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  Any human face is a claim on you, because you can’t help but understand the singularity of it, the courage and loneliness of it.
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  BRUNO AND ALEX 1983





  The bags were on the back seat of the car: three brown-paper carriers with string handles and writing on the side. Bruno had thrown his coat across the seat to hide them, but

  the movement of the car had shifted it and Alex could make out the letters ORE and AMO, black and bold, on the outside of the bag nearest to him. Alex liked words and fancied his skills as a

  linguist. He smiled to himself. Hours, he thought, and the Latin for I love; that’s just what Bruno has in mind. Then, as the car drove on over cobbles and the coat slipped

  again to reveal VAT and RAG, it clicked. Salvatore Ferragamo.




  ‘I didn’t know you bought your shoes in Via Condotti,’ he said, opening and snapping shut, then reopening his Zippo lighter, Bruno’s most recent gift to him. He twirled

  the ratchet with his thumb, enjoying the sweet scent of the fuel, finally lighting a cigarette from the packet of Winston beside the gearstick.




  Bruno, sweating in shirt-sleeves, was hunched over the wheel, distracted, fraught. ‘Driving round Trastevere this time of night,’ he said, ‘is like threading strings of tripe

  through a fucking needle.’




  ‘Or squeezing a Ferragamo customer through the gates of heaven,’ said Alex, raising himself from the seat to slip the lighter back into his front jeans pocket, tilting his hips up at

  Bruno as if to remind the older man of what they’d be doing later.




  ‘Ferragamo?’ Bruno turned his head to look at Alex, puzzled. Then, with a grin of understanding, he said: ‘You mean the bags? Don’t be fooled by appearances.

  They’re just what was to hand.’ He stroked Alex’s thigh. ‘You needn’t worry. I haven’t been wasting my money on fancy footwear. I can’t afford to.’

  He squeezed Alex’s knee, pulled it towards him while Alex, teasing, resisted. ‘I only waste money on you.’




  ‘Quite right.’ Alex wound down his window to throw the half-smoked cigarette into the gutter. ‘Not that you are wasting it. I’m worth every lira.’




  Bruno shifted down into second. ‘Have you eaten?’




  Alex shrugged. ‘Have you?’




  Bruno thought about this. ‘I could eat again.’




  ‘So could I.’




  ‘Pizza?’




  ‘Pizza?’ echoed Alex. ‘Why not?’




  ‘I don’t believe it,’ said Bruno, swinging the car across the nose of a small green van, which swerved and stopped. ‘A parking space outside the Obitorio. And they say

  there’s no God. In Rome, of all places.’ The van driver pressed his horn and shouted. Bruno strained across, his belly warm and heavy against the younger man’s bare forearm, to

  shout back through Alex’s open window. ‘And you can fuck off as well, you and your whore of a sister.’ The van, to Alex’s relief, drove off. Wiping his mouth, with an edge

  of glee in his voice, Bruno said, ‘That’s what I like, a bit of real dialogue before dinner. A bit of genuine communication with a representative of the skiving masses.’ He

  tweaked Alex’s earlobe between his fingers. ‘And then, Alessandro mio, a bit more after dinner.’




  It took almost twenty minutes before they could sit down, at one of the tables up against the wall. Bruno told the waiter to bring some bread and a litre of local white. And four

  supplì. And four filetti di baccalà. Alex had his elbows on the table, waiting for Bruno to tell him to shift them, feeling in the mood for a fight, nothing too serious,

  a touch of friction to remind them both that Alex had a mind and body, and not just body, of his own. He was still smarting from being called Alessandro, his real, despised name, although it

  might have been worse: Bruno might have said Sandro, as Alex’s mother always did. His earlobe was warm, almost sore, from the pressure of Bruno’s fingers, the edge of his broken,

  nicotine-yellowed nail.




  Alex was wearing a T-shirt he’d bought that day, white, with Greek letters round the neck, but Bruno, the only person he knew who could read what they said, didn’t seem to have

  noticed. Alex lit the final Winston from the packet he’d found in the car, scrunching the empty carton with his free hand, while Bruno picked up one of the paper napkins from the marble

  tabletop and took out a pen, an expensive real-nib job with a gold clip. Mont Blanc? Maybe not, judged Alex, but not far off. Bruno scrawled a row of dashes in red-brown ink on the paper, divided

  into two groups by an oblique stroke.




  ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘A famous person.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘A famous person. Big-time famous. An international name. Give me a letter. Any letter.’




  ‘I don’t understand you,’ said Alex. ‘Why can’t we just talk? I mean, you don’t have to amuse me. I can amuse myself. I’m not just a pretty face, you

  know.’




  Bruno looked gloomy. ‘You’re right,’ he said. He pushed out his lower lip until Alex could see the wet red-grey part inside and tilted his head towards his shoulder, a parody

  of self-reproof. ‘I hate myself. I’m scared you might find me boring.’ This made them both laugh, to Alex’s surprise. Bruno capped and put away his pen and watched while

  Alex grew calm and silent.




