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  This ebook contains a series of digital assets including video, audio and art works.




  When you see the controls, just press play to start the video or audio. These pieces are best experienced using headphones.
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  Mr Rabbit: He gives them a choice. It’s the same in the film.




  Mr Wolf: What kind of choice?




  Mr Rabbit: They don’t know. He flips a coin, and they have to choose. Heads or tails.




  Mr Wolf: What if they don’t want to?




  Mr Rabbit: Not an option. Heads or tails. They have to choose.




  Mr Wolf: And this is what you want to do?




  Mr Rabbit: They get to decide what happens. Only they don’t know. They have no idea.




  Mr Wolf: It’s a place to start.




  










This book can be read in two ways.




The content is identical. Only the narration is different.




Choose tails, and you will read the book in chronological order.




Choose heads, and you will encounter a character, read their story and move on to the next.


 


Heads


 


Tails
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Sunday: Day A




  



  Early on the last Sunday of July, Amelia Peña, supervisor at via Capasso 29, rented a tiny basement room to Salvatore, who, with his sons, ran a modest grocery and

  eatery set into the corner of the palazzo.




  They met at the small service door on via Tribunali, and Peña escorted the man across an inner courtyard to the basement stairs. The courtyard was cluttered and unswept, and as they

  walked Salvatore answered Peña’s questions but did not chatter. He spoke quickly and in a soft voice, mellow enough so that much of what he said was lost to her. No, he said,

  in all these years he hadn’t seen these rooms before. The windows overlooking the courtyard were closed and shuttered. This wasn’t for him. This wasn’t for

  his business.




  The basement, Peña explained, was what remained of an earlier building: small square rooms carved into the tufa with barrel vaults that might have been used as storage for food, oil,

  wine, nobody really knew, as nobody knew how old they were. Every building abutting the Duomo had similar rooms dug at different levels, each sunk deeper than an ordinary basement. Their layout

  didn’t conform to the layout of the buildings above and there were signs that they were once linked. Peña took the steps one by one, her hand fast on the side rail, and hoped that this

  effort wouldn’t be wasted. The temperature dropped as soon as they stepped out of the sun. The walls, rough as pumice, shed a white grit, a kind of static.




  The previous tenant had left the room in a poor state: flattened boxes scattered across the slab floor, a stained mattress tied into a roll and tipped against the wall, a stove stripped of

  fittings turned into the room out of square. A window slit let in a little dull natural light through a shaft carved up to street level. And was that via Tribunali or via Capasso seven or eight

  metres above them? Salvatore couldn’t quite tell.




  Salvatore stood under the window, cocked his head and appeared to listen. In all these years, he admitted, he’d assumed the door led to another apartment, or street-level rooms. Although

  he knew the city had subterranean vaults and passages, he’d never given it much serious thought. In the war, he said, and nodded. Yes, in the war, Peña supposed,

  they would have been used for shelter. Salvatore measured the room with strides. No one comes down here? he asked. It’s secure? Peña showed him the key-ring and chain. If he

  was worried about security, there were only two keys, he would have one and she would have the other. The last time these were used – she had to think back – would be seven or eight

  years ago. Whatever he wanted to store down here would be safe. Nobody knows about the place to steal from it, she said. Pay the rent in full and on time, and everything will remain secure.




  Salvatore took two or three photographs with his mobile phone, although, in truth, there was nothing to show, and he didn’t seem to know what he was looking for. When he was done he

  snapped the phone shut and said he needed to return to the courtyard to get a signal.




  Peña locked the door and laboured back up the steps. Not even halfway she paused for breath and asked if he was or wasn’t interested and the man became flustered. It wasn’t

  for him, he said. Hadn’t he explained? He was working as an agent, a go-between for his associates. They were brothers, businessmen, French, they didn’t speak Italian, and they were

  busy, so he’d agreed to check the room for them. Just as soon as he could send the images they would get right back to him.




  He pressed ahead, and hurried through the door, and by the time she joined him Salvatore said he’d spoken with the brothers, they’d looked at the photos and they were happy.

  They’d take the room for one month, but they’d pay for two to cover any inconvenience or deposit. He could pay her now, in advance.




  With money in her fist Peña repeated the terms of the lease. This was for one month, renewable before the end of the month. The first key would open the small door at

  the main entrance and the door to the basement from the courtyard. The larger brass key was for the room itself. Salvatore and his associates could come and go as they pleased, but they should not

  disturb the residents. As an afterthought she asked for the brothers’ contact details, just in case, and he wrote a number on the back of a business card.




  It was only later, once she was back in her apartment that she looked at the card and read: Room 312, Hotel Grand, CMdS.




  





  
Monday: Day B




  



  For six weeks Mizuki Katsura’s clothes, hands, and hair reeked of a sweet vanilla. During the summer the bakery three floors below the language school on via Capasso

  produced small star-shaped biscuits, dipped in syrup and covered with paper then plastic and left to drip and dry on trays on racks in the courtyard. Throughout the day the sugar attracted a good

  number of wasps and the perfume rose as a fume and seeped, thick and unwelcome, into the schoolrooms and offices above.




  The train arrived late at the Circumvesuviana station and Mizuki, phone in hand, stood at the door halfway reminded of the scent of burnt sugar. The morning sun cooked

  sweetness from the furnishings, the rubber seals, and the sticky floor. Idly stubbing her mobile against her cheek she squinted at the docks and recalled details of a detective story in which a man

  paused to smell jasmine before he was shot, but couldn’t remember the title or the writer. She could chase this notion on her phone and hunt down the reference, but did not like the idea that

  she was leaving trackable data every time she switched it on. Even so, she quickly checked for messages, emails, SMS.




  The train stopped with a gentle shove. On the platform, immediately in front of her door, stood a young and thin man with shorn hair and a drawn face: tall and puppet-like and handsome, as

  European men can be angular and handsome. A creaturely intelligence about him that held a kind of stillness. Sunlight, softened by the humid station air, cast a broad square over the man as he

  waited. Handsome, yes, and maybe even cunning.




  Mizuki rode the escalator and the idea of this man stuck with her as she dug out two euro for a bottle of water. Once on the concourse she found, to her surprise, the same man already ahead of

  her, waiting. A little more alert now. The man stood with his arms folded, chin down, attentive to the steady line of commuters rising from the lower platforms.




  The realization that there were two men, not one, came slowly, an idea she only properly understood after she’d paid for the bottle of water and turned to find both men waiting side by

  side under the station’s awning. Dressed alike (one in a powder-blue shirt, the other in seamless white), and surely brothers; the man in the powder-blue shirt looked directly at her: a

  simple turn of his head as if he knew precisely where to look and what he would find.




  Out of the station the traffic was stopped bonnet to boot. Horns sounded above the market and rounded hard off the buildings on either side. Mizuki walked by the market stalls and between the round

  walls of Porta Nolana, alongside tables of shoes and purses and undershirts, and a stack of birdcages. Agitated by the traffic the finch and quail squalled against the bars. Looking, even briefly,

  at their skinny necks made her skin itch. On Corso Umberto she found the focus of the delay: a long, low-slung tow-truck with a crushed taxi loaded on the truck-bed. Other cars looked only like

  cars, but the battered taxi had the bruised, gummy face of a boxer, its side compacted, slumped, the roof cut off and strapped back upside-down. At the head of the intersection by the newspaper

  stands and cash machines and racks of clothing the police fussed over an orange city bus stopped sideways and within metres of a smaller coach. The coach like the taxi had a mashed hood and a

  shattered windscreen. An ambulance turned in the corso, and Mizuki pressed her fingers to her ears and wished that she had walked some other way. When there were sirens it meant that someone was

  hurt, but worse, no sirens, according to Lara, meant that someone had died.




  She deliberately turned her thoughts back to the brothers and sketched the differences between them, but couldn’t measure the look the man had given her: clear and direct, an assessment.

  The man was taking weights and measures. Mizuki brought her phone from her pocket and regretted not taking a photograph. No messages. No email. In this way she avoided thinking about the

  accident.




  Access to the school (on the third floor at the back of the building) was gained through a courtyard, and before that a set of massive carriage doors of solid black beams with

  a small inset port door, through which you had to be buzzed. Such buildings, a feature of the city, were referred to as palazzi. Palaces. The word lent a formal air and a sense of

  protection to the apartments and businesses inside, so that ducking through the smaller door was very much like escaping the ordinary world: except this ordinary world had narrow streets, black

  cobbles as big as shoe boxes, the constant buzz of Vespas. The hidden world housed wasps. Mizuki always paused at the door, tucked away her hair, drew her sleeves over her hands, and worried over

  the wasps and how she would cross the courtyard without being stung.




  





  At seven o’clock on the first Monday in August, Marek Krawiec picked up the coach from its lock-up on via Carbonara. Marek drove a small eighteen-seat transit bus and

  shuttled American servicemen between the military base at Bagnoli and the airport at Capodichino. He took civilian aircrew between their hotels and the airport as and when required. English Tony

  arranged the work, provided the vehicle, and paid him cash in hand. The job ran scattered: two being the fewest, and eighteen the most runs he’d managed in a single day. Marek didn’t

  like flying and didn’t much care for the people he transported about the city. While he tolerated the servicemen, he disliked the aircrew. The men were effeminate, the women aloof, and once

  they settled onto the bus they ignored him and talked among themselves, unless there were complaints to be made about the traffic, the congestion at the airport, or the delays before the

  tollbooths.




  While the work was light the morning was hot and Marek began to sweat. He’d gained two kilos since the beginning of the year and felt himself to be slowing down, although he could see no

  reason for it, no change in habit or diet. As he sat in the driver’s seat he avoided his reflection.




  Tony waved him off with a floppy gesture, half-ironic and half not bothered.




  At seven twenty, Marek returned to via Capasso to pick up his partner, Paola. Partner: her word. Marek waited outside the palazzo as Paola hurried about the bus, made no comment as she

  loaded the bags of shirts and struggled to close the door, then drove the short journey down via Duomo to take her to a machine-shop close by Porta Nolana that manufactured sports clothes. Paola

  worked at home, seldom less than a seven-hour stretch stitching sportswear logos onto pockets and collars for three cents an item. The house sang with the crank of the sewing machine and a kind of

  intense concentration she had with two hands down to the material, lips tight, willing the thread not to break, the material to hold. Most mornings Marek collected the shirts and vests and ran the

  loads back and forth, but on this day Paola wanted to negotiate the workload and the pay, and, he suspected, use this time to talk with him again about money, about why they never had enough. While

  Paola knew they were in debt, she didn’t know the full extent: the loan from his brother Lemi, the payments for his mother’s healthcare, a bank loan he could barely service, and

  back-standing rates and taxes on his mother’s apartment. Running between his mother in Poland, his brother and Germany, his partner in Italy, was costing Marek more than he was

  making. His mother’s unkempt slide into dementia hit his temperament and his pocket with equal force. To add to this Paola had decided that they would take a holiday this year. Somewhere

  nice. Not Poland. Not Germany. Maybe the Croatian coast? Like they were the kind of people who sat on beaches.




  Paola remained testy from the previous night’s argument and it became clear that she didn’t want to talk. Where their disagreements had once refreshed them, they now brought drought.

  Delivered to her work in silence, she opened the door, tugged out the shirts, and muttered that she did not want him to wait.




  Marek drove up Corso Garibaldi with a burn of irritation. At the corner of piazza Garibaldi he noticed a small red patent-leather purse in the passenger footwell, the kind of purse sold by

  African traders at the Stazione Centrale and along via Toledo. While he hadn’t seen it before he guessed it was Paola’s. Inside the purse he found a single twenty-euro note, a lipstick,

  and a small roll of receipts. She would be inconvenienced without the money and sorry to lose the purse. Without the money she’d have to walk home with the shirts.




  With the purse in hand Marek missed the lights and failed to pull into the intersection. Horns sounded behind him, a taxi cut directly across his path – so close he automatically braced

  – the shock of this barely registered when the cab was struck by a city bus, punched sideways and shunted into Marek’s coach.




