Marcie – only ever Marcie! When people go around calling me Mrs Cardetta I don’t even know myself,’ she says. Marcie is striking, elegant, with the narrow hips and shoulders of a boy, and disproportionately full breasts sitting high on her chest. Her eyes are blue and her hair the colour of ripe barley, set in a wave that grazes her jawline. Her American accent is unmistakable and Clare tries not to show her surprise. ‘What – neither one of these fellas warned you I was a Yankee?’ says Marcie, but she doesn’t seem displeased.


			‘Warned isn’t the word, but no – I had assumed you were Italian, Mrs Cardetta – Marcie. Do forgive me.’


			‘What’s to forgive? And who is this highly distinguished young man?’ She holds out her hand and Pip shakes it, and though he is polite and confident as he does it, a touch of colour brushes over his cheeks. Clare thinks of the way she herself used to blush when shown the least attention by a man – or any new person – and feels a rush of tenderness towards him. He waits, as he should, for Signor Cardetta to proffer his hand and his name, then he does the same – deferentially, but not too much so. She’s proud of him, and glances at Boyd, hoping that he will have noticed. But Boyd is watching Leandro Cardetta, the way a person might watch an animal suspected of only feigning sleep.


			‘Thank you for sending your wonderful car for us, Mr Cardetta – it’s an Alfa Romeo, isn’t it? It’s beautiful, but I don’t recognise the model,’ says Pip enthusiastically. Leandro grins wolfishly at him.


			‘Bene, bene. You’re a young man of excellent taste, I see,’ he says. ‘But you wouldn’t recognise it – it’s brand new, and only a few have been made. Rarity, you see – that is the key to true value.’ The pair of them saunter over to the crimson car, to peer at it from all angles. Marcie Cardetta smiles and takes Clare’s arm; she is all ease and familiarity, and Clare can’t imagine how that must feel. Marcie is dressed in white, like a bride: a long skirt and tunic in some fluid fabric that ripples and follows her every move, belted low around her hips. As they walk into the house Clare catches the scent of her – musk and lilacs, and somehow the suggestion of moisture. It’s an oddly intimate aroma, at once compelling and intrusive. There’s scarlet lipstick on her mouth, and powder on her cheeks; up close Clare can see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes. She is maybe forty, or a little older, but has such glamour that she seems far younger – younger than Clare, even, who suddenly feels just how very thirsty and unwashed and tired she is. Only as they step into the shadows inside does Clare realise that Boyd has been left alone, hesitating, in the centre of the courtyard. She looks back at him to smile but he has his hands in his pockets and is staring down at his feet, frowning, as if displeased by the dust on his shoes.


			Marcie walks her onwards, and talks.


			‘My dear Clare, I cannot tell you how thrilled I am to have you here – you and Philip, of course, but mainly you – poor Philip! No, it’s all right, he didn’t hear me. Just to have somebody to talk to, you understand – other than a man, and what woman can really talk to a man? I mean with words, you understand, not that other language we all speak.’ She dips her head towards Clare, gives her a conspiratorial little nudge with her shoulder. ‘I mean just to talk about everything. The Italian women – well, I should say the Puglian women, because you could hardly compare the specimens down here to those in Milan or Rome – well, they look at me like I fell from outer space! Not a word of English, any one of them. And I’ve tried to learn Italian – believe me I’ve tried, and I’ve managed it a bit, but when they don’t want to understand you, by golly, they’ll make sure they don’t. Staring at you with those black eyes of theirs – have you seen their eyes? Did you notice their eyes? Like jet buttons on a sackcloth waistcoat, with their faces all so brown. We must make sure you don’t get too much sun, dear – your skin is just delightful … And how funny is it that you can go six months without seeing a blonde down here, and now we have two under one roof!’


			On and on Marcie talks, as she leads Clare up to the room she’ll be sharing with Boyd. The house is warm and shadowy, and full of echoes. The light is barricaded out – on the sunny west side of the quad the shutters are all closed, so that only thin, bright shafts get through here and there. Clare’s smile begins to ache in her cheeks but she feels some of the tension that has clenched her guts since the train left Bari begin to dissipate. Inwardly, she’s still as uncomfortable in new company as she has ever been, and she’d been dreading the conversation drying up, dwindling into silence while she floundered for a way to replenish it. At least it seems that there will be few such awkward silences to contend with. Few silences at all.