  With Bruno’s eyes on him, he glanced around at the other tables, at the travertine-covered walls. ‘You can see why it’s called the mortuary, can’t you?’




  ‘They don’t actually wash the place, you know that?’ Bruno shuddered. ‘They hose the drying blood off the walls.’




  ‘And the tables. It’s the marble, really, isn’t it? That’s really why they call it the mortuary. Perfect for the odd cadaver or two.’




  As soon as the waiter had left the plates of supplì and salt cod, and the carafe of wine and basket of bread, Alex said: ‘They’re all ex-boxers, in case of

  trouble.’




  ‘I thought that was that other pizzeria. Down the road.’




  Alex looked over Bruno’s shoulder towards the street with an unexpected sense of being out of place. He wished he hadn’t agreed to see Bruno that evening, wondered what other kind of

  life he might be living instead of this, and with whom; his equal, perhaps. He nodded. ‘Right.’




  Using his rejected Hangman napkin, Bruno picked up a finger of cod. He bit into it, then gasped, spitting a scrap of batter on to his plate. ‘Christ, this is hot,’ he said, blowing

  out. ‘I’ve just burned my fucking mouth.’ He held out a clean square of paper to Alex. ‘Try one.’




  ‘In a minute,’ said Alex. ‘When they’ve cooled down a bit.’




  ‘You’re such a wise young man,’ said Bruno. ‘I’d trust you with anything, I really would.’




  ‘Yes, right.’




  ‘No, seriously, I mean it,’ said Bruno, and he did sound serious, Alex decided, taking another piece of baccalà and blowing on it. He isn’t a bad man, he thought.

  I could do worse. He’s well connected, at least.




  ‘What do you mean, anything?’




  ‘In fact—’ said Bruno.




  ‘Yes?’




  Bruno poured them both some wine. ‘This stuff always reminds me of urine samples,’ he said. ‘Not that I see that many. It ought to be the other way round.’




  ‘Yes?’ repeated Alex, biting. Hot oil squirted from beneath the batter onto his tongue. He would never learn, he thought, from the mistakes of others. He would never wait quite long

  enough. He wasn’t made like that. This thought – that he might be doomed – gave him comfort. He felt like Jim Morrison, James Dean, pleased by the prospect of an early death. He

  swigged a mouthful of cooling, slightly apple-tasting wine, hangover guaranteed. Wise people laced it with lemonade.




  Bruno sighed. ‘Look, love,’ he said, his voice lower now, as though they might be overheard, as though someone nearby might care what they were saying. Alex could barely catch the

  words. ‘I need you to do me a favour. Well, I say me. It’s not exactly for me. But I need a favour done.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘You wouldn’t mind taking the car for a spin this evening, I don’t suppose.’




  It didn’t sound like a question. Bruno was glancing round as though expecting to see someone he’d rather avoid. Alex wondered if he’d missed a link. ‘No.’




  ‘It’s just that those bags . . .’ Bruno said. ‘You know, the ones on the back seat.’




  ‘The fancy footwear.’




  ‘That isn’t.’




  ‘So what is it?’




  Bruno sighed again. He emptied his glass, grimaced, refilled it. ‘It doesn’t only look like piss,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why I bother. But I do.’ He drank a

  second time, more slowly, then took a new packet of cigarettes from his pocket and ripped it open. He flicked out a cigarette and held it with exaggerated care between his fingers, as though it

  might snap. ‘It’s something I don’t want in my flat right at this moment.’ He put the cigarette down beside his bread and reached across, his hand on Alex’s, a brief

  reassuring touch, pulling away before Alex could; before anyone saw. ‘It’s nothing to worry about, love. It’s just that, well, it’s delicate. Not even that. Potentially

  delicate.’ He smiled. ‘So I thought, knowing how much you like to drive my nice fast car, you might be willing to slip the stuff round to your place for a day or two.’




  ‘So let me get this clear. You want me to drive your nice fast car to my flat and hide those potentially delicate bags? For a day or two. And it’s nothing to worry about? It’s

  just a favour?’




  Bruno leaned back. ‘Not hide,’ he said, forcing a laugh. ‘Hang on to them. Give them a home. It won’t be for long.’




  Alex thought about this for a moment. ‘All right,’ he said.




  Alex lived down the Casilina, but he decided he’d take the long route. He was in no rush to return to Bruno, who’d begun to wear him down. It was not that he

  wasn’t fond of the older man, in his way, or that he didn’t appreciate the long-term view of a leg-up into journalism and the short-term regime of pizzas and presents; he’d be a

  fool not to play willing. Besides, this wasn’t the first time Bruno had lent him the car with a wink, as though he might not want it back, not at once anyway. One day, maybe not at all. So

  Alex felt under no obligation to rush. Bruno would probably be asleep, in any case, and might as well be woken up in two hours’ time as one.




