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  For Norman with love

  


  CHAPTER ONE

  SORRENTO, 1934

  Caterina Lombardi didn’t want Nonno to die. Not here. Alone. Not lying lost and broken somewhere on the moist black earth with beetles for company and wet leaves as a
  shroud. Her head twisted from side to side, searching for any sign of him. She expected him to leap up out of the mist, a tall erect figure who would laugh away her fears with a shake of his head
  and demand a glass of Marsala to warm his chilled bones.

  But there was no figure. No laughter.

  The sides of the ravine were steep. Caterina skidded and scrambled, and clung on to stalks and branches that lashed out at her as she descended in a wild rush through the dense undergrowth.
  Crashing into rocks. Skinning her elbow. Uttering no sound. Her heart pounding. She had to keep up with the search party or Papà would send her home.

  ‘She’s too young. She shouldn’t be here,’ Augusta Cavaleri had declared with disapproval.

  Standing at the top of the ravine, Papà had rested his callused hand on Caterina’s damp head and bent down so that his eyes were on a level with hers. But they were not his usual
  bright affectionate eyes that knew how to make her laugh with just a well-timed wink. No, these were a stranger’s eyes. They made her nervous. So full of shadows she could barely find him
  behind them.

  ‘You really want to help with the search, little one?’ he asked softly.

  ‘I am ten today, Papà. I am old enough.’ She glanced warily at the tall grey-haired woman in the long black coat who wanted to send her home. Augusta Cavaleri possessed a
  livid white scar on her forehead that always frightened Caterina because it looked like a silver snake slithering across it. ‘He is my grandfather. I want to search for him.’

  ‘It is dangerous terrain here,’ Augusta Cavaleri pointed out with annoyance at having her will thwarted by a child.

  The Lombardi and Cavaleri families were firm friends. Papà and Roberto Cavaleri, who was Augusta’s son, worked in their own wood-inlay businesses in Sorrento, but Caterina had
  learned to tiptoe with care around this matriarch of the Cavaleri clan if she wanted to keep her knuckles intact.

  ‘Look down there.’ Augusta Cavaleri directed a cold finger at the rocks below. ‘She’ll break her neck.’

  ‘I won’t, Papà. I promise.’

  They gazed down into the ravine, a steeply wooded gash in the volcanic rock with a tall-chimneyed mill nestling at the bottom, abandoned and in ruins now. Everywhere was overgrown with bushes
  and briars, and trees spread their stunted canopies over whatever secrets lay below. It was a sombre world. Shapes were blurred by the ropes of mist that trailed across the floor of the ravine and
  by the relentless drizzle that had made the descent wet and slippery.

  Somewhere in that dark and tangled underworld lay Caterina’s grandfather.

  •   •   •

  She’ll break her neck.

  The words swelled in Caterina’s head. Fear caught in her throat and she pressed a hand over her mouth to keep it in. Her fear was for Nonno.

  Was his neck broken? Somewhere down here? Was that why they huddled in groups, the searchers? Whispering. Falling silent when they noticed her nearby. They didn’t want her to know. The
  searchers had spread out in a line, calling to each other, shouting Giuseppe Lombardi’s name, and beating the undergrowth with sticks as they marched forward at a steady pace. Light rain
  pattered down on to their shoulders and caps and speckled the foliage, dripping on to shoes and spiders.

  Caterina ducked under ferns so tall they closed over her head, locking her into a world of greens and greys and silvery webs, a world where the edges had become liquid and unstable. Sounds
  became slippery. She moved forward quickly, jinking to the right, taking a route of her own, away from the shouts and the boots. Crouching low, she scrambled through the thick undergrowth and the
  shouts dwindled as she was swallowed by the silence at the far end of the ravine.

  ‘Nonno!’ she cried. ‘Where are you?’

  She listened. No answer. Just the chatter of the rain. But a shape flickered just out of sight. Wreathed in mist. Caterina’s pulse jumped. Her feet stumbled. Was it a person? Or only the
  wind stirring the leaves?