  Marek dropped to his side as the airbags pillowed over him, as the windscreen blew out, and found himself straddling the gearbox on his hands and knees. The impact itself seemed to come later,

  after its effect, as a mighty shove, something divine, out of scale.




  The accident left a buzz in Marek’s ears and dampened all other noise. He’d hit his head, not hard, but a knock nevertheless. Scattered birds came soundlessly down, and a kind of

  wonderment spread through him: if he hadn’t been preoccupied with the red purse he would be dead, he would have driven directly into the path of the taxi, of this he was certain; being caught

  on the rebound was nothing, nothing at all. Glass in his hair, a shirt ripped in the seam, but no real damage, except to the coach.




  Passengers stepped off the city bus and walked in a disconnected stumble to the kerb. To Marek’s right a woman with bags tipped at her feet, groceries spilling into the road, pointed at

  the traffic lights and shouted, red red, in disbelief.




  The instant it was over a bevy of car horns sounded along Corso Garibaldi and Corso Umberto. The first pneumatic punch brought people onto the balconies overlooking the

  intersection. Others hurried from the market stalls to catch sight of a crushed car and coach, a city bus stopped at an acute angle to the sidewalk. From under the cab rose a thin, violet quiff of

  smoke.




  Marek studied the car in front of him, astonished that this – how many tonnes of steel? – had spun out of nowhere, as if the car had landed smack-bang out of the sky, as if the

  people stumbling from the bus were drunk. As if the men – the passenger slumped across the seat, his head resting on the driver’s haunch, the driver lolling over a battered door, shirt

  rucked to his shoulders, arms flung out so he appeared to be reaching or pointing – were some soft part of the car.




  A man in a doctor’s coat, skinny and bald, hurried to the taxi. He leaned deep into the cab and as he drew out he sorrowfully shook his head, nothing could be done – an intimate

  gesture, Marek thought, which implied kinship: as if they knew each other.




  Traffic locked the length of Corso Garibaldi and Corso Umberto, and in a slow outward spread the smaller side streets began to seize up. Marek could smell oil and rubber and the sun’s heat

  rebounding on the smooth black cobbles. He looked hard at the taxi and the dead men and resisted the urge to lie across the seat and see how long it would take for someone to come to him. He

  didn’t know what to do with himself. His job, he knew, was over. Without the coach Tony would not be able to hire him. The vehicle, too damaged to repair, would not be replaced. Without a

  vehicle there would be no work. Paola would need to be told.




  Security guards from the Banco di Napoli escorted passengers from the bus; as the bus driver passed by he looked hard at Marek, his expression still and blank, one of shock, and Marek felt pity

  for him. The man in the doctor’s coat helped passengers to the kerb and looked at Marek as if he knew him, and Marek realized the man was his neighbour, Lanzetti, Dr Arturo Lanzetti, the

  pharmacist who lived on the fifth floor with his wife and his son. He knew his son, knew of him, heard him almost every day.




  The first police arrived on motorbikes and rode the pavement alongside the piazza. The corso sang with their alarm. Firemen trapped in the traffic abandoned their trucks and clambered between the

  cars to the intersection, and everyone stopped to look at the taxi, the two dead men, then Marek and the coach, and shook their heads at his undeserved good luck.




  Lanzetti came to the coach and opened the passenger door. He brushed the glass from the seat with slow sweeps then sat down, uninvited.




  ‘This will take a while.’ He offered Marek a bottle of water and told him to drink. ‘Will you let me?’ He signalled Marek’s head by tapping his own. ‘You have

  a cut.’




  ‘It’s nothing.’ Marek leaned toward his neighbour. Lanzetti looked and nodded, it was nothing to worry over. The pharmacist could give no information; a passenger on the bus

  needed to be taken to the hospital and although they had managed to get an ambulance to the intersection, it would be another matter getting it out. The medics were already in control.




  The police slowly re-established order: the gathering crowd kept to the pavement, and drivers ordered back to their cars.




  Marek leaned away from the sun and waited for the police to come to him. He showed the purse to Lanzetti and explained how it had delayed him, how otherwise, without the purse, matters would be

  very different. Lanzetti nodded as he listened, a slow gesture, one of comfort, as if he understood how the smallest coincidences of place and time could be of such startling importance. The

  difference between what did happen and what had nearly happened – which didn’t particularly require discussion, but needed to be acknowledged.




  The road was hosed down before the roof was cut from the car and both men watched, silent and respectful. A ring of firemen held up blankets to block the crowd’s view and to prevent the

  curious from taking photographs. As the bodies were lifted from the squat wreckage Marek finally gave his details to the police and Lanzetti slipped quietly out of the cab.




  The sight of the young men being laid carefully on stretchers and then covered with blankets struck Marek deeply; he looked hard, expecting some break in their stillness.




  And what was their argument about? Money, sure, because every argument is about money. But this one started with a discussion about children, about how they could not afford,

  as a couple, to have a child, when really, the simple fact was that Paola did not want his child, and he wanted her to admit this truth. We have enough to look after, she said, with me and you. We

  have enough. Their arguments concertinaed, one to another, and while Marek remembered the insult he lost the particular words and phrases; Paola, however, recalled intricate points and details so

  that nothing was properly resolved. They each had their triggers: the uselessness of their work, their mismatched schedules, how lonely it was to go to bed alone or wake alone, how weekends when

  they finally spent them together were listless, empty, and how they both felt unattractive. Beneath this ran their own dissatisfactions (for Marek: his recent weight gain, his thinning hair, how

  easily these days he started to sweat. For Paola: the veins thickening on the backs of her calves, how tired she was and lately forgetful). Some of their disagreements grew out of their daily

  routine. Paola resented cooking, and Marek resented the half-efforts she would make, and how much food was spoiled through lack of care. How could someone prepare so carefully for sex (the gel, the

  foam, the condom slick with spermicide), and not have the wherewithal to make a simple meal? How could an Italian woman not cook? How could this be possible? And then there was the issue they

  usually avoided, the heart of every disagreement: Paola did not want his children. Who would want the children of a man who had no work?




  When Marek returned he found Paola in the kitchen, deliberately positioned at a bare table with nothing about her, no cigarettes, no drink, so that her waiting would be

  obvious.




  Tony had called. She’d heard everything from him, about the accident, about the coach, about his job. She stood up and walked to Marek and held him tightly.




  ‘He’ll find something. I know it.’




  Feeling ugly and argumentative Marek closed his eyes. There wasn’t any something out there for Tony to find. In his mind a sign in the building supervisor’s slanted script,

  pinned under the mailboxes, ‘Painter Wanted’.




  Letting him go, the recriminations started. Why hadn’t he spoken with her? Not one call. Why? ‘I called. I sent messages. Why didn’t you respond?’ Wasn’t she his

  partner? Didn’t this mean anything to him? Didn’t he have any idea what she was going through? My God, did he do this to her deliberately? He could have been killed.




  She would be glad, he said. Happy if something had happened to him.




  Paola’s hand fluttered in front of her mouth, and then, inexplicably, she began to laugh. She waved a hand in defeat or exhaustion and surrendered, tonight she wouldn’t argue.

  Instead, Paola walked queenly to the bedroom.




  Once alone Marek looked for something to justify his meanness, and found Paola’s keys and mobile phone beside the sink. He took the phone to the bathroom and checked through the log. The

  only number dialled that day was his. The incoming calls came from mutual friends. He recognized every number stored in the phone’s memory.




  In the wastebasket lay the packets of condoms and the spermicide he’d brought to her the night before in his demand that they be thrown away, and here they were, thrown away. Marek

  searched through the basket to see what else she had discarded, and found among the foil packets a slender box of contraceptive pills and didn’t understand exactly what this meant, although

  he could see, right there, that this was exactly what he’d wanted.




  That night he lay awake and fretted over his work. Painter Wanted. It wasn’t a simple matter, even if the coach was replaced, he still didn’t have the

  proper papers. The insurers, the police, would want details about the driver. When he finally managed to sleep he was woken by the sound of drilling, a sudden racket from the street.




  He struggled to read the time on his watch. From the balcony he could see two workmen. Another man stood bare-bellied on an opposite balcony and shouted: What are you doing? The workmen

  ignored him, and the man shouted louder. A magistrate lived in the same building. If Marek leaned forward he could see the apartment on the top floor.




  During the day via Capasso appeared respectable, students from the language school took coffee at the Bar Fazzini, but at night women worked the corner. They sat on mopeds, indifferent to

  business. Marek wasn’t certain they were all women.




  Behind him Paola drew the sheet over her shoulder.




  The noise didn’t matter. The sound of the men drilling gave him a reason to be awake, a reason not to be in bed, and another example of how this city drove him crazy. As he watched the

  workmen he again considered the accident and wondered if the police had yet identified the men and informed their families. He wanted to thank Lanzetti, he wanted to find the pharmacist and thank

  him, because the man’s calm had made an impression on him. As he stood on the balcony a message came on his mobile from his brother Lemi, call me, which would give news of his mother

  wandering unsupervised from the care home a second time. A search by the police, and a requirement from the home to find her somewhere new, somewhere that could manage.




  





  At midday, as Peña returned to her apartment, she decided she would ask Marek Krawiec if he knew of a driver for the men who had rented the basement room. She took the

  stairs one at a time, her head swam with the effort. On top of the Duomo, perched on the dome, a hawk bobbed against the wind, sometimes sleek and sometimes ruffled. Peña watched from the

  second landing and felt her pulse calm and her head clear. When the bird launched the wind held it in place. Wings out, the hawk tested the updraught before it tipped backward and away. She watched

  it eat on occasion, some small bird held down and plucked, elastic innards and meat. A strange thing, if you gave it thought, a little repugnant, a bird eating a bird.




  Ten years before, when Peña first arrived in Naples, Dr Panutti’s apartment was halved by a flimsy dividing wall to make two apartments, one for Dr Panutti, Snr.,

  the other for Dr Panutti, Jnr. The wall once had a door, so the younger Panutti could steer the older Panutti through his final illness. Peña, employed as a companion and respite nurse, made

  herself indispensable and invisible, and earned the right to stay in the apartment as specified in Panutti Snr.’s will, much against his family’s desire. In taking out that door and

  sealing the wall, they turned the room into a sound-box, so that Peña heard the intimate comings and goings of the family who now rented the apartment: the pharmacist Dr Arturo Lanzetti, the

  voice coach Dr Anna Soccorsi, and their son, Sami. She knew when they ate, bathed, fought, and reconciled. More than this, the room duplicated the movement of sound: if Sami ran in some hectic

  game, his escape mapped a similar higgledy path across Peña’s room.




  They called the boy Sami although she knew his proper name to be Francesco. With his dark hair and olive skin the boy could be taken for a full-blooded Neapolitan. He mostly resembled his

  mother, a woman Peña believed to be ill-suited to city life: unable to shift and adapt she pressed too hard in one direction. Peña could read this stubbornness in the woman’s

  thin-lipped mouth, in the sessions with her clients: the repetitive ‘peh-peh-peh’, ‘zseh-zseh-zseh’, ‘tah-tah-tah’ exercises, the insistent singsong rhymes she

  gave to stutterers, language students, and lisping adolescent boys. Their boy, Sami, often alone and unsupervised, played with his toys at his bedroom window, and Peña sometimes found these

  toys scattered in the courtyard. Small plastic figurines of crusaders, Roman and American soldiers, robots, caped action characters, and other figures she couldn’t place. She would find them

  and she would pocket them, and she would take them to her room.




  Most mornings before Arturo Lanzetti went to the pharmacy he sat with his son and read through the headlines from the previous day’s paper. The child’s voice, sweet and high, carried

  easily through the wall, and Peña, who spent her mornings cleaning the stairwell and courtyard, made sure she finished in time to enjoy the company of their voices. She began to associate

  the boy’s voice with the morning light that flooded her room.




  At night he dropped tokens into the courtyard, sometimes lowered on string: small figurines, notes, coins, folded scraps of paper, wads of bread, pieces of his mother’s make-up. In the

  morning she would retrieve them.




