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      For Antonella Centaro and Sergio Perroni,

      
      generous Italian friends

      
      who resemble no one in this book

      
   
      
       

       

       

       

       

       

      
      “Let her go to Italy” he cried. “Let her meddle with what she doesn’t understand!”
      

      
      –E. M. FORSTER

      
      Where Angels Fear to Tread

    

   
      
      
      Prologue

      
      DV SAT AT his writing table rubbing his tired, itching eyes with clenched fists. A pad of paper lay between his elbows; a capped pen
         rested upon it. A cube of ice floating in a tumbler of bourbon gave a startling crack. The cool night air moving softly through
         the open window lifted the edge of the paper, then let it fall again. DV cursed, added her name, gave up rubbing his eyes,
         and rested his chin in his palms, gazing wearily out at the blue-black sky.
      

      
      Once nothing had been easier. Now, night after night he sat like this between his former allies, the paper and the bourbon,
         waiting for a sentence to come to him, but nothing came. He took up the glass dutifully and swallowed the bourbon without
         tasting it, but he could feel it, the delicate adjustment in his consciousness, the muddling of his reflexes, the easing of
         his pain. He was still holding the glass to his lips when he heard the distinctive and familiar sound of gravel crunching
         underfoot on the drive outside. Two steps, then a pause, then another step.
      

      
      He was on his feet, on the staircase, stumbling but quick, across the living room to the front door, which he threw open easily,
         for it was not locked. The man was there at the end of the drive, looking back at the house. He carried a rifle propped against
         his shoulder, but his posture was relaxed, not stiff; there was nothing soldierly about him. DV stepped out past the trellis that shaded the doorway. He wanted to be seen. “Wait,” he said. His own voice mocked him. The word was useless,
         of course. He searched his memory for the proper substitute. “Aspetta,” he added.
      

      
      But the man had turned away and was disappearing from the feet up as he plunged down the slope into the olive grove. In a
         moment he would be gone. “Not this time, buddy,” DV said, hurling himself out across the drive. He could see his quarry moving
         away, though it was dark and there was a mist rising from the damp earth beneath the trees. Again he called out, “Aspetta!” and gave what chase he could. He had drunk too much. He could feel the dulling effects of the alcohol in his movements, the
         increased potential for losing some elementary contest with gravity. The man paused, looked back, then went on, ever downward,
         through the silvery trees. “He wants me to follow him,” DV muttered, stumbling against a tree root and righting himself with
         a grasp at a passing branch. The ground was leveling out. They had come in a wide semicircle, for just ahead was the long,
         low wall that hid the villa from view. The man hurried alongside this wall, then abruptly turned toward the road. DV knew
         where they were now; he could see the lights from the windows of his landlord’s cottage. The gate to the villa was ahead,
         guarding the Cini mansion, where the others were even now, doubtless, brooding and plotting against him. As he hurried past
         the gate, he glanced through the iron filigree, but all was darkness beyond. The cypress-lined lane curved away into the mist,
         like something from a movie or a dream, at once alluring and menacing. The man with the rifle had crossed the road and struck
         out into a plowed field. DV followed his quarry, but his thoughts circled the figure of the Cini grandson, his world-weary
         smile as he flicked open his lighter, his unctuous “Allow me,” the oily, confidential way he inclined his head over her shoulder
         as he brought the little flame down to light her cigarette. No, DV thought, as his shoes sank in the soft mud of the field, there was nothing like the Cini family in America. Thank God for that.
      

      
      It was hard going in the field. To keep his shoes from becoming bogged in the mud, he had to keep moving, so he adopted a
         kind of high-stepping jog, which was tiring but effective. There was a low fence at the far side; he could see the man leaning
         his rifle against it, then squatting to squeeze between the cross poles. He looked back, taking up his rifle, and DV, floundering
         in the mud, had a sudden humiliating vision of himself as a helpless and amusing target. The man was wearing a soft old-fashioned
         hat with a wide brim, not at all the sort of headgear one expected to see in the countryside, and as he turned away, he touched
         the edge with his thumb in a gesture that looked like a greeting. Then he stepped down— there was evidently a sharp decline
         at the edge of the field— and, shouldering his rifle, continued on his way.
      