  A noise. Behind her.

  She spun around but could see nothing through the veil of rain. Was that a whisper? Her grandfathers’ voice?

  ‘Nonno,’ she shouted. ‘Nonno!’

  Nothing.

  A small animal trail opened up under a forest of ferns and she ran along it, bent double, her long hair twining dark wet tendrils around her neck. That was when she saw the splash of white
  through the green stems. It was at the base of an outcrop of grey rock towering over her and she plunged through the ferns, trampling them down into the mud to get to it.

  Her grandfather always wore a white shirt.

  Her feet wanted to slow. To stop. To turn back. Before her eyes saw what she knew they would see. She forced them on towards the splash of white, but when she reached it her knees buckled and
  she knelt on the ground, trembling, next to the body that lay stretched out on the sodden floor of the ravine.

  It was Nonno.

  On his back. Crumpled into impossible angles. It was Nonno’s face, but its strength had vanished. It was weak and slack, his nose off-centre and blood streaming in the rain from his
  nostrils, down his cheek and pooling at his neck, soaking into his white collar. Turning it pink. His black suit was soaked and torn, one eye-socket was shattered and pieces of bone poked through
  the wet skin.

  Caterina stopped breathing. She picked up his hand in hers. Held it tight. It was heavy and cold. She touched his cheek.

  ‘Nonno,’ she whispered. ‘Nonno, it’s me.’

  No answer. No flicker of an eyelid. There were streaks of blood on his white hair.

  She tore off her raincoat and spread it over his chest. She kissed his cheek. Water was running down her face and she didn’t know how much was rain and how much was tears, but as she bent
  over him, unaware of her own sobbing, a long strand of her wet hair trailed across his ashen lips and she saw it lift for a fraction of a second. Lift, and then lift again. No mistake.
  ‘Nonno!’ she screamed.

  ‘Nonno, wait for me. I’ll get Papà. Wait, Nonno, wait, wait . . .’

  She was still screaming ‘Wait’ when she crashed through the ferns, tearing down the veil of mist between her father and herself.

  •   •   •

  Voices drifted up from downstairs. Caterina sat on the floor in the darkness of her small brother’s bedroom, huddled against his cot, knees tucked up to her chest. He was
  five months old and could sleep the sleep of the innocent, so the voices didn’t wake him. They didn’t scare him. Didn’t drive his heart up into his throat the way they did to
  Caterina.

  They were her parents’ voices. Her mother’s was loud and high-pitched, her father’s a low rumble that was impossible to decipher. The house relaxed around her, creaking its
  joints, but she was tense, twisting the hem of her new birthday nightdress into a tight roll. Her parents often argued. She knew that. It was nothing to be frightened of.

  But her stomach was in knots.

  There was something different this time. In her mother’s voice. Some shift of tone that she had never heard before and it gripped something in Caterina’s mind, gripped it and
  wouldn’t let go. Earlier she had sat on the wet earth in the rain with her grandfather, refusing to release his cold hand, even after he was transferred to a stretcher. Only at the hospital
  did she relinquish her hold on him, and allowed her father to take her home.

  Nonno was alive, he said. Drifting in and out of consciousness. Broken bones, a damaged skull from the fall. Maybe internal injuries, it was too early to tell yet.

  ‘What happened to him, Papà?’

  ‘He says he was walking around the edge of the ravine, you know how Nonno likes to walk, but he lost his footing on some loose rock.’ Papà had wrapped his arm around her and
  she could smell brandy on his breath. ‘He fell. That’s all.’

  ‘Poor Nonno.’

  Her father had rested his cheek against hers, so she could not see his eyes when he murmured, ‘Yes, poor Nonno.’ But in a voice she scarcely recognised. ‘Thank God you found
  him.’ He’d kissed her hair and she’d wound an arm around his neck. ‘Nonno will get better,’ he’d added, ‘you’ll see. He’s strong. Lombardis are
  made that way.’