  Today, as on other days, Peña climbed into the armchair, restacked the cushions and scooted herself back so that her legs stuck out. Of the four places where she could listen to the

  family, three offered views into their apartment (the kitchen, the hallway, and the boy’s bedroom), which ran around the courtyard and mirrored her own apartment. When the shutters were open

  their lives were offered up one to the other in merciless detail.




  Sami read out the world’s news with sticky precision. His ear was good and he repeated the phrases he couldn’t grasp, softly correcting himself.




  ‘Brasilia. A fire . . .’ he read.




  ‘Brasilia,’ Lanzetti repeated, ‘a fire . . . in the centre of the city.’




  ‘Brasilia . . .’ Peña softly whispered.




  The older Panutti had taught her Italian in exactly the same way. Reading, repeating, reading, until her Portuguese bent to Italian. Later he helped in other ways, providing medication, then

  braces to help straighten her legs. The more you use them, he said, the easier this will become.




  As she listened Peña took her medication. She laid the pills along the smooth walnut side-table and took a sip of water, a tablet, another sip. The boy dropped toys into the courtyard

  and she retrieved them: the small soldiers, crayons, pens, a racing car, a diver with the yellow aqualung. She listened to him read. The boy’s pronouncements outlined a chaotic world.

  The tumble of an aircraft into open water; a fire erasing an entire city block; a mudslide sweeping houses, cars, caravans into a widening canyon, events which described nothing godly or divine,

  but simple laws of opportunity, matters Peña understood to her core. There was nothing, she considered, not one thing, which could truly surprise her. After reading the headlines Sami turned

  to the local section to read stories of disagreements, strikes and train stoppages, contracts for uncollected trash. After this he read the sports, although this was news they already knew.




  A sip of water. A tablet. A sip of water.




  Propped forward with pillows, Peña sat upright and motionless, her eyes fixed on a length of sunlight vibrating into the room. Her medication amplified her waywardness, a potential to

  slip away. Tiny things tumbled down the side of the building. A steady rain of falling toys: a cowboy, a diver, a mule, a racing car, a lipstick, a robot that was also a car, a troll or what she

  took to be a troll, a key-ring, a mobile phone, a face cut out of a magazine flickering down, a hawk – wings open, a number of pigeon eggs, one by one, a series of keys, an open can of paint,

  a boy who could swim through air.




  At night Sami hitched himself onto the window ledge and pushed open the shutters. Too short to see into the courtyard, the boy shuffled on his forearms like some kind of

  creature, Peña thought. Dust stirred and sparked in the void between them. Peña stepped back from her window. It troubled her not to remember things. Names mostly. Places. But

  sometimes plain words.




  It took some moments for her eyes to adjust; she watched as Sami edged himself forward, one hand set in a fist. With his chin on the stone lintel he stared into the courtyard. Small sounds

  skidded beneath them: televisions in separate rooms, honks and voices, the settling rattle of air-conditioners and the steady clap of water on stone, the less attributable snaps and tremors that

  came from deeper sources – the entire building contracting in the cooler night air.




  There was something in the boy’s hand, and he took time to stand this object right at the edge. Another toy soldier, Peña guessed by the size, another trophy.




  About an hour after Sami had set the toy on the ledge Peña heard the clack of the lock on the small portal door, then a muffled conversation as two men came from via Capasso into the

  courtyard. Sami came to the window then quickly ducked away – and although she could not see him she guessed that he was standing in the dark away from view.




  The voices were soft, too quiet to properly understand, and when a soft chuckle rode up the side of the building the boy cautiously returned to the window ledge. They were speaking to him in

  whispers, words she couldn’t quite catch. Come on, they seemed to say. Come on.




  The men continued talking while they smoked, the rising whiff of tobacco, their voices becoming a little less discreet. One of the men became boisterous and shouted through the courtyard,

  ‘Hey,’ for attention, and then softened into laughter. Peña slipped back into her room. The boy slid himself forward to watch.




  In the kitchen, unaware, Anna Soccorsi stood over a kettle with her arms folded, wearing nothing more than a man’s T-shirt.




  Peña slept in her armchair. She woke once and heard the voices again, men whispering to the boy words she could not hear.




  Arturo Lanzetti did not always live with his family. He stopped two months in Naples, sometimes less, but two months was his median stay, then he would be gone, leaving Anna

  with the child, or Anna alone. The period before his departure would be plagued with silences and bitter argument so that Peña could tell even before he was gone that he was going. While

  Lanzetti was away the phone rang late at night, and Peña became used to Anna’s thin and unpersuasive voice sounding always like a complaint. Anna sometimes wore a ring and sometimes

  did not, and as was common she kept her own last name so there was no clear indication of their status. For Peña the mystery of their relationship was solved at different times to a

  different result.




  





  
Tuesday: Day C




  



  As the train drew slowly toward the station in one long curve, Mizuki, by habit, stepped up to the door and watched the reflection, phone in hand. The towers of the business

  district, superimposed on the glass, slipped over the long grey container park that faced the bay. On this day she remembered a story about a woman who’d lost a bracelet, and again she

  couldn’t remember the title: she found the lapse funny, because wasn’t this also the subject of the story? In learning a new language she was forfeiting memories, or maybe she was

  simply tired? For two nights now her sleep had been broken. Nothing particularly troubled her, and neither was she hankering for something – the usual causes of unrest. She simply

  couldn’t sleep. Both nights she’d lain awake with the notion of a river suspended above her, a current flowing through the room that would occasionally descend and engulf her (and she

  would sleep), then rise (and she would wake). The water looked nothing like water: black and slick and infinite as volcanic glass. The sensation was not unpleasant, but it left her unable to

  concentrate. A memory of the dream stuck as an insistent ache in her arms and a pressure in her chest as if she had wrestled a strong current.




  Mizuki did not purposefully look for the brothers, but was pleased to recognize one of them as she stepped off the train. Which brother is this, she asked herself, the older or the

  younger? Once again the man appeared to be waiting, a little less present than the previous day, perhaps even bored. This time he leaned back, puppet-like, with one shoulder bent to the grey

  pillar and his hands dug into his pocket, so that his body turned – loose-looking, something set aside. When she passed by she hoped to catch his eye and paused to make sure that this would

  happen: when he finally looked at her he registered nothing. This, then, was the younger brother.




  On the upper concourse she spied the older brother at the station threshold, beside him the newspaper vendor, magazines pegged in a line, others stacked in bundles, and drinks, water, cola,

  wrapped in packs. She stood beside the man as she bought a bottle of water, felt her pulse quicken. If she leaned to her right her shoulder would touch his upper arm. She paid, turned about, passed

  directly in front of the man – and noticed how he turned his head to watch her with the same intensity as the day before. Today the men were not wearing similar clothes and she could easily

  distinguish one from the other. French, she decided. Definitely French. She had an eye for this. The clothes (a summer suit jacket with new jeans, expensive shoes when sandals would do), but best

  of all a studied casual air, a kind of self-possession she had to admit she found attractive even while she found it arrogant. Generalities, sure, but she was usually right. And was he wearing

  perfume, some fresh aftershave or shaving balm? Or was it just the sight of him, so clean, a man in a pressed shirt, a man in a suit jacket, European, that made her expect this?




  Today the corso was clear and Mizuki reached the school before the start of the lesson, and realized, again, that she had failed to take a photograph. At the large wooden doors to the courtyard

  she tucked her hands into her sleeves, pulled back her hair, and turned up her collar to protect her neck, readying herself to run from the wasps.




  





 Marek rose early. He walked about the house in his shorts, prepared breakfast for Paola and laid a place ready at the table, and considered what he needed and what he

  didn’t. For example: he didn’t need Paola on his case, organizing him, making plans. She would bother him with schemes and details. Finding him work would become her project. He

  didn’t need this bother and he didn’t need his brother calling or sending messages. He needed his mother to stop her midnight walks. He needed less advice and more money.




  His first idea was to visit Nenella. A fattuchiera, a woman from Pagani reputed to have second sight. Pagani was Paola’s village, and Paola had known Nenella as a girl. Nenella,

  she swore, could call out the bad fate of the most cursed. Often Paola would say that such a situation, or such a hope, such a notion could be divined by Nenella. The woman was able to advise,

  solicit, or intervene in any situation. Marek had no such faith, and ridiculed Paola whenever she expressed this belief, but today he thought he would see her.




  A slow trickle came out of the pipes, not enough to shave and not enough to wash. He remembered the workmen and how the drilling continued intermittently for three hours, driving sleep out of

  the neighbourhood. He leaned over the balcony and looked for the pit the men had dug, but there was no sign of water, only a dry hole surrounded by bollards, nothing he could see, and no signs that

  explained the drilling. It was typical. They came in the middle of the night to disrupt his sleep and after all that noise they had achieved nothing. Further up the street he could see the

  magistrate’s car and his driver leaning casually against the side. As he looked down he thought he saw the man look up. Glancing back at Paola it occurred to him that the magistrate’s

  driver spent a great deal of time outside the apartment.




  With what little water he could draw from the tap he made a coffee. As he waited for the coffee to boil he checked the wastebasket in the bathroom. Marek brought a small cup to Paola, and waking

  her set his hand on her stomach, and thought perhaps that he felt her flinch. Light bloomed between the shutters and Paola blinked, slowly wakening. Marek ran his hand softly over the curve of her

  hips as an overture, but remembering the discarded contraceptives decided against it: a child conceived today, out of duty, out of surrender, would be an unlucky child.




  ‘Speak with Tony.’ Paola hugged her pillow. ‘See what he has. He promised he’d find something.’




  Already. Not yet up and she’s making plans. He told her about the water, happy to annoy her.




  Marek hid in the café beside the tabaccaio. He watched Peña sweep the pavement, Lanzetti leave for work. The youth, Cecco, hung around the tabaccaio

  during the day and the Bar Fazzini at night, and seemed, oddly, to be friendly with Stefania, who otherwise sat at the counter and stitched all day without much of a word for anyone. For the boy

  she ordered coffee, Coke, limonata allowed him to sit with her and run errands on occasion.




  At eight o’clock Paola sent Marek a message asking what he was doing. When he answered, Speaking with Tony, she responded immediately, IMPOSSIBLE!!!! I just spoke w. him.

  Moments later a third message: He has a car for you. Then a fourth. Can you pick up more shirts? I need them this afternoon?




  I’ll ask Tony.




  As long as it happens.




  He watched the palazzo. The supervisor, Peña, sat on an upturned crate in the long shadow beside the entrance. She looked like a doll, not only because she was small, but because of her

  high forehead, thin hair, tiny mouth and hands, and the way she sat with her legs stuck out. When she moved the action appeared mechanized. Unlike everyone else on the street she seldom spoke and

  he felt something in common with her because of this.




  As Marek came out of the café Peña shuffled forward to slip off the crate. She waved to him, straightened her clothes, and signalled that she wanted a quick word.




  Peña spoke formally but not coldly. ‘You are a driver? Yes? I’m looking for a driver.’




  ‘For how long?’




  Peña didn’t know. She’d ask Salvatore. Two men had rented a room from her. Two brothers. She believed they were French. They weren’t from the city, and had an idea that

  they wanted to hire someone to drive them. She offered Marek a card with a handwritten number and asked him to copy it down. She also needed a room painted if he knew anyone who could manage

  this.




  Marek said he’d see what he could do.




  He found English Tony at the garage with Little Tony and Antonio. The three men discussed two cars raised on the loading bay; another car, a cream and grey old-style

  Citroën, sat on the sidewalk. English Tony broke away to speak with Marek.




  ‘Use this one.’ He signalled the Citroën. ‘There’s a pick-up in Bagnoli. Bring it straight back.’ Tony looked him over with sympathy, and said he

  wouldn’t know the extent of the damage to the coach until he’d taken a proper look. At an uninformed guess, worse scenario, the frame could be shunted back. If this was the case it

  would take a while to fix. Marek wondered what story Paola had told him, why he sounded calm about the matter, and why he would loan him the Citroën – a man who lost his temper at any

  provocation, and had once thrown a hammer at his son, Little Tony. Tony also did some dealing, nothing more serious than dope and maybe some light recreational blow for his American friends, and

  Marek clumsily implied that he could help, you know, deliver, you know, but English Tony didn’t take up the invitation.