  Alex didn’t give in to the temptation to look into the bags until he’d been driving through the Saturday-evening city traffic for fifteen minutes, over the river and down Via

  Marmorata. On an impulse, he parked by the Pyramid, outside the bar the whores warmed up in on winter nights where he’d sometimes come to be flirted with, be bought a final hot punch, accept

  a lift home from one of their clients. He strained back to tug the nearest carrier towards him, but couldn’t quite reach it. In the end, because he was slightly drunk, he clambered over the

  seat and into the back, banging his funny bone on the corner of the headrest. He imagined himself jammed between the seats until he died. People would think he’d been worked over and left

  there by someone on the game.




  When he finally did make it, winded by effort, he was annoyed to see that all the carriers contained, pushed down as far as they’d go, were smaller bags made of thick black glossy plastic,

  thicker than the kind used for rubbish, the kind he’d seen photographs stored in. Each carrier contained a dozen, maybe more, of these, sealed shut with two-inch duct tape. Maybe he’d

  open one, he thought, but later. He’d do it with the care required.




  He climbed back into the front seat and drove home as fast as he dared, down beneath Via Cristoforo Colombo and past Coin – the railings outside the department store his Saturday-morning

  haunt until two or three years ago, when he’d still been at school and feckless – the traffic thinning as he took the curve in front of the church with the nail from the holy cross

  inside it. As if. That was the joke about Rome, the big sad joke, he thought, with all its talk of holy this and holy that, and all the unholy goings-on. He’d learned a thing or two already,

  had his own brief glimpses, and guessed the rest. And what he hadn’t guessed, Bruno – old Roman lowlife hand and Vatican expert – had filled him in on.




  It was after one o’clock when Alex parked the car directly beneath Bruno’s flat, round the corner from Piazza in Piscinula. Tonight’s our lucky night, he

  thought, two parking spaces found where and when they were needed. How often does that happen? Once every death of a pope, if that. He locked the car, swinging the key from his forefinger,

  reminding himself of someone he’d seen in a film. Bruno had given him his own key to the building so he didn’t need to ring. He climbed the stairs in darkness, running his hand along

  the wall, until he was on the third floor. One more floor to go. But the darkness had already begun to lift before he reached Bruno’s landing. Alex frowned, disconcerted, suddenly anxious.

  Speeding up, he saw a wedge of light from behind Bruno’s door, which was half open. His heart beating fast, light-headed, he pushed the door back to the wall. ‘Bruno,’ he called,

  his voice low, as though he didn’t want to be heard. He glanced into the first room on the right, the bathroom, and saw the towels on the floor, the medicines from the cabinet spilled into

  the bath; he smelt the Eau Sauvage Extrême from the matt black bottle, broken beside the bidet. Someone should pick up those bits of glass, he thought – stupid to think it, he knew

  – before they cut themselves. He called again. ‘Bruno.’ He walked along the corridor until he could see into the living room.




  Bruno was stripped naked and bound to a chair, legs spread, silver duct tape round his legs and chest and upper arms, across his mouth so tightly his face was deformed by it. That’s the

  second time I’ve seen duct tape this evening, it struck Alex, cold with shock. Bruno’s eyes were open, staring towards the door. For a second Alex thought he might still be alive. He

  took a step further into the room. Bruno’s forearms and thighs had been burned, haphazardly, with cigarettes. His chest was covered with small neat cuts, like paper cuts, each with its fringe

  of drying blood. One larger cut, broad and lipped into a pout, had been made at the level of the heart. Someone had used what looked like Bruno’s blood to write ‘frocio’ on

  the wall.




  Queer.




  







  ANDREW AND MICHEL 2008





  Andrew Caruso is wondering if he can shut up shop ten minutes early. His last potential customer, an American woman looking for Foucault’s Pendulum in English

  translation, was sent off down the road to Feltrinelli, reluctantly on Andrew’s part, more than half an hour ago. Since then a pair of Malaysian nuns has sifted through the secondhand

  paperbacks on the bargain table outside, clearly killing time, before crossing the square with a third nun and entering Santa Barbara. Saint B. is the patron saint of booksellers, he’s been

  told, though it’s not clear to Andrew how her patronage might work, certainly not by mere proximity. Maybe he should light a candle or two, say the odd prayer. Perhaps it would help to

  believe.




  He starts to sort the books on the table by size, ready for their cardboard boxes, counting as he stacks to see how many have been stolen since lunchtime. They’re mostly worthless, or

  practically worthless, although some of them, fading proof copies and large beige paperbacks with engravings on the cover, have an air of value about them, an air that occasionally attracts

  would-be connoisseurs. Seven down, not a bad haul in just over three hours, and he’s a shrewd idea who lifted them. The boyfriend of the French girl who kept him chatting about the best, as

  in cheapest, places to eat while the boy slunk around outside, his rucksack open. It’s so transparent sometimes that Andrew doesn’t have the heart to intervene. Now and again an envoy

  from the group of Polish alcoholics that gathers fifty yards down the road is sent to see what he can find. Andrew watches from inside the shop, pretending to work, wondering whether the man will

  simply pick one up and walk off, as they often do, or pretend to drop his empty wine carton and bend over, sliding some slim volume into his pocket as he does so. Either way, Andrew continues to

  work, or pretends to.