  But now she heard her mother’s voice, clear and distinct as it drifted up the stairs.

  ‘You are weak, Antonio. You and your father. Weak and spineless.’

  •   •   •

  Caterina perched on the stairs in the darkness, arms tight around her shins, chin on her knee to stop her teeth chattering. From here she could see into the living room, only a
  slice of it, a brightly lit triangle, but it was enough. She could see her mother stalking back and forth across the room, in and out of the triangle, drink in hand. She was wearing her red dress.
  She only wore her red dress when she was angry. Or when she was going away.

  Caterina gripped one of the banister rails hard with both hands, as if by doing so she could stop her world falling apart. There was a brown leather suitcase standing by the front door, her
  mother’s scarlet umbrella propped against it.

  ‘Don’t go, Lucia.’ Her father’s voice sounded tight. Hoarse. As though he had a string tied around his throat. ‘Stay.’ He paused and though Caterina
  couldn’t see him she imagined him trying to swallow past the string. ‘Please, stay.’

  Her mother’s laugh was harsh, panicky. ‘And fall off a cliff like your father. No, thank you. There’s a certain person I have no wish to see again.’

  ‘You should have stayed away from him, like I warned you. This would never have happened if you had managed to keep yourself from wagging your fancy tail in his face.’

  ‘Don’t be coarse, Antonio. Though God knows why I expect any better from a southern peasant with wood for brains.’

  ‘I am not a peasant, Lucia.’ Still patient. ‘I am an artisan, a master craftsman.’

  Her mother’s red dress flashed into view, her figure slender, her full breasts on show in a way Caterina didn’t like, though she couldn’t say why. Even angry, her mother was
  beautiful, with huge blue eyes that could pin you to the floor, and a mane of silky blonde hair that fanned over her pale shoulders. In her hand she still carried the glass of red wine and for two
  seconds she stood still long enough to drain it before starting her prowling once more. She disappeared from sight.

  ‘Don’t go.’

  ‘For Christ’s sake, Antonio.’

  ‘What about the children?’

  ‘What about them?’

  ‘They need you.’

  Her laugh was raw. Not finished properly. ‘All Caterina needs is you and all Luca needs is Caterina. They won’t even notice I’m gone.’

  ‘Of course they will. Don’t be so selfish, Lucia.’ His anger was seeping into his words now. ‘Don’t you love them?’

  Caterina held her breath and pressed her face between the banister rails.

  ‘You love them enough for both of us, Antonio. They don’t need me.’ Another flash of red and then it was gone again. ‘Caterina doesn’t even like me.’

  ‘Dear God, you are her mother. Of course she likes you. That child adores you.’

  Caterina was nodding. Willing her mother to believe her father.

  ‘No, you’re the one she adores,’ her mother insisted. ‘You and your stupid woodwork and your stinking yellow fish glue. She can’t get enough of it.’

  ‘Don’t make us your excuse, Lucia.’ Caterina heard him light a cigarette. ‘Stay with us.’ His voice was clipped, painful. ‘I’ll keep you safe, I promise
  you.’

  ‘Yes? Like you kept your father safe.’

  ‘I’m begging you, Lucia. Stay for the children’s sake.’

  Her mother strode into the triangle of light without the glass this time and remained there, staring back at her husband. She broke out a wide beguiling smile. ‘What’s the matter,
  Antonio? Can’t you bring yourself to ask for your own sake?’

  A long pause, so long it seemed to Caterina that he must have fallen asleep.

  ‘I love you, Lucia,’ he said softly. ‘You are my heart and soul. Stay for my sake.’

  ‘I am tired of you, Antonio. Sick and tired of your dull wood and your dull conversation and this dull small-town life of yours. I am leaving right now.’

  ‘No.’ Sharp. Urgent.

  ‘Yes.’