			Once they reach the room Marcie clasps Clare’s hands for a moment, gives a happy little shrug and leaves her to change. A steady quiet settles in her wake. Clare turns around, sees the book Boyd is reading and his glasses, placed neatly by the bed. The room is large and square, and faces south, and Clare opens the shutters to a rush of hot air and the slanting yellow light of evening. The walls are a rich ochre colour, the ceiling a high spread of dark wooden beams, the floor terracotta. There’s a painting of the Madonna above the fireplace, and one of Paris above the bed, which has an ornate brass bedstead and a mattress sagging visibly in the middle. When a servant brings in the luggage, the door howls in protest. It’s made of the same aged wood as the ceiling, and has massive hinges to cope with its own weight. Like a door in a castle, Clare thinks. Or a jail. She leans over the window sill and looks out at the clustered red rooftops and the narrow streets. Immediately behind the Cardettas’ house is a small, neat garden with more paved walkways than flower beds. There are fig and olive trees for shade, and a vine-covered veranda where a long table waits, covered with a linen cloth. There are herbs but few flowers, and no grass. One of the fig trees is alive with small birds – Clare can see them all, rattling the leaves, hopping about like fleas. They chatter rather than sing, but it’s still a nice sound.


			The door moans again as Boyd comes in. He has a way of moving, a way of standing slightly curled in on himself, that looks faintly apologetic. Clare smiles and crosses to him, to be folded into him, against the smooth fabric of his shirt and the slight give of flesh underneath. He is that much taller than her that her hair gets caught up with the sharp points and buttons of his collar. He has a faintly sour scent about him that she doesn’t remember smelling before. Or perhaps once before. It makes her uneasy.


			‘I’m so happy to see you,’ he murmurs into the top of her head. Then he holds her out at arm’s length, studies her intently. ‘You didn’t mind coming?’ Clare shrugs. She can’t quite bring herself to deny it, not completely, because she did mind. She likes the unhurried habit of their home life in Hampstead, and taking Pip to their favourite places in London during the holidays. She doesn’t like to admit to herself that she’d been glad when Boyd announced he would be going to Italy, but it’s true nevertheless. It was better for him to be working, to be occupied; it was better for her and Pip that they had the house to themselves, and could keep their own hours and counsel. That they could make as much noise, and be as silly as they wanted. Say what they wanted. For a brief while the summer had stretched out ahead of her, wonderfully long and serene, until his phone call from Italy curtailed it.


			‘I was surprised. You wouldn’t normally ask me to travel – not all this way. But I had Pip with me for the journey, so of course it was fine.’ This much is true, at least.


			‘I know it might seem a bit peculiar. But Cardetta wants me to stay for as long as it takes to finish the designs, and I can’t … it’s too good a commission to turn it down. I mean – I’m happy to work on it. It’s an interesting project.’ He kisses her forehead, one hand on her cheek. ‘And I couldn’t bear the thought of so many weeks without you,’ he says. Clare frowns.


			‘But when you first telephoned you said that it was Cardetta who wanted us to come out – Pip and me? Why would he? To keep Marcie company?’


			‘Yes. Probably. Anyway, he only suggested it, and it gave me the idea. He had to offer the invitation first, of course. I couldn’t just ask and oblige him to accept.’


			‘I see.’


			Clare disengages herself from his arms and goes over to open her bags. It hadn’t seemed like that when they first spoke about it, soon after Boyd’s arrival in Italy. Even thin and buzzing along the telephone wire his voice had sounded tense and beleaguered, and almost fearful. She’d heard it in the clipped way he spoke, and straight away she’d felt the familiar dread sinking into the pit of her stomach, solid as wet sand. They’ve been married for ten years, and she is minutely attuned to the least sign of distress in him. She knows well enough what can come of it. It’s there now, of course – she saw it the first moment she set eyes on him, as he waved from the car. But sometimes it comes to nothing. She doesn’t want to acknowledge it too soon and risk it coalescing when it might not necessarily.


			Born shy, the only child of parents who never raised their voices, never argued or ever spoke of their feelings, Clare longs for peaceful accord more than anything else; nothing jarring or unexpected, no awkwardness. Over the years, Boyd’s episodes have honed her fear of confrontation to a point of excruciating finesse. For days, weeks, sometimes even months, he is transformed; silent and precarious, unreadable. He drinks brandy at any hour, he doesn’t work, he doesn’t go out, he barely eats. His silence thickens like a black cloud around him, which Clare is too scared to penetrate. She walks on eggshells around him, dogged by her own inadequacy, her inability to bring him out of it. Sometimes, during such spells, the sight of her makes him collapse into violent sobbing. Sometimes days pass and he doesn’t seem to see her at all, and she remembers what happened when she persuaded him to go to New York, years before, and what might have happened, had she not prevented it. Then she can’t sleep or eat herself. She’s a prisoner to his mood, too frightened to make a sound. The relief when it’s over, when Boyd finally rises from his chair and sinks himself into a hot bath, and asks for a cup of tea, is so immense she has to sit until her breathing slows.