      
      By the time DV got to the fence, the man was nearly out of sight. There was a dry dirt road on the other side. He clambered
         down to it eagerly and stood for a moment stomping the mud from his shoes. His exertions had left him warm and nearly sober.
         He was able to consider the question of whether it was wise to continue his pursuit. He didn’t know the road; there was no
         telling where he might end up, how difficult the return would be. But going back now meant struggling through the muddy field.
         If he went along the road, he might find an easier route. As if to confirm this hope, he saw the diminishing figure of the
         man turning off toward the right, back toward the villa. He broke into an uneven trot. It was a relief to run on the hard-packed
         roadbed. He had lost sight of the man but didn’t doubt that he would come into view again around the bend just ahead. But
         when he got there, to his surprise, the road forked and the man was nowhere in sight. DV stopped, bemused and breathless,
         and stood looking this way and that through the steam of his own breath upon the cool night air. One road led uphill, curving back the way he had come; the other went down, disappearing into a patch of low bushes
         and trees. He peered into the darkness, detecting some motion, a flash of white, which must surely be the man with the rifle.
         As he hurried along this low road, it crossed his mind, in some distant, half-conscious, inaccessible way, that if the man
         had been wearing anything white, he would have noticed it before now. The road narrowed steadily until the bushes on either
         side caught at the cuffs of his pants, but he pressed on. Soon there was only a thin path, so encroached upon by the surrounding
         vegetation that he was forced to look down to find his way. The ground was going up now; the path twisted, first right, then
         left, until he was not certain in which direction he was headed. There was no sign of the man with the rifle. DV lumbered
         on, but he was moving slowly. As he stumbled over a tree root, his fatigue and frustration surfaced in a string of low curses.
         He stopped again, looking behind, then ahead. Did he really have to turn back, retrace his steps and struggle across the wretched
         field again? The air was heavy; gradually, he became aware of a sickish odor, something more pungent than decaying vegetation.
         He would go a little farther, he decided; then, if the path continued impracticable, he would go back.
      

      
      As he reached this decision, he heard the sharp crack of gunfire off to his right. His first impulse, which was to throw himself
         facedown on the ground, gave way to anger, and he veered toward the sound, his head lowered, his shoulders hunched forward,
         as if he expected to tackle his opponent. He charged a few yards through the underbrush, then came to a halt, finding himself
         in a wide, empty clearing. He turned around slowly, listening, trying to gauge the dimensions of the space, which was difficult
         in the darkness. Overhead he could see a spray of stars, very bright, for there was no artificial light to dim the heavens.
         The smell, fetid and sickening, was stronger. He covered his nose with his hand. Whatever it was, it was nearby. Suppose, he thought, it was a dead body, another American perhaps, lured out here, as he had been, by the man with
         the rifle, and murdered, as he would be if he didn’t give up the chase.
      

      
      Then, as he stood in the clearing, a terrible confusion came over him and he understood that he was lost. He couldn’t remember
         where he had come in, and the vegetation was as closed all around as a room with no door. He went to the spot where he thought
         he might have entered, but there was no evidence that it was the right one; there were no broken leaves or branches and he
         couldn’t see the ground well enough to make out anything like a footprint. The unpleasant smell made him anxious; it seemed
         to be rolling over him in waves. His stomach turned and his throat contracted. What was he doing out here? How had he come
         to this insalubrious pass? He covered his nose with his hand again and stood, head lowered, listening to the dense silence
         of the woods. Surely if he could only manage to walk straight in any direction, he would eventually come to some road. This
         was Italy, after all. It wasn’t some uncharted wilderness. He scanned the heavens for something to navigate by, but the truth
         was, he knew nothing about the stars, nor was the moon anywhere to be seen. At least if he kept walking, he could eventually
         escape the gagging smell. He pushed at the foliage, which gave way easily enough, and took a few steps. As quickly as the
         way opened before him, it closed behind. He went on—there was nothing else to do—though the way grew more difficult and the
         rancid air invaded his nose and mouth and burned his eyes. Again he took up a slow jog, trying not to notice the disproportionate
         increase in his heart rate. He was going steadily downhill, he could feel it, and this seemed comforting for some reason,
         perhaps because it indicated some discernible direction. Then, through a break in the trees, he saw something promising, a
         low hill covered with scrub and at the top a whitewashed building, perhaps the outbuilding of a farm. There would be more difficulty ahead; he would have to explain somehow who he was and where he wanted to be, but
         if he just kept repeating “Villa Cini,” surely he could get someone to lead him that far. A wave of optimism buoyed him up
         and spurred him on. He picked up speed.
      