  She turned toward the door and Caterina scooted back up three stairs. Her father suddenly strode into the triangle and placed his hand on his wife’s shoulder. She shrugged it off. Caterina
  couldn’t see his face.

  ‘At least say goodbye to the children.’

  ‘I think not. What’s the point?’

  He grunted. As though she’d punched him.

  ‘Where will you go?’ he asked.

  ‘To Rome.’

  ‘For how long?’

  ‘Forever.’

  ‘Lucia, I love . . .’

  ‘Roberto is coming with me.’

  The stairwell abruptly became darker, the shadows deeper, though Caterina could not be sure whether they were in her head or not. A pain like a burn was growing behind her ribs.

  Her father’s back was rigid. ‘Roberto? My good friend, Roberto Cavaleri?’

  The smile was mocking. ‘The same. Not such a good friend now, it seems.’

  ‘Lucia, he is married. Have some decency.’

  It was at that moment that Caterina saw her mother give up. It was like a string snapping. One moment she was still part of the Lombardi family, the next she wasn’t. A visitor in their
  house. Caterina wanted to fly down the stairs and cling to her. But she didn’t, any more than she would cling to a stranger. She backed up to the very top of the stairs.

  But she watched the red dress shimmer in the hallway, saw her mother shrug on an elegant black coat, noticed the way her hand smoothed down a wayward lock of hair before seizing the leather
  handle and lifting the case.

  Lucia Lombardi didn’t say goodbye. She opened the door and walked out into the night without a word. When the door clicked shut, Caterina’s father reacted as though he’d been
  shot. His body flinched, his broad shoulders shuddered and he released a howl of pain.

  Quietly Caterina walked down the stairs and went to him.

  


  CHAPTER TWO

  Eleven years later

  NAPLES, JUNE 1945

  Caterina Lombardi had never fired a gun.

  But she didn’t hesitate. She plunged her hand deep into the heavy sack at her feet, snatched her grandfather’s Bodeo revolver from inside it and cocked the hammer, yanking at it hard
  with both thumbs the way she’d practised. The heat of the sun had warmed it within the sack so that it felt alive against her skin. She pointed the long muzzle straight at the boy’s
  chest. Except that boy was the wrong word. He had the shell of a boy, it was true. He was dressed in an oversized army shirt with the sleeves ripped out, but his limbs
  still possessed the girlishness of youth. He was probably no more than twelve, but he had eyes stolen from a man. Pale, hard eyes that had lost track of the child he had once been.

  ‘Come no closer,’ she warned.

  The boy’s eyes grew huge with purplish specks of fear and she could hear the sound of his rapid breathing. The gun was old and heavy, a relic from the Great War, its metal ridges
  unfamiliar in her hand. She had never pointed it at anyone before but she had good reason to now. A blade flicked back and forth between the boy’s hands.

  ‘That’s not friendly,’ he said and licked his lips.

  ‘It’s not meant to be.’

  Between them stretched three metres of no-man’s-land. It was part of a grey and grubby wasteland of rubble, of shattered lives and jagged stones that had once made up a row of dwellings.
  That was before the American bombs had rained down on them from the B24 Liberators day and night. Twisted chunks of masonry lay in the strong sunlight ready to slice into unwary feet, and Caterina
  noticed a snake of blood coiling around the boy’s bony ankle.

  He took a step forward.

  She said loud and clear, ‘If you take one more step, I’ll pull the trigger.’

  ‘No, you won’t, puttana.’

  The youth’s voice was high and nervous.

  ‘Don’t,’ she ordered bluntly. ‘Don’t force me.’

  The gun didn’t waver. But as each second ticked by she saw the fear draining from the boy’s pale eyes and pooling in the dirt at his feet, until he uttered an arrogant snort of
  contempt. Was it genuine? Or just bravado? She couldn’t tell. But she couldn’t take a chance.