  ‘Can I use the car this afternoon?’




  Tony gave an expression Marek couldn’t read.




  ‘Paola needs some packages for her work. Some shirts.’




  ‘Sure. Take it. But when you’re done you bring it back.’ English Tony gave a half-hearted wave, then added as an after-thought. ‘But no accidents. OK? No damage.

  There’s just one thing. Fuel. Don’t go by the gauge. Sometimes she just dies.’




  Marek drove to the lungomare at Mergelina and called Peña’s number, and at first, because what was being said didn’t exactly make sense, he thought

  that he was speaking to an answering machine – then realized that the phone had been answered by accident.




  ‘If it’s not in,’ the voice said, ‘we don’t do it.’




  After a rustle the call cut out.




  Marek called a second time, and the answer came as a curt pronto. He spoke carefully, in Italian, and explained that he was a driver, and that he understood that they were looking for a

  driver. So . . . The call cut out a second time. Marek waited a moment before calling back. This time he spoke quickly and apologized for not having a name and said that he was a driver. The

  supervisor at the palazzo on via Capasso had given him the number. He understood that they needed a driver.




  He felt that he had the man’s attention.




  ‘You need a driver?’




  In the background he could hear another voice, in French, a man demanding to be given the phone.




  ‘Hello. You are a driver? You know the city? Can you come at four this afternoon? We can discuss rates when you come. Room 312. Hotel Grand.’




  The man gave an address in Castellammare di Stabia. Did he get that? ‘It’s on the hill,’ he said. ‘On the mountain. Looking at Napoli. The big white hotel. You will find

  us, yes? Room 312.’




  Marek said yes, and once the call was cancelled he realized that he had not taken a name, just a room number.




  They called an hour later and cancelled the meeting.




  By the afternoon Marek found himself in the basement stripped to his waist with two tubs of white emulsion and a roller that didn’t apply paint so much as drag grit off the walls. He

  couldn’t quite believe how quickly the walls absorbed the water, and then flaked. Four hundred euro made the job worthwhile. Good money from the same men who’d wanted a driver then

  changed their minds.




  Marek worked through the afternoon and grew resentful while he painted, what choices had he made to come to this: making do by driving cars and painting rooms? Falling deeper into debt while his

  mother slowly lost her mind. He set himself to the task, bought new brushes and a third tub of emulsion from the hardware store at the back of the palazzo. He stripped down to his shorts and felt

  the air wrap round him blanket-warm, and as he worked sweat stung his eyes. Once he was done the room seemed little improved. Brighter, yes, but otherwise no different. Four hundred euro would

  barely service his debt. Four thousand euro would pay the debt and leave enough, perhaps, for his mother or for Paola, but no money for himself.




  He took a call while he waited in the courtyard for the final layer to dry. The men who’d rented the room wanted to know if the room was ventilated. Marek picked up a toy dropped by the

  door. A scuba diver, a black figure with moveable arms and legs, the mask missing and two small round holes in his back where an aqualung would fit. He described the room, said there was a window,

  high on one of the side walls, but the basement was a good six or seven metres below street level so there was little chance that air could circulate. He wasn’t sure quite what they needed,

  because the air was dry and stale and the walls flaked as soon as you touched them.




  The man became hesitant. That wasn’t good news. ‘It’s going to be used for storage,’ he explained. ‘It’s important that everything remains clean, you

  understand?’ He seemed to think something through. ‘You need to line the walls and the ceiling with plastic. Do it properly, nice and neat.’




  Marek listened as the man outlined the job. Behind a row of railings stacked against the wall he found another toy, a small figurine of a green plastic soldier. He wasn’t sure how to ask

  for more money, and broached the subject cautiously. The man appeared to sense his unease. ‘We can pay, of course.’ Marek could buy the materials, see to the work and they would

  reimburse him. If this could be done by Thursday they would double the money.




  Marek returned to the hardware store and bought a roll of plastic. He explained what he needed to the clerk, a man with grey rheumy eyes. The man swept his hair from his face

  and shuffled to the back of the store between racks of shelving.




  ‘It’s not the best way to do it. It’s dry now, but when it rains the damp will come through the stone. You need to build walls.’ The clerk returned with a long box on his

  shoulder, his expression – as if setting Marek’s face to memory – remained stern. ‘You need to know what you’re doing. These days people don’t know what

  they’re doing.’




  Back in the basement Marek cut lines of plastic to the length of the room. He carefully trimmed the sheets and set them side by side ready to tape together. He left enough plastic to make a lip

  to double over as a seam. By late afternoon he’d managed to cut the all pieces for the ceiling and walls.




  Determined to complete the project in one day he worked late and found satisfaction in this labour, a level of pride, a return to the normal world of work and reward. The walls and ceiling were

  smartly lined, the floor scraped clean and painted, and the room reeked of a fresh chemical smell.




  He called the brothers a second time. ‘It’s ready,’ he said. ‘It should stay up for as long as you need.’ He crossed the courtyard for a better signal and blinked

  up at the square of pure blue sky five floors above him. Two windows open – Lanzetti’s, and opposite, the supervisor, Peña – all others shuttered or blocked with the

  purring back-ends of air-conditioning units.




  The men said they were pleased, one on the phone the other prompting in the background.




  A helicopter crossed overhead, POLIZIA, too small for the noise it was making, smaller even than the swallows diving for ants. Marek waited for it to return but the clapper-like sound soon

  faded.




  In the evening he sat with Paola, he drank two glasses of water without speaking, then started on the wine, and mentioned, because he couldn’t help himself, that he was

  being paid eight hundred euro to clean up a room.




  ‘It’s hot down there,’ he said, to excuse his appearance. He realized his mistake, regretted bringing up the money because now she would make plans. ‘It’s good to

  work with your hands.’




  Paola explained that the water wasn’t running but she’d set aside some buckets so he could wash. They could think about that holiday, then? Croatia, maybe? There was a place on the

  coast. ‘The hotel is close to the port and the beach and there are places to eat. It’s convenient for the ferry. Easy.’ How many nights did he think they should stay?




  ‘Let’s see about my mother.’




  ‘One week,’ she said. ‘Six nights. No more.’ She looked at him closely. ‘Good, we can decide this tonight otherwise the money will just go. If you found work today,

  there will be more tomorrow.’




  





  Lila scooped up the bear and hid it under her jacket as she came out of the room. On the dresser sat a number of other toys from a suitcase of examples, some unfamiliar –

  hand-stitched felt with glass eyes – and others more recognizable, rubber-formed figures with hard faces and outstretched arms: Topolino, Goofy, Pinocchio. Picking up the toy to put it right

  and taking it was one continuous action.




  Out on the landing Lila checked that the door remained closed then wrapped the jacket about the bear. She shimmied her skirt the right way round and fastened the zip. The tang of stale talcum

  still with her, and right before her, looking down, a city bright with bare sunlight and the rising scents of braised meats: infinitely busy, infinitely small. Lila didn’t like heights, or

  holes, or any kind of drop which presented a proposition: to jump, throw, or hurtle into, difficult to resist.




  The man had deliberately sat the toys upright in the suitcase, row upon row, stadium-style, to face the bed: three stacked lines that would have taken patience to arrange. He was happy to finish

  himself off, he said, just as long as she watched, so Lila watched, ass tipped up and head twisted on the pillow. Out of his shirt the salesman looked underfed and pale, a dry man with a pinched,

  soapy face, and the same soft eyes and calf-like lashes as Cecco – a coincidence she didn’t like. Once he was done he asked her to pass him the hand-towel and complained that she

  hadn’t paid attention, but slipped off somewhere, present but not attentive. He spoke Italian in a northern accent and every comment came as a complaint. On the floor beside the bed lay an

  open map, a pencil stub, and a single new shoe. When she thoughtlessly used the towel to wipe her thighs the man lost his temper.




  Light on her feet Lila scooped up her clothes, took the abuse, nothing more than shouting, and snatched the panda as she opened the door. If there was ever trouble Lila knew how to smartly break

  a nose and run. Four times now she’d sped out of a building, clattering onto some corso or piazza, her heart in her mouth and clothes in her arms. She wore plimsolls, large and loose, as per

  Arianna’s advice to keep her shoes on – because men can’t run after sex. They just can’t do it, as their energy, momentarily, lies elsewhere. The shoes’ loose

  slap drew memories of a wheel-less camper in a dry pine wood, in which she’d tolerated the same kind of attention she tolerated now. Memories of running across sand as a skinny girl, a spider

  – all legs and arms, all knees and elbows – weren’t especially real, but this is how she saw herself, as something in flight.




  Cecco was gone. Disappeared as soon as he’d received the money. The deal, arranged by Rafí, was simple: Cecco goes along to make sure the men pay first, after which he does as

  he pleases, just as long as the money reaches Rafí by the end of play. Lila became used to Cecco watching from a doorway, stairwell, or window (stealthy enough to keep out of plain

  sight and always a little sulky when she returned). Cecco, Arianna said, was a picture. She couldn’t work out if he was dumb or not, and supposing he was an idiot, just how deep it ran

  through him: if you offered the boy too many choices he simply sat down, confused, head shaking, and he only washed when Rafí reminded him. Who could guess what Cecco wanted, coming back

  each night with pizza, aranchini, some days a bottle of wine, and other days pills? And who could guess what his business with Rafí actually involved, he just hung around without

  purpose, almost as if he loved him?




  Lila headed down the wrong flight of stairs to a sudden view of the Albergo dei Poveri, a building so monumentally solid that she paused when she knew she had no time to pause. How in four

  months had she not noticed this? Finding herself at a secured gate she threw the bear and jacket first, then climbed over, eyes fixed on the long red roof of a building that could be a prison, or a

  barrack, or maybe a workhouse. Three flights down the air reeked of petrol. Everything about the day scorched and hard except the view of distant hills; Capodimonte, Vomero, and there, Vesuvius,

  the tip of it seen through fumes, blunt, jellied green.




  She squeezed the bear as she picked it up and found a pocket stitched into the back, a pouch large enough to fit four fingers up to the second knuckle. She could feel the seam inside, the

  stitches beginning to loosen.




  Lila avoided the traders grouped in the lobby at the Hotel Stromboli. Nigerians, Kenyans, sweaty men twice her height with blankets folded into sacks filled with belts,

  handbags, sandals, goods they sold on the streets. Quietly up the last of the stairs she paused to take off her shoes and slowly unzip her skirt. She stepped barefoot into the room, into the heat,

  breath held, toes testing for the edge of the mattress that took up most of the floor. In the late afternoons she preferred to lie beside Arianna, who was softer, less agitated, easier company than

  Rafí.




  The salesman had worn two condoms, insisted on the detail, then was brief and rough, and she could feel him stuck to her guts and hated the idea that the man stayed with her and how it was

  getting harder to leave everything in place. Rafí told a good story about how she was stolen from her family, how she was naive, maybe even a bit simple, and while no one seriously believed

  this there wasn’t a man who didn’t find pleasure in the notion.




  Arianna slept with her back to the window, a blade of sunlight across her shoulder. Lila shuffled out of her clothes then sat carefully on the edge of the mattress and waited for her eyes to

  become used to the dark. She set the panda against the wall then curled beside her friend and settled down as if slipping into water. She held her breath, slowly exhaled, attempted to empty her

  mind. As soon as she relaxed Rafí’s dog began to bark, he sounded close, as if from a neighbouring room. Two floors below, tethered by a chain to an upright pole, Rafí kept a

  skinny white bull mastiff on an open rooftop. The creature slept outdoors without proper shelter or shade, it loped from one flat of cardboard to another to stay cool, ate whatever was thrown at

  it, and barked in pitiful, chuffing coughs. Scabbed and hairless, the animal stank.




  Arianna slowly woke and reached blindly behind her, tap-tapping Lila’s hip. ‘You’re back already. Oh? Cecco didn’t wait?’