      
      Then several things happened at once. He emerged into a narrow, open area where the decline was suddenly very steep. The fetid
         smell rose up around him like a swarm of furious insects, so that even as he lost his footing, flailing his arms to regain
         his balance, his stomach contracted violently, causing him to pitch forward, stumbling and vomiting, first to his knees, then,
         as the ground slipped away beneath him, head over heels. His brain buzzed with activity, every system becoming alert, but
         he was completely at the whim of gravity, dragged relentlessly down, while terror pumped out such a flood of adrenaline that
         his senses were suddenly, excruciatingly acute and time came to a standstill. He saw the slick sole of his own shoe go by
         and thought wistfully of the running shoes in his wardrobe at the house. His fall was generating a shower of dirt and gravel,
         which stung his cheeks and choked him. His chin was wet. Was it blood or vomit? One arm was trapped behind him, causing the
         muscles in his bad shoulder to tear painfully. He would be sore for weeks. If he could only get his legs under him long enough
         to lie flat, he might be able to stop this endless hurtling downhill. His head and chest came up into the air. He saw something
         just ahead, something white, jutting out of the soil, and he heard the word concrete as clearly as if someone had pronounced it next to his ear. It had not, he thought, been a good idea to come to Italy. She
         was gone, and now this. He said her name. He heard a sharp pop, not gunfire, but something much worse, very close, and then,
         in the last moment, he knew he was entirely free of the earth and that the all-engulfing blackness he was entering had nothing
         to do with anything outside his own shattered skull.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      
      
      OH, FOR GOD’S SAKE,” Lucy exclaimed. “It’s a ghost story.” She dropped the page she was reading onto the smaller of the two stacks that filled
         every inch of the available space on her cluttered desk. This manuscript, the first half of DV’s latest novel, had arrived
         from Italy the day before. The package was tattered and stained, the postmark a month old. Why had DV shipped it by sea mail?
         In preparation for the labor of transcribing it onto the computer, Lucy had passed the morning reading it, experiencing, as
         she always did when confronted by her employer’s contributions to the world of letters, a steady elevation of blood pressure
         and an involuntary clenching of the jaw that made her face ache. The page she took up next was as covered over with scratches,
         lines, and mysterious explosions of ink as an aerial photograph of a war zone. Why, she wondered, did it take such an effort
         for DV to write so poorly?
      

      
      Under different names, in different settings, the narrators of DV’s novels were all the same man: a self-absorbed, pretentious
         bore, always involved in a tragic but passionate relationship with a neurotic, artistic, beautiful woman, always caught up
         in some far-fetched rescue adventure, dipping occasionally into the dark underworld of thugs and hired murderers, or rising
         to the empyrean abodes, the glittering palaces of the wealthy and the elite. The whole absurd mess was glazed over with a sticky treacle of trite homilies and tributes by the narrator to himself for being so strong and wise and brave when
         everyone around him was scarcely able to get out of bed. He was usually a writer or a journalist; sometimes he traveled. When
         he traveled, he was always recovering from an emotional crisis and he was always alone. This time, his name was Malcolm Manx,
         described by himself in the early pages as “an American writer of some reputation.” Devastated by the breakup of a passionate
         but tragic marriage, he has secluded himself in a villa in Tuscany, where he hopes to find peace, inspiration, and a renewed
         interest in life.
      

      
      Lucy placed her frog paperweight carefully on the pages and stalked off to the kitchen. To read on, she would need a cup of
         herbal tea, a glass of water, and two aspirin. The book was awful. DV’s books were always awful, but what made this one worse
         than the others was the introduction of a new element, which was bound to boost sales: There was a ghost in the villa. DV
         had gone gothic. It wasn’t enough that the unsuspecting Italians must succumb to the bold and original charms of the devastated
         American writer; now he was haranguing the dead as well.
      

      
      The ghost was the restless spirit of a dead Resistance fighter, a partisan, ambushed by fascist forces in the yard of his
         own estate. This dead warrior, mirabile dictu, shared with Malcolm Manx both a staunch love of liberty and an ancestor from
         the rugged Basque country. The presence of such a soul mate, a comrade, stomping through the family olive groves in search
         of peace and old-world wisdom had so excited the murdered partisan that he got right out of his grave, and now he was wandering
         around pointing at things, always in the dead of night, when everyone was asleep, everyone but Malcolm Manx, who was up and
         struggling with the big, hard questions of life and art.
      

      
      For reasons Lucy usually tried not to think about, DV’s books sold well. A few had been made into movies, and DV was encouraged by everyone around him to write more. Reviews were
         rare, however, and seldom favorable, which galled him, but he had learned to take satisfaction in the size of his bank account.
      

      
      Through eight years and five novels, Lucy Stark had worked for DV. He never asked her what she thought of his books and she
         never told him. She was, in his phrase, “the assistant,” or sometimes, more accurately, “the office.” She kept track of everything,
         made sure he didn’t see the worst reviews, kept his ex-wives at bay, handled his mail, supervised the flow in and out of large
         sums of money, and transcribed every word of his wretched prose from the tattered, indecipherable pages he sent her to the
         computer he had never learned to use.
      