  She could smell his hunger, like she could smell the smoke that drifted from the fires among the city’s ruins, where its desperate inhabitants huddled in ragged groups to cook small
  mammals they had snared in the sewers. The boy’s hunger was not for her, not for her skinny body, she knew that. No, this boy’s hunger was for the cumbersome sack that sat tight against
  her leg and she knew that he would not let it escape.

  Her lips were dry. He wasn’t alone. The five friends, who had been slinking through the bomb-site with him, shuffled forward now to stand stiff-legged beside him, shoulder to shoulder.
  Behind them the morning sun threw their shadows at Caterina and the boy’s mouth took on a smile of macho scorn.

  ‘Leave the sack,’ he ordered.

  ‘No, I will not. I have my family to feed.’

  The knife in his hand edged closer.

  ‘I want that sack.’

  ‘It is mine,’ she told him firmly. ‘Not yours.’

  She wanted to warn the boy, to shout at him to flee. Don’t push me.

  He took another step forward.

  ‘Don’t.’ She said the word quietly.

  ‘You got no guts.’

  With a swagger of his narrow hips he came at her, the knife in his hand leading the way. The sun glinted on its razor-sharp edge.

  Merda!

  Caterina pulled the trigger.

  •   •   •

  Earlier that morning Caterina had fastened the neck of the sack with string. She’d hoisted it on her shoulder and squeezed on to the Circumvesuviana train that ran from
  Sorrento to Naples, gripping the sack tightly in her arms.

  The smell of old clothes and empty stomachs filled the crowded carriage. The heat turned the air solid and sweat slithered between the shoulder-blades of the passengers crammed inside, grimly
  seeking a change of fortune in the big city. That hope lured them from their villages for a chance to make a few lire. Just as it lured her. They were desperate to sell a tired pair of shoes or to
  barter a few cabbages for a chicken head which they could sell for three lire, or a sliver of soap if they struck lucky.

  Caterina was well aware that some would even beg, because they had nothing to sell except their gaunt face. She had seen them. They would stand hour after hour outside one of the palatial hotels
  where the military were billeted, where foreign soldiers smoked real American cigarettes and stuffed their mouths with real meat. The villagers would stand out there in the burning sun with
  expressions as empty as graven images. And beg.

  It wasn’t what Italians had expected, this shame. Not now the war was over. Shame made eyes furtive. It silenced tongues. The journey was oddly quiet.

  Outside, the silvery green of olive groves rippled past the windows, drawing lustful eyes to their ripening fruit and Caterina heard her stomach growl. It was a rattle-bucket train that skirted
  the fertile volcanic plain at the base of Mount Vesuvius and clanked its way into Garibaldi Station in the centre of Naples. The tranquil pearly beauty of the morning was flipped into a buzzing
  hive of activity the moment Caterina stepped out into Piazza Garibaldi. Instantly she became more alert and looked around sharply. A young woman alone in this city was fair game, but a young woman
  clutching a bulging sack was a honey-pot. Shoulders jostled her. Hands grasped. One man with heavy dark pouches beneath his eyes and a patched khaki shirt leaned so close he breathed garlic in her
  face.

  ‘Benvenuto a Napoli, signorina,’ he said in honeyed tones and uttered a rasp of laughter. ‘Let me be your guide to our beautiful city.’ He
  gestured towards the roofless ruins of the houses nearby and tweaked a corner of her sack.

  ‘Va via!’ Caterina hissed.

  She elbowed him aside and strode away through the city’s shattered streets, past grey landslides of rubble from bombed buildings. She headed purposefully westward, aiming for the port.
  That’s where she’d find them – the loud, strange-smelling foreign soldiers and sailors with money in their pockets and a ready eye for a young woman’s smile.

  She turned down Corso Umberto in the centre of Naples, but the traffic was jammed. Horse-drawn carts battled for space with the hefty Bedford trucks of the British army that belched out smoke,
  and everywhere the more nimble American jeeps swerved and blared their horns. Hawkers dodged back and forth through the dust between them, thrusting chunks of pagnotta bread through drivers’
  windows in exchange for a few lire. Or, with a sly smile, dangling strings of nude photographs to tempt a sale.