  He’s writing a piece on a young photographer he knew some years ago, a Belgian with whom he had a brief tumultuous affair, who might have killed himself intentionally or accidentally

  – it wasn’t clear. He’d been found in a ground-floor room behind a garage not far from Andrew’s flat, a room Andrew had never seen, a mattress on bare tiles and plastic bags

  stuffed with, among other things, some of Andrew’s more valuable stock. His art was dark stuff – objects scavenged in the streets arranged with the modish paraphernalia of broken dolls,

  animal parts and butchers’ scraps, photographs of photographs, blurred and grainy, and sometimes, though less often, people, also found. So his death, by overdose, shouldn’t have come

  as the surprise it did.




  Andrew’s been asked to produce something for a catalogue to accompany a show in Ghent, the photographer’s home town, something else Andrew didn’t know until he received the

  letter a month or so ago. The gallery owner seems to think that Andrew is a bit of a power-broker in the Roman art world, or has given this impression to flatter him into action. It’s worked

  to the extent that Andrew has written, and rewritten, a dozen paragraphs about the photographer, whom he continues to think of as Tintin, as much for his appearance – button nose and quiff

  exerting their usual charm on him – as his Belgian origin. The gallery owner’s assumption is even true, up to a point. There have been moments when Andrew has wielded a modicum of

  clout, connecting people, opening doors, standing back, arms crossed, as bigger boys did their deals. The bookshop, he still likes to think after almost thirty years, is merely a front for more

  exciting, creative activities, although what form these might take remains to be seen.




  In the meantime, he dresses the part, his hair still strong and thick, albeit by now more grey than red, worn long and occasionally tied back with a leather thong to hide the elastic band, his

  taste for white shirts, tight black jeans and Converse All Stars immovable, along with a wardrobe of those coarse beige canvas waistcoats covered with pockets, favoured by fishermen and big-game

  hunters and Joseph Beuys. Andrew’s pockets are cluttered with stubs of pencils, paper clips, supermarket receipts, business cards he hasn’t got round to entering in his Rolodex.

  He’s notoriously untidy, a fact he acknowledges, when forced to, with smug regret.




  He first saw Tintin, whose real name was Michel Delahaye, in a drinking hole in Trastevere. The Belgian – although Andrew hadn’t known that then and had thought he was French –

  had been arguing in a drunken, belligerent way with two middle-aged men Andrew recognized from openings as art dealers. When the two men took the younger man’s arms and appeared to be

  dragging him, against his will, towards the street, Andrew stepped across. Tintin pulled away and threw his arms round Andrew’s neck. ‘My friend,’ he said fervently, in an accent

  that went straight to Andrew’s heart. Andrew has many soft spots, so many he wonders what holds him together, what stubborn carapace of survival has roped in his wayward needs. French accents

  are one, and button noses another; youth, increasingly, as his own is worn down and traded up for what he likes to think of as style, as in ageless. If Tintin had spoken English with a

  German accent, or had had a Roman nose, it just wouldn’t have happened.




  It’s easy to write about the first few days, and weeks, Andrew’s found. But as Tintin became more truculent and abusive, and dependent, the words become harder to find. The final

  month had been one of recrimination and public rows, punctuated by dramatic shows of affection and public sex. Tintin had blown Andrew early one morning under the still vacant porticos of Piazza

  Esedra, no more than a dozen yards from where McDonald’s now sets its tables. When they hadn’t been fighting or fucking, the Belgian took photographs, reel after reel. Andrew, writing

  his piece, is tempted to play with the word ‘reel’, to describe not only a film, the physical object coiled in its gleaming canister, but also a state of being, aimless, unspooling,

  exposed. And he’s suddenly moved by a memory of Tintin, of Michel, gathering up a handful of salvaged newspapers and piling them neatly to form a low stool on which he sat, naked and

  unadorned, to photograph himself.




  This was the last photograph Andrew saw him take. After his death, most of the work was taken away by Michel’s mother, who refused to talk to Andrew other than to damn his eyes and breath.

  Everything except the shots on the final reel, which he’d developed and given to Andrew – as though he had nowhere else to put them, it occurred to Andrew later; as though he’d

  already made up his mind. This photograph, of a naked, forlornly elf-like Michel, and a dozen others, dark, ill-lit shots – a man walking into Santa Barbara with the daylight behind him, the

  same shot adjusted so that the features of the man, a young man with a cautious smile and ruffled hair, were just visible, a close-up of Michel’s own hand on a surface Andrew didn’t

  recognize, relaxed, the fingers curled as if around an invisible ball – oddly provisional photographs that only became full of meaning when the man who had taken them was gone.