      
      In the early years, she had tried to straighten out some of his worst sentences; she had balked when a mixed metaphor strained
         to include a fourth incongruent element, but those days were gone. DV had complained to his editor, Stanton Cutler, who had
         called Lucy and explained, politely but firmly, that she must restrain her no doubt rightful enthusiasm. “Just think of it
         as a draft,” he suggested.
      

      
      Armed with her tea, dosed with painkillers, Lucy returned to her desk and took up the page that had driven her from the room.

      
      
         A dark and brooding figure beckoned him eerily on the moonlit drive, and Malcolm felt his burning blood turn to ice in his
            veins.
         

      

      
      “Jesus,” Lucy said.

      
      The phone rang. She dropped the page, reached over the lamp, caught the teacup in the cuff of her sweater, and watched in
         horror as the tea spilled out across the manuscript. Bringing the receiver to her ear with one hand, she lifted the soaking page with the other and tried to funnel the hot liquid
         into the wastebasket. The tea poured out across the carpet.
      

      
      “Lucy Stark, please?” a woman’s voice inquired.

      
      “This is she.”

      
      “American embassy in Rome calling. Please hold.”

      
      And in the next moment, as she knelt beside her desk, blotting at the tea stains with a page of newsprint hastily torn from
         last week’s book review, a hostile, disembodied male voice came on the line and gave her the astonishing news that DV was
         dead.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      
      
      HE FELL DOWN a well.”
      

      
      “This is terrible.” Jean McKay, DV’s agent, was the first person Lucy informed of his unexpected demise. “How could a grown
         man fall down a well?”
      

      
      “I don’t know,” Lucy replied. “The embassy man didn’t tell me much. He seemed annoyed with DV for dying. He wouldn’t even
         say when it happened; he just said, ‘It wasn’t yesterday.’ And he didn’t seem to know anything about Catherine. Where is Catherine?
         Why didn’t she call?”
      

      
      “It’s mysterious,” Jean observed.

      
      “It is mysterious,” Lucy agreed.
      

      
      “DV would have liked that. He always wanted to be mysterious.”

      
      The women divided up the necessary business. Jean agreed to return the call to Italy, to call DV’s lawyer and his editor.
         Lucy would contact his accountant and his ex-wives. Then they would talk again and decide what was to be done.
      

      
      It took Lucy the rest of the morning to finish these calls. She switched from tea to coffee and returned to her desk, where
         DV’s ghost novel lay before her, still damp from the tea accident, its pages curling at the edges, mutely accusing. Was it
         possible? Wasn’t it thicker than it had been before she received the call from the embassy?
      

      
      It doesn’t matter if it is, she thought. She would not now transfer even one word onto the computer; what would be the point? It wasn’t finished and now it never would be. DV’s ghost
         story would live in no other memory than her own. She tried to work up some feeling about this. It bothered her that no one
         she had spoken to so far had expressed anything more serious than vexation at the news of DV’s untimely death. The wives had
         been particularly unfeeling.
      

      
      Poor DV. Jean was right; he had wanted to be mysterious, but he never was. He was as transparent as a shallow pool. There
         were ripples now and then on the surface, caused by how thoroughly he failed to know his own limitations, his own lack of
         depth. In her opinion, the move to Italy had been one of those ripples, and now it had cost him everything. What had possessed
         him to make such a flamboyant, impractical move?
      

      
      The phone startled her from her reverie. Jean had talked with the embassy official and, through an interpreter, the landlord
         and even the coroner, who wanted to ship DV’s body home. “No one wants that,” Lucy said. “It would be too macabre.”
      

      
      “I know,” Jean agreed. “So someone has to go over there and get him buried. I can’t. I can’t leave right now. I’ll arrange
         a memorial service here.”
      

      
      “Did you find out anything about Catherine?”

      
      “She’s gone.” Jean paused. Lucy could hear her sipping something, coffee, no doubt. “The landlord was vague about that. He
         didn’t know when she left, but he said he thought DV had been living alone there for some time.”
      

      
      “Really?” Lucy tried to picture DV alone, wandering about the vast and gloomy villa he described in the manuscript, an ancient
         stone mansion complete with tapestries, family portraits, and a sinister family chapel in which the decadent aristocrats were
         routinely christened and from which they were carried out in their coffins. She couldn’t picture it.
      

      
      “Do any of the wives want to go?” Jean asked.

      
      “No. They just want to know what’s going to happen to the money.”
      

      
      “Can you go?”