  Much of Naples was made up of elegant boulevards and wide avenues that before the war used to rival Rome, but at the city’s heart lay the old quarter, an ancient maze of lanes so narrow
  you could spit from one side to the other.

  Caterina hurried down one of the side roads into Via Vicaria Vecchia, and from there she ducked into the tangled lanes that were miraculously untouched by bombs. The mediaeval stone buildings
  towered four or five storeys above her and seemed to lean towards each other, sharing ancient secrets. Wooden shutters rattled in the breeze, paint peeling, and a forest of washing flapped noisily
  above her head between balconies, blocking out the sun, while a big-busted woman was leaning out of an upstairs window singing a Neapolitan song in a full rich voice.

  So much of modern Italy felt disjointed to Caterina. Dislocated. An alien landscape that they all had to relearn. But here in the deep shade of old Italy, she could hear the ancient pulse of
  Naples, feel it vibrating in the smooth black lava slabs beneath her feet. Bombs. Gunfire. Death and starvation. Blood in the streets. Defeat and destruction. Italy had had a gutful of them all.
  Caterina found it hard at times to control her anger and her despair, but the end of the war in Europe had finally been declared last month, the country liberated with great fanfare and wild
  tossing of flowers in the air – May 1945, a date branded into history. As she hurried with her sack along Spaccanapoli she felt a kick of excitement, an odd clenching of her heart.

  She glanced up at the crumbling baroque façades of the old buildings, up past the blood-red geraniums and the gaudy purple zinnias that splashed and curled over iron balconies. She looked
  up to the pencil-thin strip of blue sky above. Today would be her own new beginning.

  •   •   •

  So. It was true. The rumours.

  Caterina stood in what was left of the port of Naples and stared at the devastation. It was as bad as they said. How many had died here? And how in God’s name would they ever shift the
  mountains of smashed masonry or the ships beached like dead whales in the glittering blue waters of the bay. She’d heard rumours, but rumours could always be lies. Italians were good at
  lying. But not this time.

  The American B24 Liberator and the British Bristol-Blenheim bombers had done their worst, day after day, night after night, and their worst had been more than good enough. By bombing Naples they
  cut off the German supply route across the Mediterranean from Naples to troops in North Africa and shortened the war. That’s what they said. More than two hundred bombing raids on the city.
  No one, not even Ivanhoe Bonomi, head of the new caretaker Italian government, saw fit to argue, but it was hard to take, an invader’s boots crushing the life out of you. The docks were
  hectic with activity now as fresh vessels anchored in the bay, troop ships and supply ships that had the quayside swarming with uniforms of every hue – green, khaki, buff, navy and white.
  Stick a pin in them, her grandfather said, and they all bleed the same colour of arrogance.

  Caterina turned her back on the wide sweep of the bay with its startlingly blue waters and the islands of Ischia and Capri floating in the distance, just as a truck piled with rubble roared
  towards her, its wheels jarring in the pot-holed road. It sent a whirlwind of stone-dust skimming over her and to escape it she stepped behind a jagged shoulder of wall. It was all that remained
  standing of what had once been a run-down block of apartments.

  Immediately she felt uneasy. Yet there was no reason to fear. Nothing here but broken stones and weeds, a playground for rats. Maybe it was the long shadows that stretched like dead dogs between
  the shattered doorways, or maybe the smell – the stench of damaged drains was bad. Or the crows circling overhead, watching her, flecks of soot against the bare blue sky. Or maybe it was just
  hunger.