  Lila’s chin nuzzled Arianna’s shoulder. Her arm crossed under her breasts, and she thought for a moment that she could smell Rafí’s aftershave, a smell not locked to the

  skin but hovering above, separate.




  ‘He wants us to go to the Fazzini.’ Arianna yawned into the pillow and gave a sour chuckle. ‘Tonight. I don’t know though?’




  There were whole days when Lila wouldn’t speak. Not one word.




  They began to prepare for the evening at nine o’clock. Arianna gathered clothes and make-up onto their shared mattress, along with what remained of Rafí’s

  favours – crushed pills, halved tabs in foil and brittle plastic packs, treats from his associates at the hospital: for this, at least, he was useful. Arianna made no bones about it, these

  gifts were the only reasons she would tolerate him. For Lila the matter was entirely transparent. She knew three people in Naples: Arianna, Rafí, and Cecco. Between the four of them they

  knew only the district pinched between the Stazione Centrale, the Hotel Stromboli, and via Carbonara. While they could name the hotels alongside the marina they had little idea what lay inland.




  Lila sat still as Arianna brushed her hair. She squeezed the panda between her thighs, teased its fur, and plucked stuffing from its pocket. Arianna worked herself into a sulk and asked why they

  should go tonight, what was so important about the Fazzini? Why did they always have to do what Rafí told them?




  Lila looked up because the question made no sense.




  ‘He has this man he wants us to meet,’ Arianna scoffed. ‘We can find men by ourselves. We can look after ourselves. We should never have come here.’ By here

  Arianna meant Naples.




  Lila sorted through the make-up. Rafí had his uses, even Arianna had to admit, and it wasn’t like they had any choice. Rafí, in his scattershot way, provided clothes and

  food, arranged this room at the Stromboli and made sure they were secure and they had something to sleep on. Rafí found business for them, ensured the men paid, he picked out new names and

  refigured their histories so the whole mess of Spain was forgotten. It was Rafí’s idea that Lila and Arianna should work together as sisters, and he bought them small gold pendants, an

  A for Arianna, an L for Lila.




  In private they thought him ridiculous. To his face they were sulkily obedient. Arianna had forgotten how difficult life was before Rafí, how the traders harassed them for sex and money,

  and she was forgetting the trouble they’d had from other women, from the police, how easy it was now they didn’t have to hustle for business: you couldn’t work the city on your

  own.




  Still, while he made business easier, he couldn’t make it any more pleasant. Preoccupied by the salesman Lila imagined him checking out of the hotel, the toys secure in their suitcase, a

  phone nudged between his shoulder and ear; the man talking and walking to his car and speaking with his wife, his girlfriend, his mother, or perhaps a daughter who might be close to Lila’s

  age. She couldn’t understand why this especially bothered her.




  Arianna brushed Lila’s hair in measured sweeps. All in all Rafí demanded too much of their attention. She dropped the brush and drew Lila’s hair back through her hands.

  ‘I’m serious,’ she said. ‘We don’t need him. And what about the dog? I hate that dog. Every day, bark, bark, bark, bark, bark.’




  Lila found the lipstick she wanted. She held up the mirror, stretched her mouth to a smile, then drew a finger across her lips.




  Arianna, now standing, said that Lila looked like the panda. Adorable.




  As Lila drew the lipstick across her lower lip she had the idea that the salesman was polluting the toys, showing them something of the world before he handed them over to families and children

  who would take them into their homes, their beds.




  They found Rafí at the bar, shirt unbuttoned to a grey T-shirt, sleeves rolled up, Cecco beside him with his elbows on the counter looking more boyish than usual.

  Rafí signalled out the man he wanted Lila and Arianna to meet.




  ‘You know him?’ Rafí asked. ‘He’s here all the time. His name is Salvatore, goes by Graffa. He lives in the palazzo opposite.’




  Reed-thin, static, heron-grey and bald, the man wore workmen’s trousers and a workman’s shirt. Lila found his bird-like sharpness a little sickening and thought the man didn’t

  belong in the bar. If such a man wanted company he’d pick up women along the marina. Such a man, being fifty-five, maybe sixty, would be married or separated, and almost certainly would

  prefer young girls.




  By the time Lila and Arianna reached the counter, Rafí was already at the man’s side. He rested his hand on the man’s arm and whispered to him. Cecco, watching, appeared

  bereft.




  Lila watched Cecco as Cecco watched Rafí.




  Rafí bought the man a drink. Salvatore, he said, persuasive, over-using the name, Sal. Graffa then followed him outside when he wanted to smoke and stood so close that when the

  man exhaled he blew smoke over Rafí’s shoulder. Arianna leaned close to Lila and said they should be going, her voice now hoarse. Although the bar was busy there would be no business,

  and she didn’t like the way things were going with Rafí. The man, this Salvatore, wasn’t interested – anyone could see. Lila shouldn’t encourage Rafí. Tomorrow

  she’d have a word and find out exactly what was going on with their money. They shouldn’t depend on him.




  ‘Have you heard him talk?’ She nodded toward the street. ‘These stories?’




  When they tried to leave Rafí stepped up to the entrance, sly and pleased with himself.




  ‘It’s good,’ he said, his head turned so the man couldn’t see him. ‘He’s interested.’




  ‘In what? What have you told him?’ Arianna steered Lila toward the street, and there, on a low stone wall, with the dark furred shafts of palm trees behind him, Salvatore sat

  waiting, expectant. Music from other bars slipped through the night air. Lila could smell jasmine, and looking up she saw a rusted sign of a star and realized that what she could taste in the air

  wasn’t jasmine but scorched sugar and vanilla from a bakery. From the windows came the hum of fans and extractors.




  Rafí whispered into Arianna’s ear then stepped back. ‘It’s agreed. Right? You agree?’




  Arianna looked to Lila then nodded. ‘We do this, then we go.’




  For a reasonable fee Rafí took the women to a car parked in the alley behind the bar.




  Rafí shone a flashlight along the cobbles and spun the light over the sunken bags and newspaper packets bunkered into the doorways. Lila held her breath against the sweet boozy stink.

  Arianna became argumentative. A flashlight? A car? What was this exactly?




  Salvatore turned his back to the group and spoke on his phone. When he was done he clicked his fingers to draw Rafí’s attention. He nodded at Lila. ‘Seriously. How

  old?’




  ‘I told you. Fifteen.’




  The man sucked on his teeth and shook his head, certain. ‘She’s not fifteen.’




  Rafí gave a small confirming nod and called to Lila. ‘Tell him. Fifteen?’




  Lila nodded. Fifteen it was.




  They kept their voices low, aware that above and about them were open windows to kitchens and bedrooms, the warren-like pockets of apartments dug side by side into sheer unornamented walls.




  Salvatore repeated the information into the phone, one hand to his ear. ‘Is she clean?’




  Rafí held out his hands, palms up, as if insulted.




  ‘Where’s she from?’




  ‘Originally?’ Rafí blew out his cheeks, and slowly, indifferently, spun a story about how Lila was Sicilian, how her dark complexion came from Arab blood, but being too live a

  firecracker her family had packed her off to Mostra to the sweaty attentions of a retarded uncle and cretinous second-cousins. He’d found her in the Veneto, he said, picked her up on an

  autostrada, or some such flat un-sunny hinterland. Lila was a naive unfortunate who surrendered her ass night after night to every male member of her family, who might be imbecilic but knew enough

  about business to save that other temple for a paying stranger. So, in a sense, she was untouched, and yes, definitely clean. Unschooled but not uneducated. Dumped at the side of the road by her

  uncle after a final refusal she was making her way back home. This story played better than the earlier version where Rafí claimed that the women were sisters, who slept cat-like, entwined

  on a single bed in a small stone hut in some dumb coastal village. Driven by misfortune to the mainland to sell themselves, Lila and Arianna delivered nightly shows on hollow mattresses in dry,

  dirty basements right across the peninsula. In their primitive understanding there wasn’t even a word for what they were, Arianna being a weird boy/girl hybrid so you couldn’t actually

  call what they did lesbian. Any story played better than the truth, which, in Lila’s case was nothing but bland. Lila came from Modena, and before that Skopje, the entire family uprooted when

  she was less than two years old, although she had no memory of this. End of story. Her father was a mechanic, as were her brothers. Her mother, gone too long for her to remember, had worked as a

  domestic. Now, Arianna, half-Spanish, was a more interesting bundle and told stories about her brothers who threatened her with knives, locked her in a room for an entire week the first time they

  saw her dressed as Arianna. The second she fled they told the neighbours she was dead. Rafí discovered her at a gas station ten kilometres outside of Pavia, where, he explained,

  she’d learned to suck the small change from a vending machine.




  Salvatore listened without interest and repeated the information into the phone, and this time Lila could hear him repeating himself, as if the person he was speaking to could not follow the

  discussion. While the man listened he looked hard at Lila. ‘Is what he says true?’




  Lila shrugged.




  Rafí pinched his tongue between his teeth and nodded.




  Salvatore cleared his throat. ‘What about the other one?’




  Lila for her part was starting to tire; she couldn’t see why they were waiting, or why they were doing business outside and on the phone. She hoped these men weren’t Italian. Italian

  men talked everything to death, explained themselves and their sorry situations in endless preparation, each one of them secure in the notion that buggering a prostitute wasn’t hard-line

  adultery. As soon as they were done Lila didn’t exist, and this disregard seeded a real and terrible shame.




  Rafí stepped away and shone the flashlight on Arianna, who stood with her arms folded, clearly unimpressed.




  ‘And she has a—’ The man whistled through his teeth and waggled his little finger. ‘This one, she has a cock? Yes? A pistol?’ He translated into the phone and then,

  speaking to Rafí, said that he needed to see for himself before they could decide.




  Rafí turned the flashlight through the window to the back seat of the car. ‘Just to look,’ he cut his arm in a flat cross-swipe, ‘anything different and you pay

  more.’




  Arianna shot Lila a glance as she ducked into the car. She signalled Rafí to come close and whispered to him, the streetlight stroking his jet-black hair and greasing Arianna’s

  forehead.




  Inside the car Arianna sprawled across the back seat in an attempt to find a comfortable position. She raised her knees, struck up her feet and shimmied her hips lower and lower until her

  shoulders jammed against the door. Salvatore let her settle then took the flashlight and hunched through the front passenger door, folding himself inside as a man undertaking an unpleasant

  task.




  Lila backed off and waited ten, fifteen paces away, poised on her toes. It wasn’t fruit she could smell, ripe and spoiled, but a heap of flowers brought out of the chapel beside the music

  conservatory. The air fizzed with their perfume. On the brighter cross-street a woman sat side-saddle on the back of a scooter and whooped at friends out of sight on another bike. Hearing the

  scooter Rafí shrugged, indicating to Salvatore, ducked inside the car, that this was nothing. The scooter’s buzz zipped across the shuttered shop fronts and the woman’s shouts

  echoed up, teasingly unstable, mapping her route down via Tribunali, up via Atri, and back about the hospital. Lila listened knowing they would return, because that’s what they did, these

  kids, they ran feckless circles round the Centro Storico until the police, or someone, stopped them.




  Throughout the inspection Arianna lay across the seat, legs high and wide. It was hard for Lila to look without getting a little anxious. She wondered what it would be like if this car, the bags

  and newspapers, the armfuls of faded flowers, the mordant sticky stink itself, dislodged and tumbled down the hill with Arianna riding a tide of muck into the delicately detailed courtyard of the

  music conservatory.




  Salvatore clambered out and straightened himself, tut-tutting, unimpressed. He wiped his hands on his shirt with the same distaste he’d demonstrated earlier. It wasn’t Arianna that

  disgusted him, so much, but the task itself. The man spoke into the phone and then turned to Rafí. ‘OK. They’re interested,’ he held the phone to his shoulder, ‘but

  they want to see. I’ll pay for one photo.’




  ‘How much?’




  The man ducked his head to listen. ‘Twenty,’ he said.




  ‘Fifty.’




  ‘Twenty-five. No more.’




  Salvatore took less time on his second visit, and while he didn’t touch Arianna, he shone the flashlight directly into her face.