      
      She had been to Italy once, when she was still in college, a monthlong backpack and train trip with two friends from school.
         The trio had resisted the pinches and leers of gorgeous Italian men from Naples to Trieste, it was as hot as an oven, and
         they were so poor, they lived on pizza slices and little sandwiches and slept in tiny, sparsely furnished rooms, with the
         bath down the hall. In the churches, piazzas, and museums of Venice, Florence, Rome, and Naples, Lucy sought the fabulous
         treasures she had studied, and each time she found one, she marveled anew at the inadequacy of reproductions to give even
         a hint of the power of the originals. Art in its home, she thought, at ease in its natural habitat. It was like encountering
         the tiger, seen previously stalking nervously behind iron bars at a zoo, sleeping peacefully in its own lair. At the end of
         the trip, the three friends had splurged on a big trattoria meal in Rome, then staggered full and tipsy out into the broiling
         streets, blinded by tears at the thought of going home.
      

      
      “Yes,” she said. “I can go.”

      
      So it was agreed. She was to leave that very night. Jean promised to have an interpreter meet her in Rome and drive her up
         to the villa in Ugolino. She called the neighbor with whom she had a reciprocal cat-care arrangement, canceled a lunch date,
         and made a new message for the answering machine.
      

      
      Later, when she was packing, Lucy considered the questions she found most difficult to answer. Why had DV stayed on after
         Catherine left? And why had he never mentioned her departure? He had communicated with Lucy by express mail, sending lists
         and terse instructions; there was rarely a personal note. If he was anxious or unhappy, he hadn’t bothered, or hadn’t wanted,
         to let her know. But if Catherine had left him, he must have been more alone than he had ever been in his life: alone in his villa with his ghost.
      

      
      And even the ghost, she speculated, couldn’t have been much in the way of company: DV had never learned more than ten words
         of Italian
      

      
      LUCY HARDLY SLEPT on the plane. It was crowded, noisy; the food was terrible, the usual. Some passengers were resigned; others never would
         be. She tried to concentrate on her book, The Art of Ecstasy: Teresa, Bernini, and Crashaw, but after a brief perusal of the excellent photographs of Bernini’s St. Teresa, her thoughts began to wander and she gave herself over to following them. She thought about DV and about DV’s writing. The
         fact that there would be no more novels meant she was out of a job, though it would take a month or two to get everything
         cleared away. This didn’t concern her, as she felt certain she could find another job; the years with DV had provided her
         with many contacts and she knew how to do a great many useful things. She was enormously, inappropriately relieved that his
         unfinished book would not see the light of print, for it represented a departure she found troubling.
      

      
      Everyone knew DV’s novels were thinly disguised accounts of his own life; that was what he meant by the word realism. He was fond of admitting this in interviews, as if the paucity of his imagination made the books more valuable. Of course,
         anyone who knew DV even slightly knew he exaggerated some things absurdly, particularly the invariable physical attractiveness
         of his narrators. These were always big, strong men with large appetites, big ideas. DV was not five feet five. He was not
         strong, was often ill, and had so thoroughly destroyed his digestive tract with bourbon that he subsisted on a bland diet
         of boiled meat and rice. He did have a large, rather handsome head, which was displayed to great advantage on the back covers of his novels. His dark hair and brows were thick, his nose strong and straight, his mouth shapely, and he had lively,
         soulful brown eyes. He had a big laugh he used when he needed attention and couldn’t get it any other way. The laugh was heard
         mostly in public, at readings and dinners, and especially during interviews, when he used it to cover embarrassing pauses.
      

      
      He had been married three times, never for long. In his mind, the wives were all insane and he had done his best to rescue
         them from themselves, but it was hopeless; in spite of his passionate attachment to each of them, in the end he had had to
         save himself. He had not been able to save a large part of his income, however, which went out in alimony and child-support
         checks every month. In Lucy’s view, the wives were interchangeable, stupid, mean-spirited women who had spotted him as an
         easy mark. He had two children by two wives, a boy of ten and a girl of twelve. These, presumably, would inherit his estate.
      

      
      Lucy had met Catherine Bultman on a few occasions and once they had chatted briefly about Caravaggio, Catherine’s favorite
         painter. No one could figure out how DV had talked her into his life or what she saw in him. What he saw in her was obvious.
         She was beautiful, talented, intelligent, and eminently sane. She had refused to marry him, and the move to Italy was part
         of a plan he had to get her to change her mind. She had studied painting in Florence and spoke Italian fluently. DV promised
         her a studio of her own. He would write; she would paint—it would be a perfect artist’s paradise.
      

      
      The first two chapters of the ghost novel were all about life at the villa, how the shattered American writer endeared himself
         to the gentle country people who worked for him, how the neighboring aristocrats delighted in inviting him for long, elegant
         dinners, after which he walked back alone through the groves of olives and the lane of cypress trees that sheltered the drive to his villa. On one of these walks, while brooding over the tempestuous affair he was having with a beautiful artist,
         he first saw the ghost.
      