			Boyd watches her as she hangs her skirts and dresses in the giant wardrobe that looms along the far wall of the room. He sits on the edge of the bed with one long leg crossed over the other, his hands laced over the uppermost knee.


			‘I’m sure we could find a servant to do that for you – Cardetta seems to have hundreds of them,’ he says. Clare smiles over her shoulder at him.


			‘I can manage well enough without a ladies’ maid,’ she says. ‘He must be very rich, then?’


			‘I should say so. This is one of the oldest and biggest houses in Gioia – well, of those that he could get his hands on, anyway.’


			‘Oh?’


			‘Cardetta wasn’t always rich – and he was away in America for twenty years. I get the impression that the signori here – the upper crust – treat him as a bit of a Johnny-come-lately.’


			‘Well, I suppose that’s understandable,’ she says. ‘Especially if he was away for so long. How did he make his money?’


			‘In New York.’


			‘Yes, but—’


			‘Do stop that and come here,’ he says, with mock severity. Clare looks at the crumpled silk shirt in her hands, and the way the pale yellow of it perfectly mirrors the light-filled sky outside. She wishes she wouldn’t hesitate but she can’t seem to help it. But then she smiles and does as he says, sitting gingerly in his lap. He wraps his arms around her waist and buries his face in her chest, and somehow it’s not sexual, but as though he wants to hide. ‘Clare,’ he breathes out her name, and she feels the heat of his breath on her skin.


			‘Is everything all right, darling?’ she says, trying to sound bright, trying for offhand.


			‘It is now that you’re here.’ He tightens his grip until Clare can feel his watch digging into her ribs. ‘I love you so much, my dearest Clare.’


			‘And I love you,’ she says, and just then notices how very dry her lips feel. Dry and miserly. She shuts her eyes for a moment and wishes that he would stop there, say nothing more. She wishes that his grip would loosen. But he doesn’t stop there, and he doesn’t loosen his grip.


			‘I would die without you, you know. I swear it.’ Clare wants to deny it – she has tried to before. She has tried, in the hope that he will realise how onerous his words are. ‘My angel,’ he whispers. She can feel his arms shake from the strain of keeping hold. Or perhaps it’s she that shakes. ‘My angel. I would die without you.’ She wants to say, no, you would not, but when he says such things something gets hold of her throat and squeezes it, and no words will come out. She can’t tell if it’s guilt, or fear, or anger. She reminds herself that most women would be grateful for such devotion in a husband; she reminds herself to be grateful.


			‘I should go and check on Pip,’ she manages to say, sometime later.


			


			When the sun has set they join their hosts for a drink in the garden, at the long table beneath the vine-covered veranda. A silent girl with her black hair parted in the middle, wearing an old-fashioned, high-necked blouse with a frill, brings a tray of glasses and a jug of some dark drink, and begins to pour. Small round fruit plop out into the glasses with the liquid, like soft pebbles.


			‘Oh, good – amarena,’ says Marcie, clapping her hands. ‘This is just the thing you folk need after your long trip. Wild cherry juice – we can’t always get them, but when we do, one of the kitchen girls mixes up a batch of this stuff. She keeps the recipe all to herself, mind you – she absolutely refuses to show me! There’s some herb she adds that I just can’t put my finger on. She says it was her grandmother’s secret. Isn’t that just hilarious? To guard something as silly as a recipe?’


			‘It’s not silly at all,’ Leandro tells his wife serenely. ‘She has precious little to call her own.’


			‘Well, fine then.’ Marcie doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Try it – go on. There’s sugar there if you want it, but I think it’s delicious as it is.’ She beams at Pip, and he does as he’s told. He’s changed into a clean shirt and tie and his stone-coloured linen blazer with its matching waistcoat, but somehow his clothes still look wrong in their surroundings. He looks like a hastily spruced schoolboy, when at home he’d worn the new outfit into town with the hint of a proud swagger in his step. As if he realises, Pip stays at the edge of his chair and looks embarrassed. Clare sips her drink.


			‘It is delicious,’ she says automatically, and then realises that it’s true. She steals a long glance at Leandro Cardetta.