  She was always hungry. The kind of hunger that sucked the marrow from her bones, but she was used to that. When she spotted a snail, fat and luscious, hiding away between broken slabs, she
  reached out to snatch its shell. Nothing, absolutely nothing that could be devoured by the human stomach was ever wasted in Naples. It was only in recent years that Caterina had learned that you
  don’t know what food means until you have none. Until you hear your young brother crying in his sleep, until you see your grandfather reduced to fragile skin and bone. Until you are ready to
  stick a knife into a man for a loaf of bread. You change. You become a different person, and she didn’t always like the person she had become. But she felt a flutter of black wings at her
  cheek and a crow stole the snail, rising through the bright shimmering air with a caw of triumph.

  ‘What’s in your sack?’

  Caterina swung round to see who had crept up behind her on silent feet. To her surprise it was a small boy with filthy black hair sticking out like a hedgehog’s spikes. He wore a torn
  scrap of material that must once have been a shirt, a pair of ragged shorts and he had bare feet. He was so thin, his arms and legs looked like pins stuck in him, but on his face beamed a wide
  grin.

  She could not resist returning the smile. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

  ‘Tino.’

  ‘Hello, Tino. Looking for food?’

  ‘Si. You?’

  She shrugged. ‘All of Naples is looking for food.’

  ‘You have food in your sack?’

  ‘No.’ With her foot she nudged the bulges that deformed the hessian. ‘Just some things I want to sell.’

  He spread his spindly arms out wide. ‘No one to buy things here.’

  Caterina glanced around. It was true. Only weeds lived here now.

  ‘So, young Tino, what are you up to?’

  His bright eyes shifted to her sack. ‘I find things. I sell them.’

  ‘Not here, you don’t.’

  Her smile remained in place, but the little urchin must have heard something in her voice because his attention shot back to her face. His grin crept back.

  ‘You got a sigaretta in your sack, signorina?’

  ‘No, no cigarettes. You’re too young to smoke.’

  He puffed out his chest. She could see his ribs. ‘I’m nine.’

  She laughed. ‘More like six.’

  He looked at her sideways, as if squeezing past the lie. ‘How old are you, signorina?’

  ‘Twenty-one.’

  ‘You smoke?’ He mimed puffing on a cigarette with grubby fingers.

  ‘I’d rather eat.’

  ‘And me.’ He skipped closer to her, as a truck roared past carrying troops, its canvas flapping like the sound of rifle shots. ‘I can help you sell,’ Tino said. ‘I
  know good bars. Lots of Yankee soldiers there.’

  ‘No, thank you.’

  This close she could see his bones almost jutting through his skin. With a sigh she reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a handkerchief. It was a square of pristine white cotton,
  carefully ironed, with fine cobwebs of lace at each corner.

  ‘Here,’ she said and held it out to him. ‘Have this.’ She would regret it later, she knew, but right now it seemed the least she could do for the child. ‘You can
  sell it.’

  He snatched the dainty square from her hand.

  ‘Grazie, signorina.’ He hopped from foot to foot with pleasure.

  ‘It was my mother’s.’

  His small face adopted a solemn expression. ‘Is she dead?’

  ‘Yes.’

  It was easier to say yes.

  Dead to her daughter. Dead to her son. Though no doubt sipping champagne in Rome with a hundred other lace handkerchiefs tucked inside her perfumed drawer.

  He pushed the handkerchief into his filthy pocket quickly for fear she might change her mind.

  ‘I know someone you will like to meet. His name is Vanni. He will help you sell,’ he said. Again the grin. It was his only weapon against the world. ‘Wait here. I fetch
  him.’

  He pointed a finger at her to make her stay and then scampered off, clambering over the sun-baked rubble with the agility of a weasel. But the moment he was out of sight Caterina knew that she
  had lingered too long. Tino was clearly one of the scugnizzi. These were the feral packs of children that ran wild on the streets of Naples. They roamed the back alleys,
  orphaned or abandoned, and lived off their wits, stealing, scavenging, beguiling with their smiles. Where there was one, there would be others. She hoisted the sack on to her shoulder and hurried
  towards the battered road that skirted the harbour, but she was too late. She heard them behind her. The scratch of stone against stone as they scrambled closer.