      
      One thing that was odd, Lucy thought, was that Malcolm Manx’s description of the affair was particularly painful and bitter.
         It was the closest thing to a description of real human suffering DV had ever written. It wasn’t good, by any means; his rendering
         of their lovemaking was the usual clot of hyperbole, but there was a scene in which, after a violent quarrel, the beautiful
         artist, perfectly sane and utterly cold, closes the door on the American writer, leaving him undecided whether to go to the
         window and watch her drive away or remain with his forehead pressed against the door—this, Lucy had been forced to admit,
         was different from anything DV had written before. It was straightforward, sad, and touchingly rendered.
      

      
      Was it possible that before DV fell down the well he had actually experienced the torture of love and loss, the overturning
         of everything, the 3:00 a.m. confrontation with the soul in which the ordinary, self-serving lies fail to disguise the unbearable
         truth, that through one’s own folly the beloved has been lost and that without the beloved there is no light, there is no
         life?
      

      
      It seemed unlikely.

      
      The hours dragged by. She skipped the movie and tried to sleep, but the large man snoring next to her made it impossible.
         The air supply dwindled and the constant cough of the woman two rows ahead guaranteed the passengers the opportunity to contract
         something virulent and debilitating. The attendants fanned out carrying coffeepots and hard rolls, and the edges of the closed
         window shades began to glow dimly. They had flown through the night into the morning. Lucy opened her shade and looked out
         into the pale light of the upper atmosphere. Soon the plane would begin its descent over France, then a brief turn over the
         Mediterranean and down into Italy. In spite of the sad nature of her mission, she felt a keen rush of excitement.
      

      
      In the early chapters of the ghost novel, DV always referred to Italy as “she.” It was a convention Lucy despised. Italy was
         always revealing her treasures, turning her smiling face upon the visitor, spreading her table with the rich tapestry of her
         harvest, pouring out her hospitality, guarding her secrets, taunting her admirers with hints at the dark knowledge of her
         endless, mysterious, sinister past. She was a mother, a kind sister, a priestess, a strumpet, a generous, good-natured, but
         avaricious whore. DV couldn’t get enough of this sort of language. The thought made Lucy so irritable, she decided to distract
         herself by queuing up for the bathroom.
      

      
      Italy. La Bell’Italia. The smiling faces of her sun-loving people. It was guidebook talk. By the time Lucy got back to her
         seat, the plane was crossing her polluted, ineffable coast. Somewhere down there DV lay, out of this world now, but soon to
         be back in it; only this time, he wouldn’t be writing about the experience. His pen had been silenced by the rich, romantic
         soil of Italy. Now he would lie mute forever—how it would have charmed him—tucked away deep in her ancient, all-encompassing
         heart.
      

      
      HE WAS STANDING at the front of the eager crowd, resting the small cardboard rectangle with her name scratched lightly upon it against the
         rail that separated those arriving from those receiving. Unlike his neighbors, he was not scanning the passengers hopefully;
         in fact, he was not even looking in their direction. He was entirely absorbed by a spot he had discovered on the sleeve of
         his elegant jacket. He brushed at it with his thumb, frowning fiercely, his brow furrowed in concentration. Lucy approached
         the rail and stopped in front of him. Gradually, reluctantly, he became aware of her presence and looked up at her coldly. “That’s me,” she said, pointing to the sign.
      

      
      “Signora Stark,” he said without enthusiasm. He pronounced it “Staak.” He gestured toward the opening at the end of the rail.
         “Go that way,” he said. “I will meet you there.”
      

      
      Lucy turned her cart back into the crowd, pleased to have a few moments to recover from the unsettling combination of his
         icy manner and his extraordinary good looks. He was not a big man, but he was bulky and strong, of the bullish physical type
         Lucy classified as “stevedore,” and which she always found attractive. He had the wonderful tan skin and thick black hair
         one associates with the country she was now entering, but his eyes were a light, clear green, quite startling to look into,
         like finding a wolf’s eyes in a shepherd dog’s face. His expression was gloomy, humorless, and bored. She judged him to be
         in his early forties, several years older than she was, at any rate. Chauffering American women around was clearly not what
         he wanted to be doing with his time. Lucy wondered how much he knew about her mission.
      

      
      She cleared the rails and fell into step alongside him. “I am Massimo Compitelli,” he informed her, chivalrously taking over
         her luggage cart. “I will be driving you to Ugolino.”
      

      
      “Will you be staying with me there?”

      
      He cast her a quick appraising look. “I will stay with you until you are finished with the authorities.”