  That day, in Michel’s other room, the room Andrew had never previously been allowed to see, Michel’s mother stood over him as he took back the bags of his stock; it had taken the

  threat of the police to persuade her to grant him as much as this, and even then she’d insisted on watching to make sure they contained nothing else. If she’d had her way, he’d

  have left with nothing. ‘He killed my son,’ she said, to no one, more than once, in the cold, windowless room that Michel had used to escape from him.




  ‘You killed your son,’ said Andrew, under his breath, because he had to say something and that was as likely to be true as anything else. Life killed your son.




  Andrew lives in a world of dilapidated, permeable borders. The books inside the shop, on the shelves and outside the shop, on the bargain table, are fluid categories, the membrane between his

  home and his place of work as punched with holes as a long-distance train ticket. Half the time, he doesn’t know where he’s put things and it’s a source of constant niggling

  disquiet that something important – but what? – might have gone missing. Now, as he thinks about Michel, it strikes him that not everything could have been carried off by the

  artist’s avenging mother; that something must still be where he’d left it, in Andrew’s flat. It also occurs to him, given this sudden critical interest in the work of Delahaye,

  photographer, Belgian but fashionably dead, that whatever he finds might have unexpected value.




  Andrew makes just enough money to live, in a way he despises as modest, but feels as though this already precarious balance might tip over into penury without warning. The bookshop keeps him

  afloat so long as he doesn’t declare three-quarters of the small amount he earns; even if he wanted to, such is the state of the shop’s accounts, he’d find it impossible to trace

  its comings and goings. His waistcoat pockets are the nearest thing he possesses to a filing system; the obligatory till sits dusty and unused behind his desk, an objet trouvé from a

  world that has spurned, and been spurned by, its official owner. His other financial ventures – the odd review, curating an occasional show for artist friends, translating articles and, more

  recently, menus into his mother’s tongue, English – pay for the rare treat, no more than that. Now and again, he clears out the room above the shop and uses it to put on a show of his

  own work or that of one of his friends, small things, objects, ready-mades, even, if they’re odd enough, watercolours: avant-garde, he likes to think, though he isn’t quite sure what

  that means any longer, other than unprofitable. He hasn’t been out of Rome for years: he can’t afford it. Now, as he heaves down the metal shutter and turns the key in the lock, he lets

  his mind wander along the walls, across the floor, of his flat, to see what it might find. Michel’s stuff must be somewhere.




  Thirty years ago, Andrew lived just round the corner from Campo de’ Fiori, in a two-room garret above the latteria. The latteria still sells its large white

  bowls of caffelatte and rusk-like biscuits, but Andrew moved on when the intensifying effect of a picturesque tiled roof on winter cold and summer heat became too much for him. Since then,

  like some bobbing object impelled by a centrifugal force he can neither understand nor halt, he has lived in a series of rented flats, each one a half-mile further from the centre than the one

  before. By an equally mysterious process, his worldly goods have accumulated as their worth has diminished; each time he moves, the boxes and plastic sacks into which he has stuffed his life seem

  more forbidding, more intractable. He shuttles between the old flat and the new in whichever car he has borrowed, just one step above a bag-lady pushing an overloaded supermarket trolley, front

  wheel askew, his whole world teetering on a metaphorical wonky castor. He used to think corridors were wasted space. He doesn’t think that now. If the last thirty years of Andrew’s life

  have been a slow, bone-wearying history of decline and displacement, they have also brought with them an appreciation of the evergrowing need for storage space.




  His current flat is near the old gasometer, a few hundred yards from the river. It has two bedrooms, one of which is used to store stock from the shop. The other is a kind of sleeping

  alcove-cum-study, also filled with boxes of books that might be stock, or Andrew’s, spilling across the bottom of the mattress on the floor. He used to bring people home whenever the chance

  arose, but he stopped that after a man he’d met on the bus, from Cape Verde, had refused to take his shoes off. He found the flat through someone who worked at the Irish embassy; its owner

  lives in Cork, which is a comfort.




  He takes off his jacket and puts it over the back of a kitchen chair, then pours himself a glass of wine from an opened carton in the fridge. He’s hungry but not in the mood to cook; he

  should have picked up a slice of pizza on his way home but he wasn’t thinking about food as he walked from the bus stop on Via Ostiense and let himself into the hall of the building. He was

  thinking about photographs, Tintin’s photographs, trying to imagine where they might be. There’s a passage from Cicero he read once, dusting the Loeb classics at the rear of the shop,

  about the way to remember the flow of a speech by remembering the stages of a journey or, even better, the curved and niche-riddled walls of a theatre, by placing a brightly coloured kinetic image

  in each of the niches so that their order represents the order in which the elements of the speech appear. A theatre of memory, Cicero called it. Mnemonic tableaux of sex and violence. What

  he’s doing, or trying to do, now is rather like that, except that he has no idea what each imagined niche might contain. What he sees when he turns on the light is not so much Cicero’s

  theatre of memory as an abandoned, cobwebbed honeycomb of detritus.