  Out of the car he straightened his shirt, and spent some time composing a message. Once he was done he shut the phone. Rafí stood with his hands in his pockets and bided time while they

  waited for a response. Lila wanted to go.




  The phone gave one sustained trill. As he answered Salvatore coughed to clear his throat. He nodded as he listened. ‘How much do they earn?’




  Rafí shrugged and stepped back, his hands in the air.




  ‘No. Don’t walk away. These girls. How much do they earn?’ Salvatore gestured at Arianna. ‘Do you know how much she earns?’




  Rafí gave no reaction.




  ‘How much? Tell me what she makes in one night. Fifty? One hundred? Two hundred?’ The man made a small seesaw gesture. ‘How much?’




  Rafí pursed his lips and refused to answer.




  Salvatore redirected his question to Lila. ‘You tell me. How much? You understand? How much do you earn?’




  Lila kept still and refused to look up.




  ‘They want to make an offer for both of them, for one night,’ he said. ‘What do you say? One hundred? Maybe two? Two hundred? Two hundred, let’s say?’




  Lila looked to Rafí then Arianna. If they made two hundred a night their debt to Rafí would have been paid a long time ago.




  Salvatore held up his hand, and listening to the phone he appeared confused. ‘How much do they weigh?’ He kept the phone to his ear. ‘Fifty kilos? Do you think she weighs fifty

  kilos? And the other? Sixty-nine?’ Salvatore cleared his throat. ‘I will pay you two euro per kilo.’ He squinted as he made the calculation. ‘So that’s – what

  – that’s the final offer. There’s a party tonight. A party with important people, businessmen, judges, people from Rome. Name a price and I’ll pay you now, and the women are

  ours.’




  Rafí looked to Arianna, who now leaned out of the car. She shook her head at that final phrase, it suggested intention, sleight of hand, a game with uncertain parameters.




  ‘I have to be honest,’ Rafí explained. ‘Usually, the way this works, I bring men to them, or I take them to the men. Hotels, private parties, saunas . . .’




  Salvatore nodded.




  ‘ . . . if people know they are working, then other people are going to start expecting things. Money. Favours.’ Rafí softly rolled his head from side to side. ‘You

  understand? And everything becomes difficult. If everything is quiet then everything is good.’




  Rafí looked back to Lila, then Arianna. Arianna curtly shook her head.




  ‘OK. You can all come with me.’ Salvatore made a final gesture of agreement, and took out a wallet fat with cash. Fingers flicking through the notes he peeled off five, six, seven,

  and held them out. ‘Here. OK? For you.’




  Rafí accepted the money, but his eyes remained fixed on the man’s wallet, on the new, unspoiled notes.




  ‘It’s for you, OK?’ he said, ‘and something for the photograph.’




  Rafí counted the money as he folded the notes into a small roll.




  Salvatore walked ahead and crossed the street diagonally. Rafí followed behind, arm in arm with Lila and Arianna. The street cut directly through the old quarter, a

  broad barricade of shop-fronts. The buildings rose six or seven storeys in one face, a long line undercut by an arcade, with regular balconies along the upper floors, shuttered windows, and huge

  tarred carriage doors. Salvatore hesitated at the entrance to the palazzo and appeared to have trouble opening the small portal door. In the shop beside the entrance, spelled out across the glass

  were the words S A L V A T O R E – G R A F F A / A R A N C H I N I / P I Z Z A, the end of the sign obscured by a banner.




  Rafí stepped back to Lila and Arianna. ‘They have a room,’ he said, ‘here, in the basement.’




  Lila leaned backward to take in the full height of the building.




  ‘They?’




  ‘These brothers.’




  ‘How do you know this?’ Arianna blew smoke directly into Rafí’s face. ‘He said there was a party.’




  ‘They want to look. The brothers. First they take a look, then they take you to the party.’




  ‘You’ll stay with us?’




  Rafí handed the flashlight to Lila and told them to wait.




  With the door now open Salvatore signalled that they should be quiet.




  Lila followed Arianna into a square courtyard to find Salvatore struggling with a second door – this difficulty set Arianna into a giggle, and the man stopped, held out his hand and

  indicated that she needed to be silent. The door, metal, smaller even than the first, refused to pull open.




  Lila stood in the centre of the courtyard and shone the torch up the wall. A square of low cloud yellowed by the street lamps stoppered the opening. All but one of the shutters were closed, and

  Lila thought she could see a figure leaning out. When she shone the flashlight directly at the window the socket appeared empty. Lila switched off the torch but kept her eye on the spot, and there,

  too indistinct to be certain, appeared a face – what she took to be a child. Lila tapped Arianna’s shoulder, looked back up, but couldn’t quite tell in the darkness if there was

  someone at the open window or if this was her imagination.




  Salvatore finally turned the key, unlocked the door, and beckoned them forward. Lila looked up a last time, and there, bumping down the wall, came a small object tied to a piece of string.

  Arianna fussed with her skirt, Salvatore and Rafí ducked through the doorway. Lila, captivated by the thread and the lowering object – a toy, a small plastic figure – walked to

  the wall and waited for the toy to reach her, watched it twirl as it came down. Salvatore, irritated at her dawdling, hissed at her to hurry.




  She raised her hands, let the toy settle into them, looked up as she drew the thread away from the wall. In the open window four flights up, she could clearly see a boy leaning over the edge,

  holding the other end of the thread and a torch. The boy flashed the light, twice, and Lila signalled back with two blinks. She directed her beam at the window and was surprised to see how young

  the boy was, his face all moonish, round, a little startled. Torchlight from the window strafed the paving, settled on her face. Lila smiled up and raised her hands so he could see the toy.




  Salvatore shoved her out of the light so hard that she fell backward, and without thinking she punched, open hand, heel first, and blunted the man in the face, struck his nose – then

  scuttled to the doorway, and further, to the street, so fast that she didn’t stop until Rafí and Arianna grabbed hold of her. What was she playing at? What was she doing? Arianna

  pulled her upright, drew her quickly into the streetlight toward the noise of the Fazzini while Rafí reasoned with Salvatore, salvaged what he could, saying: ‘Calm. Calm. Let’s

  all keep calm.’




  Lila didn’t understand the problem. Arianna stroked her face and said she shouldn’t worry, ‘but these men, they don’t want to be seen. It’s not so good to draw

  attention to yourself. You shouldn’t have hit him.’




  Arianna hectored Lila on the walk back.




  ‘He was laughing at us,’ she complained. ‘What was he saying? How much we weigh?’ She waited for Lila to catch up. ‘The price of what, of meat? Who were these

  brothers? Who talks like this?’




  Lila wanted to find something to eat. Michele’s would be open, they could pick up pizza, Pepsi, frittura, but Arianna walked ahead without a word. She walked wide of the doorways

  and the shuttered booths, suspicious of every man they passed.




  Back at the Hotel Stromboli, Lila settled against Arianna. Arianna complained about the dog, her long body stretched out, head turned to the window, straw-coloured hair loose

  about her face. Bark, bark, bark, she complained, every time they come back. No end of trouble. She spoke slowly, lazily, as if the words were too weighty to heft out, her arm hung over the side of

  the mattress. On the floor between them, mismatched shoes, a scrap of foil, three lighters – all spent – an envelope with two remaining pills, egg blue on one side and white on the

  other. Lila pressed her head back into Arianna’s thigh.




  ‘Did it hurt?’ Lila asked. She could feel her voice vibrate through her collarbone. There had to be some science behind this, the way that people intuit sound, how some people sense

  danger, or how animals, dogs for example, or birds, know that trouble is coming, or feel threat in their bones, a coming earthquake, a lightning strike, a wall of water. The dog’s barks also

  passed through her.




  ‘Did it what?’




  ‘Hurt. When you were in hospital?’




  Another pulse ran through Lila’s shoulders. She could smell Rafí’s aftershave, a metal tang to it, old and sour.




  Arianna crawled out from under her and sat upright. ‘We need to think. We need to plan what we’re going to do when he comes back. If he had to give back all that money . . .’

  She rested her hand on Lila’s head and apologized. ‘I should have been watching you.’




  





  In the late afternoon Peña swept the courtyard and kept an eye open for Sami’s toys but found nothing. When Dr Lanzetti returned to the palazzo he passed by

  Peña and continued to the stairs without a word. A man who walks with his head down, his hands in his pockets, a man who used to show politeness, who passes now without the time of day, is a

  man in trouble.




  That night Peña waited until Arturo Lanzetti and Anna Soccorsi were in bed. Neither of them had spoken much through the evening; Anna’s mood infected the air.

  Again the palazzo settled into its own subterranean sounds, the tiny clicks of cooling tiles, the snap of contracting wood, of pipes tightening.




  Sami appeared at the window some time after midnight, awake and ready. With his shoes over his hands he slowly pushed open his shutters. The boy must be standing on a chair, or a box, something

  to raise him level to the window so that he didn’t need to scramble up.




  This confidence made Peña anxious. The boy was becoming bolder and she worried that with any misstep he would fall, but he stood, framed by the window, the room a black hollow behind him.

  After half an hour she could not help herself and drifted into sleep.




  The first disturbance of the night came as a scuffle, a woman’s shouts and a confusion of voices, how many men how many women she couldn’t tell, although one of the voices, she was

  certain, was Salvatore’s. By the time she made it to the window the fuss was over, the entrance door shut, the courtyard silent. The boy’s window and blinds now closed.




  The second disturbance came several hours later when Peña was woken once again by a soft call, men’s voices rising though the hollow. She looked out and saw the boy standing on the

  window ledge, one hand timidly touching the shutter, his toes tipped to the lintel. Four floors up and the boy stood at the lip of his window, knees slightly bent, while from the courtyard voices

  seemed to coax him forward with a baritone coo. Unsure of what she should do Peña picked up her water glass. Terrified that she might startle him and cause him to fall. She thought to drop

  the glass, but instead simply struck it lightly, a spoon against a glass – a slight sound, clear and distinct. The boy looked up. He stepped back, and Peña moved forward so that he

  could see her. The boy slipped further back from the edge, clambered down, then closed the shutters. With the shutters closed, the voices stopped, and she thought that she had imagined this. A

  startling image, a boy in a window, so high above the courtyard.




  The third disturbance came at four in the morning. A shout from the boy’s room, cries, the clatter of shutters thrown open: light cast directly across the courtyard to

  brighten her room.




  A scene of unity, the three together in the boy’s room, Lanzetti holding the child, the mother bent beside him, insisting that she look at his hand, prising it open, and the boy twisted

  away, stuck to his father crying slow ow-ow-ow’s.




  Anna came to the window, looked down into the courtyard and then shouted across to Peña. ‘Who did this? You saw. You must have seen.’




  Peña shook her head.




  ‘It’s impossible. You must have seen who did this. You see everything.’ Anna leaned further over the ledge, fierce and unwavering.




  Peña again shook her head.




  Anna left the boy’s bedroom. Lanzetti followed after – the boy fast to his side – asking where she was going.




  ‘I’m going to talk to her,’ Peña heard her say. ‘I’ll make her tell me who did this,’ she said, ‘that shrunken little bitch.’




  Peña stood at her door and opened it knowing that the woman would shout at her, that there would be no containment, no reserve. Anna Soccorsi came across the landing with a toy held in

  her hand, a small metal car, the front end blackened.




  ‘They heated this. Do you see? He burned his hand. It was deliberate. Do you understand? This is assault, and you saw who did it.’ Now warmed up, she looked over Peña’s

  shoulder and caught sight of Sami’s toys laid out across Peña’s kitchen table. Her voice immediately slipped gear, became incredulous, alarmed. ‘What is this?’ She

  turned to Peña. ‘Those are my son’s toys. Look,’ she shouted to Lanzetti and pointed, ‘look, she has his toys. It was you? It was you! I’m calling the

  police.’ One hand covering her mouth, Anna turned and ran back to her apartment.