      
      “Good,” she said. “That’s a relief. How far is it?”

      
      “A drive of perhaps three hours.”

      
      She glanced at her watch. It would be well past lunchtime when they arrived. The coffee and roll she had eaten had left her
         light-headed and nauseated. She didn’t want to identify the remains of DV on an empty, rebellious stomach. “Could I get something
         to eat along the way, Signor Compitelli?” she said. “Just a sandwich would do.”
      

      
      They had arrived at the elevator to the parking lot. He gave her a long, steady, curious look, which she ducked by fiddling
         with her purse latch. Just what sort of creature is this, his survey seemed to ask, this foreigner I am to be responsible
         for? Lucy looked up, smiling weakly. “I’m very tired,” she said.
      

      
      He continued his scrutiny, his lips slightly pursed with thought. “Yes,” he said as the elevator door snapped open, disgorging
         a surprising number of people and luggage carts. “I know a place not far from here where we can stop.” She followed him into
         the narrow elevator. A few other travelers pushed in behind and she was pressed against the back wall between two carts. He
         turned to her as they began their ascent to the parking lot. “Please call me Massimo,” he said.
      

      
      Good, Lucy thought, sagging against the wall. He has made up his mind to befriend me.

      
   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      
      
      DV’s BOOKS HAD NOT DONE particularly well in Italy, although three of them had been translated and published there—the two that had been made into
         films and another, his last book, which was sold abroad on the strength of a movie deal that never came off. Massimo Compitelli
         worked for the Italian publisher, though Lucy was not able to determine in what capacity. He didn’t seem to be an editor.
         He did freelance work of some kind; it sounded a bit like agenting. Perhaps he was a scout. She questioned him about this
         over a grilled eggplant sandwich at the gleaming bar he took her to just on the outskirts of Rome, but his answers were cryptic.
         He was visibly appalled by her insistence on drinking a cappuccino with her food, but too polite to say anything. She tried
         changing the subject. “So you live in Rome?” she said.
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “And your family lives here as well?”

      
      He forced a little puff of indignation through his chiseled nostrils. “My family has been in Rome for a thousand years.”

      
      Ancestor snobbery, Lucy thought. The food, the excellent coffee, the sun that was warming the stones on the raised step where
         their table perched precariously, the fatigue of the journey, and the archetypal behavior of her companion combined to make
         her giddy. “Any popes?” she asked.
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “In your family. Any popes?”
      

      
      He regarded her with suspicion. Was she making fun of his family? “Actually, yes,” he said. “There was one, a long time ago.
         A very short time, he was pope.”
      

      
      “Was he a good pope?”

      
      “No.” He took a cigarette from a pack in his pocket and began feeling about for his lighter. “A very bad pope. He was murdered,
         I think.”
      

      
      Lucy finished her coffee, excused herself, and went off in search of the bathroom, leaving Massimo to stretch out his legs
         into the sunlight, clearly content to enjoy his cigarette alone. When she returned, he rose languidly, flicking the cigarette
         stub into the street. They got back into the car.
      

      
      Since leaving the airport, they had been on congested highways, careening through ugly suburbs, but now, suddenly, they were
         in the countryside, the gently undulating cultivated vineyards, the olive groves, the stands of cypress and umbrella pines,
         the steep, jutting hills capped with ancient walled towns that have for centuries charmed even the most jaded, travel-weary
         eye. If the beauty of the scene hadn’t taken her breath away, the speed at which they hurtled through it surely would have.
         However, Lucy noticed, Massimo wasn’t passing anyone. Indeed, they were occasionally roared down upon and left behind. Massimo
         appeared perfectly calm. She put her seat back and gave herself over to dreamy contemplation of the landscape and the unexpectedness
         of finding herself in it. She felt a throb of gratitude to DV for dying here.
      

      
      “You are married, Signora Stark?” Massimo asked.

      
      Her head followed her eyes as she shifted them in his direction. He was studying the road ahead. “No,” she said. “I was. But
         not anymore.” He nodded. They both noted the quick inspection she gave to the wide gold band on his right ring finger.
      

      
      “You can sleep a little now, if you like,” he said.

      
      “Thanks. I think I will,” she said. And she did.
      

      
      TUSCANY IS STUDDED with beautiful little towns, each justly famous for something, be it the perfection of its piazza, the charm of its bell
         tower, the unusual frescoes in its church, the refreshing air of its hilltop setting, the view from its ancient walls, or
         the incomparable bistecca served at the restaurant, formerly a monastery, a castle, or a farmhouse, which can be reached by a short drive along a picturesque
         lake, a cypress-lined avenue, or a vineyard. Ugolino is not one of these. “Before yesterday, I never hear of this town,” Massimo
         commented as he turned down a rough narrow road between two fields of dry plowed dirt. “How did your friend find it?”
      