  Finally, he takes two cheese slices from the fridge and slaps them between his standby rye bread, gummy and damp, two slices, also from the fridge. It’s chewy stuff; he refills his glass,

  forcing some of the sandwich down. As soon as he’s had enough to stave off hunger, he lays the crust on the table top and walks into the corridor.




  One wall is lined with bookcases of various depths and sizes. The other is hidden to waist height by what looks like an inner buttress of cardboard boxes. Andrew opens the flaps of the first box

  and peers inside. Auction catalogues, yellowing copies of the TLS, a smaller sealed carton containing, it turns out, the packs of cards for playing scopa he’d bought one winter

  evening from a woman in Venice, toothless, old enough to be his grandmother, who’d told him she could bring a man to orgasm by beating her eyelashes against his glans; he’d been

  tempted, for a moment. But this won’t do, he thinks, I’ll be here all night at this rate. He closes the box and shifts it so that it forms the base for a new pile nearer the kitchen

  door. He continues like this for an hour, an hour and a half, discovering folders, letters, objects he thought he’d lost, or forgotten the existence of, or imagined sold or stolen, gradually

  dismantling and reassembling the stacks until he is a third of the way down the wall and is beginning to give up hope. If there were a sense of chronology it might be more encouraging, but the

  effect is less of strata laid down by time than of atemporal disarray, as though Schliemann had excavated Troy with a gigantic digger and heaped what he’d found beside the hole to poke

  through later, when later was too late. He opens another carton of generic white wine, finishes his crust, fills and empties a glass, then starts again.




  He’s at the last but one stack, two layers from the bottom, when he finds a box with a drawing of Tintin’s face on the outer flap. He recognizes his own hand and almost weeps because

  all at once he recalls exactly when he did this: the day Michel had been found and he had carried this box away from the shop where Michel had left it, perhaps on purpose, perhaps not. He recalls

  taking a black felt marker from the pile on the desk and drawing this rapidly, the oval of the head, the button nose, the quiff of hair, the eyes undifferentiated blobs of ink; this hasty,

  infantile icon of love. Slumped on the floor, with the almost empty carton of wine beside him, he remembers, with unexpectedly painful clarity, reaching for the packing tape on his desk and sealing

  it down because he didn’t want anyone to look inside, not yet; he didn’t want to look inside himself. He hadn’t forgiven Michel for leaving him as he did, without a note to prove

  that it was wanted at least, that Michel had made an actual decision to die and not simply cocked up and taken the wrong pills, the wrong number of pills, at the wrong time.




  Tears prick the corners of Andrew’s eyes as he slides a forefinger under the tape and feels it lift without resistance, the glue dried out.




  







  The girl’s been handing out flyers to make some extra money, leaflets advertising a new shop selling cosmetics near the Corso. It isn’t hard, but it’s

  boring, and she’s been tempted to throw the second pack in her rucksack into a bin and just pretend she’s given them to passers-by. She’d do it if she didn’t feel she was

  being watched. It’s madness, she knows, madness to pay her and then pay someone else to watch her, but she can’t help it, she feels she’s being followed. She’s felt it since

  she left the shop and headed off towards the river, popping the flyers under the windscreen wipers of cars until someone told her to stop it, it was illegal. Which isn’t true, but she’d

  also been told not to do it by the shop. Look out for girls your age, the man had said, late teens or older, smile at them, make them feel they’re being treated personally. It’s hardly

  worth answering rubbish like this, but she nodded and said she’d do her best. She still can’t quite believe how much she’s getting paid for this. It’s more than her parents

  give her in a month. She’d thought there was something odd about it at first, but then he pushed the money into her hand and she couldn’t say no. She’ll keep quiet about how much

  she’s making, though, she knows what her parents would think if they knew. They’d make her stop right away or, even worse, carry on and give some of what she makes to the poor.

  She’s planning to get to the Vatican for when her father finishes work, and surprise him. She’s still got a couple of hundred to get rid of before that. She crosses the river and heads

  off towards Via Cola di Rienzo. At this time of day, the shops have already been open for more than an hour and there’ll be thousands of people walking around. She’ll stand outside the

  cinema and grin like a total idiot until all the flyers are handed out, then nip down the road. It’s a good thing he’s regular as clockwork – it must be working alongside all

  those Swiss Guards that does it. But even outside the cinema, with people going in and out, the sensation’s still there, the sensation of being watched. She shakes her head as if it were

  going on inside and all she has to do is dislodge it somehow. A school friend of hers was followed into Villa Borghese a few weeks ago, near the racetrack, and nearly raped, but that was evening,

  it was dark, there was no one around. Her friend had told her afterwards she’d known something would happen, she’d felt it in her bones, but the girl didn’t believe her:

  she’d thought it was hindsight. Now she’s not so sure.