			He looks to be approaching fifty; he has copious iron-grey hair, swept back from his temples and from a high forehead, deeply lined. He is certainly not beautiful, but perhaps he’s almost handsome; his face has a certain gravitas, a kind of heft to the sculptural features – jaw and nose and brows. His skin is bronze and has the thick, smooth look of good leather. There are deep creases at either side of his mouth, and pouches under his eyes, and those eyes are so dark it’s hard to see the pupil against the iris – it looks instead as though his pupils are enormous, dilated far beyond the norm. Perhaps it’s this that makes his resting expression one of warmth and approachability. He is not overly tall, not nearly as tall as Boyd; his shoulders are strong and square, ribs like a barrel; a slight paunch, a mark of good living, fills out the space behind his shirt. He leans back in his chair, the small glass of amarena held in the fingers of his left hand with surprising delicacy. He is watchful without being disconcerting; elegant not but effeminate.


			Catching Clare’s surreptitious gaze, he smiles.


			‘Whatever will make your stay with us more comfortable, you must only ask, Mrs Kingsley,’ he says smoothly.


			‘Unless it’s music or shopping or cinema, or a blaze through a casino – in which case you’re bang out of luck!’ Marcie declares.


			‘Marcie, cara, you must not make it sound as though Gioia is completely devoid of fun. We have a very fine theatre – do you care for the theatre, Mrs Kingsley?’


			‘Oh, very much so. And Pip too – he is proving to be a fine actor, in fact,’ says Clare.


			‘Philip – is it true?’ Marcie leans across and grasps his forearm, staring avidly.


			‘Well, I …’ Pip’s voice breaks and he clears his throat, flushing. ‘I was in a play last term, and people said I did well. I was Ariel in The Tempest.’


			‘And you were quite brilliant, actually,’ says Clare.


			‘But – I’m an actress, didn’t you know? Well, I was, back in New York. Not much call for it here. But, oh, I love the theatre! I love acting … It’s something in the blood, don’t you think – it’s a calling you can’t ignore. Do you feel that, Pip? Does acting make your heart soar?’


			‘Well, I … I do think I should like to be in another play, certainly,’ he says. ‘But it’s not something one can really make a career out of, is it?’ These are Boyd’s words, coming out of his mouth, and they give Clare a sinking feeling. Pip’s heart did soar during that play. She saw it happen.


			‘Well, why ever not? I did.’


			‘Pip’s a good scholar. He’ll go up to Oxford, and then to chambers,’ says Boyd. He sips the crimson drink then rolls his lips back slightly.


			‘Add some sugar, if it’s too sour,’ says Leandro, passing him the sugar bowl. Boyd smiles thinly without looking at him, and spoons some into his glass.


			‘Chambers? You mean law? Ugh, why not say mausoleum? Poor boy!’


			‘Not at all. My father always intended me for the law, but I hadn’t the mind for it. Pip has. It would be outrageous to waste such natural good fortune.’


			‘And what about what Pip wants?’ Marcie asks this lightly but Clare can see Boyd taken aback to be challenged; she wishes Marcie would drop it.


			‘He’s only a boy. He can’t be expected to know what he wants,’ he says. Marcie pats Pip’s arm, then gives him a jaunty wink.


			‘I’ll work on them, don’t you fret. What’s the law compared to applause?’ she says. Clare is relieved when Boyd chooses not to reply to this question.


			Dinner is an array of dishes, some of which arrive together, some on their own after a suitable pause. Fresh white cheeses, breads, vegetables dressed in lemon and oil; pasta with broccoli; rolled strips of veal; soft focaccia bread oozing olive oil and the smell of rosemary. Pip eats as though he hasn’t for days, but even he is defeated in the end. He shifts uncomfortably in his chair and Leandro laughs – a deep, sudden bark.


			‘Philip – I should have warned you. Forgive me. In this house they will keep bringing food as long as you keep clearing your plate.’ Pip has had a glass of wine, and looks far more relaxed.


			‘I think I shall be very happy here,’ he says, and Leandro laughs again.


			‘Perhaps a short walk, to look at the town and to let the meal settle before bed?’ says Clare. She too has overeaten; the smell of the fresh food woke a hunger gone dormant from being so long ignored. Marcie and Leandro share a quick glance between themselves. ‘Isn’t that the thing to do, here in Italy? La passeggiata?’ says Clare.