      
      “He wanted something quiet,” Lucy said.

      
      “Something quiet,” Massimo snorted. “The grave is quiet.” Then, after a moment in which the cruel irony of his remark became
         apparent to them both, he said, “Please excuse me. I have spoken without thinking.”
      

      
      “No. It’s all right. What you say is true.”

      
      The road diverged at the end of two fields. One fork was paved, leading uphill toward a line of cypress; the other, dirt,
         ran downhill between more dried clods of earth. Massimo swerved onto the latter, raising a cloud of dust in the cool afternoon
         air. The sky was a deep, almost alarming blue and it stretched ahead of them like something solid; it seemed they might smash
         into it at every moment. DV died in this autumn light, Lucy thought. Did he fall into the well under a sky as bright and serene
         as this one? They came to a sign—UGOLINO, 2 KM—and after that a few ugly modern apartment buildings perched at the edge of the road; then the road widened. They passed
         a bar where a few men sat at two plastic tables. After that, their way was lined on both sides with stone dwellings, the shutters open to the light, clothes dripping from lines stretched between the windows, the occasional flower box, an old
         woman leaning out on one side, upbraiding a sullen-looking boy on a bicycle who moved reluctantly out of their path as they
         passed. Then, abruptly, they entered the treeless, dusty piazza of Ugolino with its cluster of public amusements and services:
         a bar, an alimentari, the doorway shielded from bugs by strips of faded multicolored plastic, the town hall and police station, with CARABINIERI printed neatly in large black letters on the white plaster over the door. As Massimo pulled up, this door opened and two
         young men in uniform came out, talking animatedly. Massimo got out of the car and Lucy followed. The two policemen, absorbed
         in their conversation, which was punctuated by shouts of laughter, ignored them and strolled away in the direction of the
         bar.
      

      
      “We will go in here,” Massimo said. “They are expecting you.”

      
      They entered a long, low-ceilinged whitewashed room with a counter across one end, beyond which a few desks and straight-backed
         chairs were scattered haphazardly. Each desk sported a typewriter of classic design: Like the ones in fifties film noir, Lucy
         thought. The room was dim; the only light came in at two long windows on one side.
      

      
      It was also completely empty of humanity. Massimo looked about pointedly for a few moments, as if he expected to scare someone
       into view by the penetration of his eye beams, but he, too, was soon forced to admit that no one was there.

       
       “Perhaps they’ve gone to lunch,” Lucy suggested.
      

      
      He glanced at his watch. “Lunch,” he said impatiently. “It is four-thirty.”

      
      “Well. I guess we’ll have to wait.”

      
      “I have no time for waiting,” he exclaimed, and went back through the door. Lucy followed and stood watching as he charged
         down the street—there was no sidewalk—to the bar. I am fortunate to have Massimo, she thought. She looked up and down; the town was eerily silent. As there were no trees, there
         wasn’t even the occasional twittering bird in residence. After a few moments, the bar door flew open and the two policemen
         came out into the bright street, followed by a gesticulating Massimo. He herded them toward her; they were clearly unwilling,
         eager to run astray. When they got closer, she saw that they were really just boys, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, and that
         they were torn between their inexperience and their conviction that the perfectly tailored and pressed uniforms they wore
         gave them all the authority in the world. One sauntered past Lucy, hardly giving her a glance; the other followed, responding
         to Massimo with raised voice. His hand made little chops at the air near his face. As he passed, he delivered his closing
         remark with a quick thrust of an open palm, nearly striking her. She ducked; Massimo cast her a look of horror. Somehow, all
         four shoved back through the door. “These are idiots,” Massimo said blandly as he pursued the two young men through the gate
         in the counter. One began taking files out of drawers, then carefully putting them back in. The other threw himself onto a
         chair with exaggerated huffiness, took up a pen, and began turning it over and over in his hand.
      

      
      “What are they doing?” she asked.

      
      “They are pretending that Americans fall into wells every day here,” Massimo said.

      
      “Will they let me see my friend? Is he here?”

      
      Massimo burst into a long stream of Italian, which the young men interrupted almost at once and in unison. Gradually, the
         volume went up, each striving to make himself heard over the others. Then abruptly, the conversation ended. Massimo turned
         to her. “They say you cannot see him.” He paused. Lucy detected a flicker of concern. He was uncertain how best to proceed.
         “There has been an autopsy.” He lingered over the last word, got the stress wrong, on the second syllable. “It would not be a good thing for you to see him.”
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