  







  ANDREW 1960–82





  Andrew’s mother expected him to return to Scotland, where he’d been born and passed the first months of his life; his childhood was a preparation for this. Against

  his father’s will, which was mean and egalitarian in equal measure, she sent him to over-priced international schools in the suburbs of Rome, which left him with an Anglo-American accent she

  abhorred, but accepted as better than nothing, better than not speaking English, her native tongue, at all. When he finished school and told her he wanted to become an artist and travel, by which

  he meant live in New York and have constant sex with rough young men who’d been filmed by Andy Warhol, she hurried him off to study languages at St Andrews. She said he had a gift for

  languages.




  At first he’d thought it was a joke. ‘Andrew’s at St Andrews,’ she liked to tell her English-speaking friends. It felt pointed, and cruel, the sort of thing the local

  Roman boys, who had never quite become his friends, might say to hurt him. At school the other children had teased him about his surname, Caruso, hooting fake arias behind him as he walked away. In

  the streets and scraps of park around his house, they’d imitated his mother’s sibilant, unutterably snobbish take on ‘Andrew’. Anderrroowe. Either way, he was doomed

  to solitude.




  At St Andrews he acquired a substantial book debt, a dope habit and genital warts, the last from a Spanish man who worked in the kitchens. He came back to Rome after three years, with an

  ordinary degree, and found work in a second-hand bookshop, run by a middle-aged Dutchman called Joost, who also dealt in home-grown grass and forged Byzantine icons. When Andrew’s father died

  unexpectedly of heart failure and his mother returned to Edinburgh, he stayed in Rome, in his single room above the latteria. When his mother died, equally unexpectedly, and left him more

  money than he’d hoped for but not enough to buy a place to live, he bought the shop from Joost, who retired to Thailand. For the first time in his life Andrew had no one. He could hear his

  own breath slow down, feel his own blood in his own veins, uncontested. He didn’t experience this as happiness; it was more like calm, as though the dogs had been called off.




  He wasn’t an artist, he knew that; his mother had been right. He still made odd collages from shredded magazines and arranged found bits and pieces in wooden boxes, Joseph Cornell style.

  He wandered around the city centre taking photographs of graffiti and doors with a camera he barely knew how to use, a second-hand Nikon Joost had bestowed on him as a parting gift. He recorded,

  late at night on a small portable tape-recorder, tuneless, repetitive spoken songs that reminded him of Laurie Anderson at the time, but only then, that subsequently made him cringe with shame and

  a sense of his utter uselessness. In the pockets of his canvas waistcoats, he carried notebooks of ideas, even lines, for poems he would never write, torn where he’d ripped strips off to

  pencil his phone number for men.




  But this didn’t mean he couldn’t be part of what people called the art world. He knew all kinds of artists. His mother had been right about his gift for languages as well. He found

  himself called on when writers and painters and film companies dropped into Rome and needed help. His French was excellent, his German good, his Spanish, thanks to the kitchen hand at St Andrews,

  acceptable though basic. He’d even picked up a smattering of Dutch from Joost, though he was cautious about using it; it struck him as dated drug argot and he was afraid of appearing

  ridiculous. He had a way with people that people liked. He worked for a while as assistant to a playwright, feeding the feral cats and the colony of ants the man kept in his kitchen in a slice of

  red earth sandwiched between plates of glass, answering his mail with promises of future work or repayment of debts. When the playwright was arrested and sentenced to eight months’ jail for

  corrupting minors, Andrew continued to feed the cats and ants until a cat fight knocked the colony to the kitchen floor, and the glass smashed, and the ants, in their structured unsentimental way,

  escaped in single file behind the sink. Later, after meeting a woman in a bar who worked for Channel 4, he was paid a monthly retainer to scout papers and local television stations for news items

  about Italy that would make the English laugh and feel superior: a Mafioso with a stutter, who sang his demands for protection money; an unmarried mother who hadn’t left her room for fifteen

  years, out of shame, and thought Pope John XXIII was still alive. But he stopped doing this, also out of shame. Shame for Italy, which can bear such things with equanimity, and for England, which

  can find them droll.




  The thing about Andrew is that in his heart he’s neither Italian nor British. His colouring, red-haired, freckled, is foreign, an Anglo-Celtic mix that marks him out. But his intimate

  language, the tongue in which he thinks about his life and dreams, is the Roman of the streets and markets, the Roman his mother once slapped him, in front of Scottish cousins, for using.

  She’d accused him of showing off, but what he was trying to do was to win them over, to charm them in his shy, small way. He falls in love with foreigners, invariably. A man he knew once

  said, with a grin, that he batted for the other team and Andrew recognized himself immediately in that; he recognized himself as one who would always bat for the other team, who would always, in a

  sense, betray those around him, if only to win them over, and, in doing so, betray himself. It had nothing to do with sex, although that was what the man had meant. It had to do with him.