  Back in her apartment Anna vented her rage at her husband. In one long monologue she lay out her dissatisfactions, her outrage, her unhappiness, and this, this assault, was the natural result of

  how they lived. A burn on his hand today, and what tomorrow? Lanzetti could not soothe her and found no consolation for her outrage.




  Lanzetti came to apologize. Peña stepped aside and allowed him into her apartment. His eyes settled first on the table. She had cleared the boy’s toys away,

  hidden them in a drawer. Uncomfortable, the doctor nodded at the windows – the closed shutters.




  ‘All these people,’ he said, ‘so close. The way we live now.’ Lanzetti meshed his hands together.




  She asked if he would like a seat, but the man remained standing, the size of him, filling the room. ‘How is your son?’




  ‘It’s not so serious. He has a blister.’ Lanzetti forced his hands into his pocket. ‘He was fishing,’ he said, ‘playing a game with people he couldn’t

  see. He sent down a toy on a piece of string and they heated it up.’ He began to apologize. ‘She spends all of her time with him. She won’t let him go to school. It’s

  difficult for her. And Sami,’ he said, ‘believes all of these things, these ideas. He mixes them up.’ Lanzetti smiled and shook his head. He spoke slowly and chose his words with

  care.




  ‘He says that he can hold his breath for fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes. This is what he says. He believes that he has special powers, that he can control things. He believes that if he

  concentrates hard enough he can shatter glass, or start fires, or flood a room. He believes that he can make the building shake.’




  Lanzetti cleared his throat. ‘He does not like to sleep, because he thinks that when he sleeps he cannot control these powers. He believes that when he is idle he makes bad things happen,

  that when he is asleep he is responsible for earthquakes and landslides. For accidents. I read the paper with him every day to teach him that these things are coincidental. That they have nothing

  to do with him, that the world works without him and he is not responsible. But unlike other children he isn’t able to let this go. He thinks that there are people hunting for him. I’m

  not sure what we will do.’


  

 




  Sami: Sami Saves Another Life


   


  thekills.co.uk/sami




 




  Sami: Sami Is Not Alone


   


  thekills.co.uk/sami


  





  
Wednesday: Day D




  



  Mizuki told the story in class about the brothers at the station. An ordinary moment, easily told, about how, on three successive days, she had noticed one man on the platform,

  the other up on the concourse, and how on that first day she was confused to see a man she assumed to be behind her, suddenly, so quickly, ahead. Today she’d found the men waiting side by

  side at the top of the escalator: both men had watched her walk by, hands in pocket, one without much interest, the other with a certain intensity. This time she had her phone ready, but

  didn’t dare take a photograph, and didn’t pause to buy water. In crude and cumbersome Italian she explained her confusion and delight in seeing one man doubled. Today, the couple (could

  you even call brothers a couple?) followed her to the station exit – although she couldn’t be certain that this was deliberate. She used the words attractive,

  handsome, when what she wanted to say was brutish. Bruto in Italian meant ugly, and the word caused confusion.




  The tutor nodded as Mizuki spoke: not in agreement, but collecting mistakes. The group discussed what the men could be waiting for – some crime no doubt, Mizuki should watch her bag. Those

  stations are dangerous.




  The tutor shrugged. ‘It’s part of our culture to observe. It rarely means what you think.’




  The women disagreed, and began speaking in English. It wasn’t the looks, so much, but the comments, or the tutting, what was that about? Men tutting at women? And wasn’t it worse in

  southern Italy than anywhere else?




  Mizuki found nothing problematic in the men’s interest. Nothing troublesome. It wasn’t quite interest in any case. She knew the word in English, she knew it in Japanese: one of the

  men was assessing her. Collecting information. He’d looked at her, three times, with a kind of assessment that had little to do with catching her eye. When men look at you they

  usually expect a response. But this man didn’t appear to want anything.




  Although her story had nothing to do with coincidence, the class became busy with stories of happenstance: a woman who missed a flight that crashed into the ocean off Brazil, only to be killed

  one year later in a car accident in Austria; a man who survived one bombing in London to die four years later in another. Mizuki could not follow the logic. Europeans, she thought, Americans, are

  like birds in the way they collect information: greedy and undisciplined. How foreign this all seemed in comparison to the look she’d received three times at the Circumvesuviana, a look of

  solid concentration, a look signifying intelligence, a focused assessment.




  With some effort the tutor drew the conversation back to the previous night, to conversations the students might have attempted in Italian. But the discussion slipped into rumour and could not

  be retrieved.




  ‘I don’t like it here. It isn’t safe.’




  The group nodded in agreement.




  ‘It’s no worse than anywhere else.’ Mizuki shrugged and added that the city was beautiful, knowing this would please the tutor.




  ‘It’s not the city. It’s the people.’




  The other students keenly agreed. Something about the city just didn’t feel safe. Mizuki flushed with embarrassment.




  One of the military wives spoke up. ‘They warn us not to go into the centre on our own. We aren’t allowed into the Spanish Quarter. Don’t even think about it.’




  While Mizuki had spent time in Berkeley there were still some American accents she couldn’t follow.




  The tutor clapped her hands, ‘Italian! We speak in Italian!’ This was not what she wanted to discuss.




  A French student shifted her chair forward. ‘I couldn’t live here. It’s all the same. The restaurants serve Italian food and nothing else. There’s a Japanese restaurant

  in Vomero, and guess what? They sell pizza.’ She held up her hands, exasperated. ‘Seriously. This is old Europe. It’s important what village you come from, or street, or

  neighbourhood. It matters. People actually care about that kind of thing.’




  Mizuki couldn’t accept the point. How different was this, say, from New York, Paris, Tokyo, where people took you more seriously depending on your street, district, zone.




  The American student held up her hand. And what about the Spanish student in Elementario Due who was chased through the Centro Storico by a man with a machete?




  The tutor dipped forward in defeat. She knew this student, she said, and Erica, point of fact, wouldn’t run even if her head were on fire.




  ‘I heard this from an Italian,’ the American continued regardless. ‘There’s an earthquake in the middle of the day, OK, and a house shared by two families – one

  family from Milan, the other from Venice – and it’s totally destroyed. Which family die?’




  The women fell silent.




  ‘A family from Naples who broke in while the others were at work.’




  Mizuki could not look up and didn’t want to face the tutor. The class fell silent: when the tutor finally spoke she suggested they take an early break.




  Mizuki waited in the stairwell for Lara to finish her class: she checked the messages on her phone then switched it off. She thought to leave, to return to the station

  although she guessed the brothers would be gone by now. A young man flapped a dishcloth out of a window; the sound dislocated and came softly across the courtyard to her, undiminished. People knew

  their neighbours because the courtyards amplified every detail: the TVs, radios, the clatter of plates and cutlery, the arguments and supple conversations, the flushing toilets, the water running

  through pipes, and with surprising frequency, people singing or coughing. To live here was to sense your neighbours at all hours, to taste the food they ate, to bear their good tempers and bad. It

  made no sense that she would like this city, being so opposite to home, so permeable and messy.




  When Lara finally arrived the friends kissed in greeting. Lara said she looked tired and asked if she still wasn’t sleeping.




  Mizuki shrugged, who knew why these things happened?




  ‘You should rest this weekend.’




  They sat on the cool marble steps of the open stairwell, quietly sharing confidences, while other students (the military wives, the vacationing teachers) on their way to the café mixed with

  priests and clerks from the seminary offices. Mizuki, closest to the courtyard, kept an eye on the wasps, small specks chaotically charging the air two floors below. No one else appeared

  bothered.




  She repeated the joke, knowing it would annoy Lara.




  ‘They talk about this place like it’s a zoo,’ Lara slapped her hand to the step. ‘Come on. I need a cigarette.’




  Mizuki followed Lara through the courtyard and kept close to her side; her hands tucked away, her collar drawn up. Wasps zagged over the biscuits in untold numbers, their tiny shadows flitting

  across the wax paper, antennae dipping for syrup. A horror show. Mizuki covered her mouth, held back her hair, half-ran to the door with her eyes closed, suppressing a squeal – bad enough to

  be stung, far worse to swallow one.




  Once outside Lara lit up, indignant now, unaware of her friend’s small panic. Mizuki held her hand to her heart.




  ‘And where does she get these ideas? She lives in Bagnoli.’ Lara huffed out smoke. ‘These houses are behind gates, no one can visit. Americans keep themselves locked away. They

  aren’t houses, they’re safes.’




  The buildings overshadowed the street and drew out a cavernous darkness. A clean blue sky pinched above tight black alleyways of old stucco facades, of dim intestinal yellows and pinks. Above

  them hung a sign for the bakery, a simple tin star in a circle. How familiar this was now, this depth: straight lines buckled to time and gravity. Streets designed for walking, for carts, made

  perfect runs for scooters and dogs and channelled their noise.




  ‘If they don’t offer me something soon I’ll have to go back.’ Due to finish her course, Lara taught sessions at the language school as part of her placement.

  ‘It’s good to have work, but it’s always temporary, and it’s not enough. Everywhere is the same.’




  They watched students return from the café one by one, each buzzing first, then ducking through the small portal door. Mizuki looked over two dusty violas displayed in the window of an antiques

  store. She held her hand to the glass to see into the shop.




  ‘They never sell anything. I’ve never seen it open,’ Lara paused. ‘You’re wearing a wedding ring?’




  Equally surprised, Mizuki looked at her own hand then held it up for Lara to see.




  ‘I’ve never seen you wear a ring.’




  ‘It was my mother’s.’ Mizuki automatically began to screw the ring about her finger. ‘I wear it at home. Sometimes. I forgot to take it off.’




  The first bell rang and they returned to the courtyard. Lara hesitated at the door, half-in, half-out, unconvinced by Mizuki’s answer.




  Mizuki let Lara walk ahead, worried now that Lara would ask bolder, more direct questions. She hurried by the bakery, did not look at the trays of biscuits, but noticed, up on the third landing,

  the American, Helen, arms up, flailing, and couldn’t make sense of her gestures, how her hands slapped uselessly at the air. Up the stairs Mizuki kept behind Lara to avoid her questions, and

  the reason for the waving came to her. A wasp.




  Mizuki fell immediately on the first sting, sudden and heavy, and upturned her bag even as the wasp, caught in her hair, stung her throat a second and third time. She frantically ruffled her

  hair, felt the insect between her fingers as something rough, like a seed head, caught then swiped free, she saw the pen, a red tube, tumble out of her bag with her lipstick, face cream, sun cream,

  tissues, hand mirror, mascara; her course books scudded down the steps, her phone. She snatched up the pen, snapped off the top, stuck it to her shoulder and injected herself.




  By the time Lara reached her, Mizuki was done. The wasp, flicked out of her hair, spun circles on the marble.




  And now the part she hated, a light woozy bafflement, how she might even seem a little drunk. How inevitable this was because of the biscuits, the syrup, the wasp’s natural aggression, and

  how day after day for six weeks the odds were getting thin. Inevitable now that Lara would ask questions about the ring and Mizuki would have to explain herself.




  Lara brought her to the office then returned to the stairwell to collect her bag and books. Mizuki sat by the computers expecting to feel sick, an awful anticipation. She took

  the water offered to her, insisted that she was all right, and explained to Lara once she returned that she took antihistamine each night as a precaution. Who could say if this helped, if this time

  there would or would not be a reaction?




  ‘When I was a girl,’ she explained, ‘I was stung.’ Once, on her foot – and her legs, her arms, her face swelled like she was some kind of windbag, or some

  instrument. And while her throat had not sealed, a mighty itch had troubled her afterward as if her neck was fur-lined, and the threat that one day she might choke stuck with her. Ant bites, spider

  bites, a scratch once from coral, and she swelled up, ballooned.




  As if to prove her contrariness the insulin depressed her. She could feel the immediate effect. Not sick now but tired. A nurse from Elementario Due came out to check her pulse, her throat, and

  declared if something was going to happen, it would have happened. Mizuki wasn’t sure that this was true. She hid in the toilet and hoped that Lara would leave her, but Lara stuck outside and

  waited in the corridor.