			‘Yes, Mrs Kingsley, that’s so. However, here in the south we take our passeggiata earlier in the evening – around six, as the sun is setting. The gentlefolk, I mean. Now, this late, the streets are … more for the working men, lately back from the fields. There’s no law, of course, but perhaps tomorrow, at an earlier hour, might be better for you to walk,’ says Leandro.


			‘Oh. I see,’ says Clare. Leandro inclines his head smoothly at her acceptance, and she wonders about the black-and-whiteness of this, the idea that people are either peasants or gentry, with none of the middle strata to which Clare and Boyd belong at home.


			Marcie suggests a tour of the house to Clare instead, when the food is cleared away. Boyd and Leandro stay at the table, drinking a bitter fennel liqueur that Clare can’t stomach, and that makes Pip grimace. Leandro fills and lights a long pipe, made of some pale wood and banded with ivory. Its blue smoke hovers in the air like a phantasm. Pip dithers for a moment, half out of his chair. He’s not child enough to follow the women, not man enough to want to stay with the men. His eyes are pink and sunken with fatigue.


			‘You look done in, Pip,’ says Clare. ‘Why not turn in? I shan’t be far behind you.’ She guesses he will like the time alone, to read and explore his room, and she sees she’s right in his relieved expression.


			‘Perhaps you’re right, Clare,’ he says. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Mr Cardetta? Father?’


			‘By all means, Philip.’ Leandro nods, gives a benevolent smile. ‘Rest well. Tomorrow, we will talk motor cars, you and I – I have something to show you that I think you’ll like.’


			Marcie leads Clare away, passing from room to room, flicking the light switches on as she goes, leaving them for the servants to switch off behind them. The leather soles of her sandals make almost no sound as she walks; her narrow figure is sinuous beneath her clothes. They pass through a library and some stern, masculine rooms that have huge desks and severe-looking chairs, through a cavernous sitting room more lavishly done, and then another, and then a dining room with a table in the middle that could comfortably seat twenty-four diners, and a ceiling festooned with painted plasterwork. The floors are of polished stone or colourful, intricate tiles; the windows all have heavy shutters, and their voluminous curtains are held back by twisted silk ropes. It is all grand, with a kind of solid splendour, but Clare finds it oppressive, stagnant, as though it froze in time fifty years earlier. She begins to imagine the air creaking as they push through it. The place smells of stone and parched wood, and the prickle of dusty damasks.


			Marcie turns to face Clare as they reach the foot of a marble stair.


			‘Well, what do you think?’ she says. Her accent runs the words together: whaddyathink?


			‘I think it’s very lovely,’ says Clare, after a fractional pause. Marcie smiles delightedly.


			‘Oh, you Brits are always so damned polite! How could anyone not love you? It’s a museum, I know it is; a gentleman’s club from eighty years ago. Deny it – I dare you!’


			‘Well … some of the decorations are perhaps a little dated.’


			‘Ain’t that the truth. I’m working on him, honey, I’m working on him. My Leandro isn’t all the way used to the idea of a woman’s touch yet, but I’ll get him there, you’ll see.’


			‘Now is the perfect time, surely? If Boyd’s here to redesign the façade, why not update the interior at the same time?’


			‘That’s my exact argument, Clare. My exact argument. Can I say something rather personal?’ The question comes so suddenly that Clare blinks. In the half shadow of the staircase it’s hard to read Marcie’s expression. She’s smiling, but then, she’s always smiling.


			‘Of course,’ says Clare. She hopes the question is not about Boyd. What has he said?


			‘Well, it just seems to me that you can’t even be thirty yet. I can’t figure that you’re that charming boy’s real mother?’ Clare’s heart thuds in relief. She exhales slowly.


			‘I’ll be thirty at my next birthday, and you’re right. Pip’s mother was Boyd’s first wife, Emma. She was an American – a New Yorker, like you. She died when he was four years old.’


			‘Oh that poor child. And poor Emma, knowing she had to leave her tiny boy behind! But lucky him to have such a thoroughly lovely and unwicked stepmother.’


			‘We’re very close. I was only nineteen when I married Boyd …’ Clare trails off, unsure what she intended to say. Marcie’s eyes are alight, her curiosity plain, and Clare wonders how long she has been alone in this house, and how lonely she has been. ‘Well. I suppose I’ve been more like a big sister to him than a mother. He remembers Emma, of course.’


			‘How did she die?’