  His first big love, after the Spanish kitchen hand, was English, which made him a rare exception among Andrew’s boyfriends, with a keen, old-fashioned air that reminded

  him of one of Enid Blyton’s young heroes, the kind that wear sandals without socks and khaki shorts and attract all manner of animals to their side. He came into the shop one day, saw Andrew

  alone and almost left, backing towards the door as though he’d entered the wrong place, as, in one sense, he had. This still happened: people would wander in and look for Joost, hoping to

  score some grass. Andrew was dusting shelves at the back, stopping every now and then to read a phrase or two. He shook his head and said, in Italian, that if it was Joost he was looking for

  he’d have to wait; adding, in customarily wry fashion, that Joost had gone out just under two years ago and was now in Thailand. It was clear from the young man’s hesitation that he

  hadn’t understood. Andrew tried again, in English. This had more effect. Looking like an overgrown boy, twenty at most, which made him almost ten years younger than Andrew, the young man

  shrugged and came back into the shop.




  ‘I see,’ he said. He glanced around the shelves. ‘Lots to read.’




  ‘Well,’ said Andrew, ‘it is a bookshop.’




  The young man nodded, glancing round the room.




  ‘As long as you aren’t looking for anything specific,’ continued Andrew. He studied the young man in silence for a moment. What was the one called in the Famous Five? Dick?

  Surely not Dick. ‘On holiday?’ he said.




  The young man shrugged. ‘Not really. I’ve been living here almost a month now, in a hostel run by nuns. Or they say they are. Half of them have got moustaches. I’m supposed to

  be improving my Italian.’




  ‘For fun?’




  ‘Not really. Not at all, to be honest. For work. I’m a journalist – well, I plan to be. I’ve got an interview for an internship at a news agency here, at the English

  desk. If it works out, I’ll stay for a while. I’m just a bit worried about my Italian. I actually did it at university, as a subsidiary. I can read it, I just don’t seem to get it

  when people talk to me. I wish they wouldn’t, sometimes.’ He paused. ‘I didn’t understand a word you said. But you aren’t Italian, are you?’




  ‘Half,’ said Andrew.




  ‘Which half?’ The young man looked him up and down.




  Good God, thought Andrew, heart leaping, mouth suddenly dry. He’s flirting with me. ‘It’s not that simple,’ he said. ‘It’s not like being divided down the

  middle. It’s more like being a solution, like salt in water. You’d have to shake me up and then let me settle to see.’




  This was met by another grin. ‘That sounds like fun. Do you know, I’ve hardly spoken to anyone since I got here. Everyone goes on about how friendly the Italians are, but I

  don’t get it. They’re pretty cool with me. Even the nuns. Well, especially the nuns. Which makes sense, I suppose. I don’t expect you’d have time to give me a little

  language practice, would you? Or would that shake you up too much?’




  Not at all,’ said Andrew, nodding, hand held out, not believing his luck. ‘I’d be happy to. My name’s Andrew. Andrew Caruso.’




  The young man shook Andrew’s hand. ‘James,’ he said. ‘James Bond.’




  Andrew laughed. ‘Yes, right.’




  ‘No, seriously.’




  ‘You’re not joking?’




  ‘I wish I was. My parents didn’t think he’d catch on, you see, and James is an old family name, so—’




  ‘So I have to call you James?’




  ‘Well, I’d prefer Jamie. It’s marginally less embarrassing.’ He grimaced.




  Andrew nodded. ‘Jamie it is, Mr Bond.’




  That evening, after a pizza, they smoked some grass, walking along the empty banks beside the river, then went back to Andrew’s room. Andrew, nervous, excited, had done most of the talking

  during dinner but once they were alone, inside, his words dried up and Jamie took over. He made them both coffee while Andrew shifted dirty clothes and piles of paper from the bed to the floor.

  There was nowhere to sit apart from a tin trunk, painted by Andrew in green and white stripes, that he had taken to university, now filled with home-made music cassettes – Echo and the

  Bunnymen, Joy Division, Nick Cave, the Cure – and Italian gay porn magazines, folded to Andrew’s favourite pages. Jamie talked as he waited for the coffee to bubble up, but Andrew was

  only half listening: he’d had an erection for much of the meal and now his balls were aching, not to speak of his head after sharing two litres of local white wine. Throughout the meal, Jamie

  had not once referred to sex, nor to the possibility of it, although his tone had been uninterruptedly flirtatious. Neither had Andrew. Andrew had babbled on about art and cheap places to eat in

  Rome. Now he’d begun to wonder if he’d somehow misread the signals, a prospect so humiliating he felt physically sick at the thought of it. He wondered what would happen if he pounced

  the minute the coffee was safely dispatched, and rolled Jamie onto the floor and towards the bed, like a carpet. He wondered if Jamie would stay, or run.




  But pouncing wasn’t necessary. Jamie didn’t even pour the coffee. As soon as it had risen and begun to gurgle in the caffettiera he turned off the gas. ‘I don’t

  actually want any coffee,’ he said. ‘Do you?’




  Andrew shook his head.




  Jamie pulled off his T-shirt and sat on the edge of the bed, patting the sheet beside him. ‘Come on, then,’ he said.
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