  An undiscouraged Lara accompanied her to the station. Because of her tiredness, Mizuki felt a general disconnection from what she was doing; more than this, she felt empty, and this emptiness

  seemed evident in every spoken word and gesture, to the flow of passengers rising on escalators or paused on the stairs, the deepening sunlight, the presence of the scaffolding, of paint pots and

  rollers laid across the platform. She insisted that she would be all right; two hours now and there were no serious fears, no reaction. She just wanted to be home. Home? In the hot and still air it

  seemed possible that she could haul herself above the hubbub and swim free. In her dreams flying and swimming were the same action, but even when dreaming she never really lost what was troubling

  her, she never really became free.




  Mizuki took off her sunglasses and shook her head. She pointed at the stubby towers of Porta Nolana, close by there was a café, she said, she had something she wanted to say.




  Lara paid for the coffees, brought them to the window where they stood and faced the Circumvesuviana station. The sun sparked off windscreens and chrome of passing traffic. She couldn’t

  help but scan through the waiting groups outside the station for the brothers.




  Lara dusted sugar off her hands.




  Unsure about how she should start, Mizuki took out her passport and passed it across the counter, the text inside was printed in Japanese and English. ‘My name is not Mizuki

  Katsura,’ she began. ‘I didn’t intend to lie to you. I haven’t told you everything. I’m married. It’s true that this ring belonged to my mother.’ Mizuki

  rubbed her finger as Lara paged through the passport, conscious that her friend would not look at her. Mizuki looked to the station forecourt. ‘When I first met my husband he told me he had

  two ambitions. He wanted to marry before he was fifty, and he wanted to see every building designed by Kenzo Tange. He likes this architect. Back home, in Tokyo, he has an office in a building

  designed by Tange. He sometimes arranges his business so that he can go to a new city and see Tange’s buildings, and he has seen almost all of them, but he hasn’t come to Naples. He

  hasn’t seen the Centro Direzionale. After we married he became busy with his work. He’s away most of the time, and I was looking after his mother, who is very sick and very difficult.

  When I decided to leave, I couldn’t decide where I should go, or what I should do. And one day he was talking about Tange and Naples. I don’t know why, but I made up my mind to come

  here.’




  Lara closed the passport and left it face down on the counter.




  ‘Why did you leave him? Why change your name?’




  ‘I don’t know. I could say that he is nineteen years older than me. That he knows his mind. He never makes mistakes. He is always certain. I could say that I always make mistakes. I

  make too many mistakes.’ Mizuki bowed her head. ‘But I don’t know that these are the right reasons.’




  ‘He doesn’t know where you are?’




  Mizuki shook her head. ‘Nobody knows. Not even my family. If they knew they would tell him.’




  ‘What about your friends?’




  ‘I had friends before I was married, but he didn’t like them. He told me they were bad people, or they were stupid, or strange, and that they were not a good influence. Then, slowly,

  they stopped calling or inviting me out. It’s complicated. When I’m with him I don’t know my own mind.’




  ‘But if he can’t find you here. If he doesn’t know where you are, he can’t bother you.’




  ‘My husband is very wealthy. I thought that if I told somebody they would find out how wealthy he is and they would tell him where he could find me. I don’t think they would want to

  – not at first. But I’m certain that this would happen.’




  Lara propped her elbows against the counter. Both women looked hard at the coaches and taxis under the station awning. ‘This is my second attempt to finish my studies? I never finished

  – the first time – because I met someone. It was a terrible mistake. I gave up everything. When it was over, when I came back, I had to start from the beginning again. I had nothing.

  Nowhere to live, no money, no work. I had to start everything from the beginning.’




  Mizuki fell quiet for a moment. It was sad, she said, when one person gives too much and the other takes for no proper reason.




  ‘It’s never that simple. But why don’t you tell him where you are?’




  Mizuki paused then closed her eyes. The story was not true, not quite. She hadn’t left her husband exactly, but run away for an adventure, something happenstance, the kind of encounter

  suggested by the brothers at the station: one thing couldn’t end without another starting.




  Lara saw her onto the train and then left.




  Immediately out of the station the line ran between empty warehouses and loading bays stacked with rusted shipping containers, the shore visible between the gaps. Mizuki sat

  beside the window, her shirt stuck to the small of her back, and she regretted explaining herself to Lara. Why had she done this? After spending six weeks as Mizuki Katsura, she had spoiled this

  illusion in five, less, three minutes of careless chatter. She couldn’t understand why she would do this, and couldn’t see what she could do to correct it. In an attempt to dismiss the

  day’s events she began to take notice of the passengers, and sensed among the men an air of opportunity. They looked at the women dressed in thin skirts and tight summer tops with long

  glances and lowered heads. A dog-like expression, she thought, common, hopeful, indolent, and nestling threat.




  Mizuki looked at the sea through breaks between the apartment buildings. Her mobile rang as the train came into San Georgio, and she was bothered to see that the call came from Lara. More

  questions. More explanations.




  One man dressed in a business shirt, his tie loose about his neck, stood too close. Mizuki shut off the phone and closed her eyes. How disappointing these men were, and how unlike the brothers.

  If she saw them now what would she do? Would she speak with them, follow after them? The idea of two brothers took on a new shape and possibility. It wasn’t the older brother who interested

  her, no, it was both of them, together, and how would it be to spend time with two men? One intense, the other removed.




  The train slowed as it approached Torre del Greco; men drew out cigarettes, lighters ready in their hands. The businessman paused on the platform as he lit his cigarette. He caught

  Mizuki’s eye as the door shut between them, then gestured, hands raised, unresolved.




  Anxious that her sleep would again be interrupted, Mizuki prepared carefully for bed. She ate early and moderately, and then focused on completing her assignments. Once she

  was done she sat at the dressing table and declined verbs, then answered simple questions with direct answers and watched Italian bubble out of her mouth. Mizuki practised the tricky rolling

  consonants, the unchanging vowels, and wondered at how her expression, fierce with concentration, appeared to show anger, when she was seldom, if ever, harsh or bad-tempered.




  In the hour before bed Mizuki set her books aside and took a long shower. She bathed the stings with antiseptic. She double-checked her tongue and throat. She turned the sheets, opened the

  shutters to refresh the room, laid out her clothes for the next day, so that even the smallest decision would not trouble her, and she knew, even as she did this, that she should call Lara and

  attempt to undo what she had said.




  The call came after Mizuki had gone to bed. The line fizzed and a voice, immediately familiar, crackled out, saying nothing except an inquisitive, ‘Hello, hello?’ in Japanese.




  ‘Hiroki.’ She said her husband’s name without inflection then cancelled the call. She checked the screen to make sure that the connection was cut.




  The phone rang again, two bursts, and stopped.




  Mizuki sat up, turned on the lights, assured herself that she was far away, that it was only her husband’s voice which could carry to the room. How had he found her? Less than five hours

  after she’d spoken with Lara. How could this happen so quickly? Mizuki set the phone on the pillow and lay beside it so that her ear was close. She watched it ring and stop. Ring and stop. A

  counter clocked the number of incoming calls.




  Lara answered on the first ring and asked Mizuki if she was all right. ‘I was worried,’ she said. ‘You didn’t answer.’




  Mizuki wasn’t sure where to start. ‘What if everything I told you wasn’t true?’ she asked.




  Lara said she didn’t understand.




  ‘What if everything I’ve told you came from another person? All of the details. What if I’d taken everything from somewhere else?’




  Silent for a moment, Lara said she didn’t understand. ‘Why would anyone do that?’




  A silence grew between them. Mizuki wanted to know details, she wanted to understand how Lara had found him so quickly, how she could have come to such a decision with so little thought. Not

  five hours even. Not even one night. But all she could ask was why.




  ‘Are you in trouble?’ she asked. ‘Because if you needed money, I could have given you money. You could have asked me.’




  Lara said she didn’t understand.




  Mizuki turned onto her side and changed her mind about talking. ‘It’s not important.’




  Mizuki cancelled the call, rolled onto her back and looked up. The ceiling fan stirred hot air to no result. The phone rang and she looked at the small screen and decided that she wouldn’t

  speak to Lara again.




  Despite her best efforts Mizuki lay awake, aware of the passing minutes, the tread of traffic, the supple chuff of voices outside the all-night farmacia, and later,

  much later, the sharp and mournful caw of gulls – sounds so ordinary that ordinarily they would cause her no trouble. She wouldn’t return to the language school. Naples had not provided

  what she wanted after all, or rather, if she was honest, she didn’t have the courage to follow opportunity when it occurred. The brothers provided a perfect example: supposing these men were

  interested in her, she doubted she could follow through. She began to consider other cities. Milan, perhaps. Rome. Palermo. Genoa.




  When she finally did sleep, in the moment she succumbed, Mizuki felt a weight descend upon her, a rolling tide that brought anxious but unspecific dreams.




  





  The sun crossed obliquely over the building and spilled through the window, drawing with it the noise of traffic, buses idling outside the station, car horns, the hiss and

  snort of hydraulic brakes, shouts from the market stalls. Lila woke to the dog’s barks, which sounded less alarmed than usual, a colour to them, frisky, expectant. Today she felt soft, gummy,

  not one hard bone in her body, not one joint. She liked how Arianna inclined toward her, leaned on her, almost nestling, how their skin brushed lightly when she breathed in.




  Rafí returned in the early evening and said nothing at first about the previous night but kept himself busy fetching water for the dog.




  ‘So I’ll make the arrangements, then?’ His foot nudged Lila’s thigh. ‘What do you think? I’ll get everything organized.’




  Arianna turned over. ‘Organize what?’




  ‘With the brothers.’




  Arianna cleared her throat and began to cough.




  ‘Tonight. I’ll set something up. They’ll come and pick you up.’




  Arianna rose herself onto her elbows and frowned at Lila, her face red. ‘What’s he talking about?’




  Lila shrugged.




  ‘I’m talking about the two men from last night,’ he said, ‘they’ll pick you up in front of the station.’




  Arianna shook her head. She blinked into the sunlight. ‘You told them where we live?’




  ‘I told them to meet you at the station.’




  Rafí stood over Lila, raised his foot and pressed it onto her stomach. ‘You’re going to be nice tonight,’ he warned.




  They waited under the station hood, anxious about the police, the carabinieri, the station security, the taxi drivers. This surely wasn’t a smart idea. In front of the

  entire square, fenced off and dug up, cranes reaching over, the belly of the piazza dug out to a vast black pit. A white car drew up to the kerb and the headlights flickered. Two men sat inside and

  watched the women approach. As they came alongside the passenger opened his door and stepped out. Lila looked across the piazza to the Hotel Stromboli and picked out the windows on the upper floor,

  imagining herself already in bed, and thought, How is it that this building always appears to be wet? Arianna began to heckle: who did these people think they were? I mean seriously, to pick them

  up at the station like common whores?




  The passenger leaned on the car roof, smug, hands clasped, smiling. They only wanted to be nice, he said. Nice. Nothing more than that. Behind him, from a ring-fenced lot, steam rose from the

  building work, a new line for the metro, a pipe impossibly crusted with ice.




  Arianna gave a huff. ‘Nice. What is this nice?’ She settled her hands on her hips and leaned forward, neck stuck out. With slender shoulders and waist, large hands, the passenger

  looked out of proportion, a long body of mismatched parts. Not a boxer, Lila decided, but a swimmer.




  Now the driver stepped out of the car and Lila could see that the men, unaccountably tall and trim with similarly shorn hair, were undoubtedly brothers. The same features – noses, brow

  line, small inset eyes like field mice – the same swagger. Men who considered themselves handsome. The driver pointed to Lila and indicated that she should get in.




  The driver approached, slid his arm about her waist and brought Lila to the car and opened the door, something gracious about the gesture, his hand in the small of her back. When Lila sat down

  she thought to open the opposite door and slide out but did nothing. On the pavement Arianna stood with her arms out wide, palms up, face set with disapproval. Ignoring her, the younger brother and

  the driver returned to the car, leaving Arianna alone on the pavement, behind her the long swoop of the station front, black windows of empty restaurants, chairs on tables, the certain presence of

  security guards. When the car started Arianna reached for the door handle.
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