			Clare hesitates before answering. Soon after she met Boyd she asked her parents the same question, since they had mutual friends and a closer acquaintance with him then. She was told Emma had died in childbirth, while they were living in New York; that Boyd’s grief had been all-consuming, and she should avoid all mention of it. She’d accepted this unquestioningly, until a few months after her wedding when she’d come to know Pip a little better, and discovered that he had memories of his mother. Then her curiosity had been uncontrollable. It would have been too cruel to ask Pip, still a small boy, the true cause of her death so in the end, on an evening when Boyd was calm and happy, Clare gathered her courage and asked him. And he’d looked at her with such profound shock it was as though she hadn’t even been supposed to know Emma’s name, or that she had existed, let alone shown any interest in her. His pained expression had chilled her; it made her regret her words at once. She tried to take his hands and apologise but he disengaged her, stood and went to the door as if he would leave without answering. But then he paused, not looking at her.


			‘It was a … a sudden fever. An infection. Sudden and catastrophic.’ He swallowed; his cheeks were pale and drawn. ‘I do not wish to speak of it. Please don’t mention it again.’ And that night in bed he hadn’t touched her, not even with the sleeping length of his limbs, and Clare had cursed her own insensitivity, and vowed to do as he bid.


			Shaking off the memory of that night of lonely self-recrimination, Clare uses Boyd’s exact words to answer Marcie.


			‘It … was a sudden fever. Boyd has never been able to talk about it to me; not properly. It’s too painful for him.’


			‘Poor man, I’ll bet it is. Men are so less well equipped to deal with things like that, don’t you think? They have to be strong, and they’re not allowed to cry, or seek comfort in friends, so they just bottle it all up and let it fester. My Leandro has things he won’t talk about – scars he won’t show me. I don’t know, maybe it’s because I’m an actress, but I just think let it out, you know? Let it out. Look at it in the light of day, and maybe it won’t seem so bad. But he won’t, of course. That man is a damned fortress when he wants to be.’ She runs out of breath, takes a gasp as if to go on, but doesn’t. She smiles instead. ‘Well, I suppose it’s up to us to just be there if they ever do want to talk about it.’


			‘Yes. But I don’t think Boyd ever will. Not about Emma. He … he loved her very, very much, I think. Sometimes I think he’s afraid to tell me about her, because he doesn’t want me to be jealous.’


			‘And are you? I would be – I am most definitely the jealous type. I had it easy, since Leandro’s first and second wives created such a stink when he divorced them that he can’t stand either one of them now. They both hate me, of course; and they have three sons between them who are none too keen either. Nothing much I can do about that. But the ghost of a beloved first wife – ugh! Who could compete?’


			They turn and start up the stairs together, shoulder to shoulder, one slow step at a time, and Clare doesn’t answer straight away. She thinks of the time she found Boyd in his dressing room, holding a pair of ladies’ silk gloves that were not hers and running his thumbs over the fabric with a slow, hard intensity. He didn’t notice her standing there, and in that moment Clare saw an expression of such acute anguish on his face that she hardly recognised him. The gloves trembled in his hands, and when he spotted her he dropped them as if they’d burnt him and his face filled up with blood in such a rush that a vein bulged out at each temple. As if she’d caught him in bed with another woman; but in fact that came later. She said It’s all right; but he didn’t manage to reply.


			‘I’ve made a point of never to try to compete. Love isn’t a finite resource, after all. He can love me as well as still loving her,’ she says now, in a low voice.


			‘What a wise and wonderful thing to say! You’re far more of a grown-up than I am, Clare,’ says Marcie. Clare says nothing, not sure that Marcie means this as a compliment. ‘And you married him at nineteen? Goodness, you were just a girl!’


			‘Yes, I suppose I was.’


			‘Me, I wanted to live a little before I settled down. I wanted to, you know, try a few of them on for size before I chose. But perhaps I was a little wild back then.’


			‘I grew up in quite a rural part of England, so there really weren’t that many eligible men to choose from. My parents actually met Boyd first, through some friends of theirs, and thought he’d be a good match for me.’ At this Marcie’s eyes go wide.


			‘You let your parents choose your husband for you?’


			‘Well, no, it wasn’t quite like that—’


			‘No, sure, sorry – I didn’t mean to pounce. I left home at thirteen, that’s the thing. I can’t imagine what having that kind of guidance was like.’


			‘It was very …’ For a moment, Clare can’t think of a word. She was a child, and then she married Boyd and became a wife; these are the only two incarnations of herself she has ever known, and at the moment of transformation she’d been happy – relieved that things were settled and certain.


			She was the only child of parents who’d almost given up hope; her mother had been forty when she was born, her father well past fifty. By the time Clare was eighteen her mother was frail beyond her years, worn thin and increasingly vague, and her father had pains in his chest for which he took tablets – five or six a day, ground vigorously between his molars at regular intervals – though they did little to alleviate his symptoms. In much the same way as she can now see Pip growing, her terms away at school allowed her to see, clearly, how age and infirmity were stealing a march on her only family. More than any of her classmates, she was faced with the thought of not having them any more, of being alone in the world, and the empty spread of an unknown future frightened her. But that makes her settling on Boyd sound like an act of dry calculation, or of knee-jerk desperation, which it hadn’t been. ‘I was glad that they approved of him. And they were glad that I did, too, of course.’ Marcie says nothing for a while, and Clare realises how bloodless this sounds. ‘And I loved him, of course. I grew to love him.’


			‘Well, of course you did. He’s a sweetie. So gentle! I can’t even imagine him having a temper, and he obviously adores you. You must get away with murder. Me, I have to be careful. When Leandro goes off it’s like a volcano!’


			‘No, well … I’ve never seen Boyd go off, I don’t think,’ says Clare. Instead he implodes, into a distant, silent place where she can’t reach him, and then the world seems flimsy and unsafe, and she and Pip cling to each other, cast adrift, waiting to see how and when and if he will come out of it again. It’s been five months since the last time it happened, and now she’s sure she can sense the gathering pressure of the next time. She hopes she’s wrong. ‘How did you meet Leandro?’ she says, changing the subject because Marcie’s expression is quizzical and almost pitying.


			‘Oh, he saw me on stage one night. He says he fell in love with me before I’d even sung a note.’ Marcie smiles again and loops her arm through Clare’s as they climb.


			


			Alone, Clare knocks softly on Pip’s door and opens it. The door has the same sepulchral groan as the one to her room. Pip is sitting on the wide window ledge, looking out at the night. The sky is a deep indigo, freckled with stars.


			‘All right there, Pip?’


			‘All right, Clare. I was trying to work out which different constellations you can see this far south, but I didn’t bring a chart and I’m completely lost.’ He turns to face her. He’s in his pyjamas with a green tartan dressing gown tied tight around his middle. Both pyjamas and gown are too short for him already, and Clare smiles. She goes to stand beside him and looks out. He smells of toothpaste and the lavender sachets she packed in with their clothes.


			‘I’m afraid I can’t help you there, Pip. You know I’m a complete dunce with astrology.’


			‘Astronomy. Astrology is horoscopes and things.’


			‘Well, that rather proves my point, doesn’t it?’ she says, and Pip grins.


			‘And you’re not a complete dunce at anything. You just pretend to be to make me feel better,’ he adds perspicaciously.


			‘Oh, I don’t know. A star’s a star as far as I’m concerned, as long as they sparkle and look pretty. What else ought I to know, then?’ Pip begins to tell her about how long the light has taken to reach their eyes, and how many different types of stars there are, and how some of them are planets, and how there might be people on them, looking at the pinprick glimmer of Earth from light years away. He rambles on for a while, as he does when he’s exhausted. Outside there are few lamps lit in the streets, or behind the closed shutters of other houses. There’s no more noise of people, or passeggiata. Gioia dell Colle is early to bed.


			Pip’s room is much the same as Clare’s, but smaller, and facing west. She looks to see if he’s unpacked, and finds his trunk more or less intact, hidden away in the wardrobe, which is all she’s come to expect, really. She glances at the bedside table, already knowing what she’ll see there – the one thing he always unpacks, no matter where they go: a photograph of his mother in a silver frame. The picture is a studio shot; Emma is standing alone next to a tall jardinière full of some extravagantly trailing plant, with her thin, pale hands clasped in front of her. The picture was taken in 1905, the year before Pip was born, and she’s wearing the fashionable high-necked dress of the time; Pip claims to remember the very one, and says it was a gorgeous colour, the crimson of a Virginia creeper in autumn, but in the picture it merely looks dark and severe. Her face is serious but not sombre, a thin oval with light eyes and a mass of curly hair, piled high and spilling down over her right shoulder. Though her expression is fixed for the photographer, Clare has always fancied that she can see a trace of mirth in her lips and the arch of her brows. She picks up the photo and studies it, made curious anew by Marcie’s questions. This is the only picture of Emma she has ever seen. It might be the only one that exists. Emma is every bit as frozen in time as the house in which they’re staying. She can clearly see the ways in which Pip has taken after her, and it’s only this that makes her seem like a real person to Clare: a woman who laughed and sneezed and got angry and made love; not just a face in a photograph, a ghost who haunts her husband.


			Pip looks around at her, and sees what she’s doing. He’s never acknowledged any awkwardness between Clare and the memory of his mother, and Clare is grateful for it. He has never compared her to Emma; he has never said, in anger: You’re not my real mother. Some things don’t need saying. He has never blamed her for his mother being dead, as other children in their grief and confusion might have done.


			‘I think she would have liked the dinner, don’t you?’ he says.


			‘Oh, absolutely. Particularly the fried zucchini flowers – I remember you telling me how she liked to try new things. They were so light. Delicious. Would she have liked Mr and Mrs Cardetta, do you think?’


			‘Yes, I think so.’ Pip thinks for a moment. ‘I think she was inclined to like most people. And they’re very welcoming, aren’t they?’


			‘Very.’ They do this sometimes, particularly in times of stress – guess at Emma’s opinion of things; her likes and dislikes, how she might have behaved in a particular situation. It’s a way to keep her alive, a way for Pip to feel that he knows her, when in fact his memories are the fleeting sensory impressions of early childhood: the colour of her dress; the length of her hair; her voice and the warmth of her hands; that she loved oranges and her fingers often smelled of the peel. Sometimes this is also how Pip lets Clare know his own opinion of things – difficult things that he would stumble to speak openly about. Sometimes he declares that Clare and Emma would have got on, and been good friends, and this is another generous fiction – that the two women could ever have been in his life at the same time.


			There’s a measured pause as they both look at the picture, then Clare puts it back in its place. She is always careful never to leave her fingerprints on the glass.


			‘Is … is Father all right?’ Pip asks, with painful nonchalance.


			‘Yes. I think so, yes,’ says Clare, with equal bluff. Pip nods, and won’t quite meet her eye. ‘He’ll be better now we’re here, anyway. Don’t you think?’


			‘I suppose so.’ Pip keeps his eyes on the picture of Emma. He suddenly looks defeated; unhappy, and far from home. Clare searches for the right thing to say.


			‘I know this is a bit strange, our coming out here like this. And I know it … it could be a bit of a lonely summer for you, not seeing any of your friends,’ she says. Pip shrugs again. ‘But we’ll have fun, I promise. And I bet you’ll make some new friends, too … Have a good sleep, and tomorrow we can go exploring. And Mr Cardetta might take you out again in that car you liked so much – the Alfred Romeo.’


			‘It’s Alfa Romeo, Clare,’ says Pip, with a smile.


			‘See. I told you I was a dunce.’ She hugs him for a moment, quickly kisses his temple. ‘Sleep. I’m about to.’


			Boyd is still outside with Leandro. From the bedroom window, two storeys up, Clare can see pipe smoke rising in the light of the oil lamps on the table; she can hear the soft roll of their voices, but not their words. She listens for a while all the same, then closes the shutters as noiselessly as she can, not sure why she feels she must be quiet. The bed sinks as she climbs into it; the sheets smell a long time unused – clean, but stale. The room is warm and still, and as soon as she shuts her eyes she hears the whine of a mosquito near her ear. Then she hears two more. She hasn’t been entirely honest with Marcie, because there is one way in which she is jealous of Emma: Pip. Not because she wants to be his mother – he wouldn’t be who he is without Emma – but because she wants a child of her own; she wants to carry it and know the strangeness of a separate life inside her; she wants the shock of labour, and the perfect satisfaction of nursing. She wants to be a mother, as well as a stepmother and surrogate older sister. Love is not a finite resource – she could love her own child and love Pip just as much. And then, of course, there’s the fact that Pip is nearly grown, and will soon leave her by herself.


			But Boyd doesn’t want another child. Boyd is afraid to have another child. Boyd can’t quite put his fear into words but it exists, and it’s bone deep. Whenever she and Boyd have made love it has been with the rubber sheath between them, and the lights out. Sometimes, Clare feels that they have never actually made love at all, since they could not see each other, and did not touch. She’d wanted to talk again about a baby during this trip, but Boyd is already tense so now she’s not sure. There’s already that undercurrent that she dreads to see in him, and she knows it has something to do with Cardetta, so she guesses that it’s also to do with New York. The mosquitoes whine in Clare’s ears, and beneath the sheets she starts to overheat. Her skin prickles. The first and only time she and Boyd were in New York together was one of the worst times of her life; her memories of it are like a strange and sickening dream. She’s wide awake even though she’s exhausted, and she knows it’s because she’s waiting. She’s waiting to find out what it means, and what will come of it.
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