  Children, she told herself. That’s all they were, no need to fear them. She swung around to face them.

  


  CHAPTER THREE

  The sound of the gunshot from Caterina’s Bodeo tore through the bombsite, sending the seagulls tumbling through the clear blue sky like flashes of sunlight. The bullet
  had gouged a hole the size of a fist in the ground in front of the boy, Vanni. Two centimetres to the left and it would have shattered his foot. Both stared at it in shock. A jeep swerved off the
  road and ran up on to the edge of the bombsite with a squeal of tyres. Two soldiers leapt out. Instantly the scugnizzi turned and fled, melting into the heaps of rubble
  like mice by the time the soldiers reached Caterina.

  ‘Put down the gun.’

  The one who gave the order was wearing an American officer’s uniform. He was dark-haired, his eyes watchful, his voice stern. He was around thirty and his skin was deeply tanned, as if
  he’d been one of those who’d done their fighting against Rommel and the Afrika Korps in the punishing deserts of North Africa. He spoke in fluent Italian.

  ‘I didn’t hurt anyone,’ Caterina explained.

  She gestured at the hole. ‘It was just a warning shot to . . .’

  The American officer calmly drew his pistol and pointed it at her. ‘Put the gun down, lady. On the ground.’

  She put down the gun. On the ground.

  ‘Back away from it.’

  She backed away.

  He picked up her grandfather’s pistol, stuffed it in his belt and inspected her with narrowed eyes.

  ‘They were trying to steal my sack.’ Caterina pointed to it.

  ‘So you were going to shoot him?’

  ‘No, of course not. He pulled a knife on me. I was . . .’

  ‘Look, signorina,’ the other soldier stepped forward with an easy soothing smile, ‘we can’t have people running round waving guns in people’s faces, can
  we?’

  He was British. Softer at the edges. His hair was fair and short under the peak of his officer’s cap, and his sandy-coloured khaki drill uniform with two pips on the epaulette was crisp
  and clean. He was of a similar age to his companion and also spoke fluent Italian, but with a stiff English accent.

  ‘I wouldn’t shoot anybody. I have to return the gun to my grandfather.’ Caterina held out her hand for it.

  The tall American shifted his attention to the sack at her side. He indicated it with a nod of his head. ‘Open it.’

  The English captain laughed softly. ‘You’ll have to excuse my companion, Major Parr. He left his manners in Milwaukee, it seems.’

  ‘What’s in it?’ the major asked.

  ‘Some things to sell, that’s all.’

  ‘What kind of things? Stolen ones?’

  ‘No.’

  He stepped closer and prodded it with his US army boot. ‘Open it.’

  ‘Please,’ the English officer added with a firm but polite smile.

  With a shrug Caterina bent down and opened the sack.

  •   •   •

  ‘Exquisite.’

  The British captain let the small wooden musical box sit on the palm of his hand. On its lid the Amalfi coast was depicted in wood inlay, the towering cliffs picked out in mahogany and olive
  veneers, the billowing sail of a yacht glistening in white holly wood.

  ‘Utterly exquisite,’ he said with satisfaction.

  Caterina said nothing. She was frightened the soldier would take it from her. She never liked people handling the boxes. Looking, yes. Handling, no. Leaving their heavy fingerprints on the
  pristine sheen of the polished surfaces. She was tempted to snatch it from him, wrap it back in its straw overcoat, stuff it into the sack with the others and run.

  But there was the cigarette box too. She couldn’t leave it behind. It had taken a lot of work. She glanced at the American. He was holding it at arm’s length, balanced on his
  fingers, studying it with the same kind of quiet intensity with which she selected her veneers. He still had her gun.

  ‘What wood is it constructed from?’ His thoughtful gaze was on the box.

  ‘Burred walnut.’

  ‘And the figures on it?’

  ‘They are veneers. Maple. Ash. Pear. Yew. Cherry.’ She could go on.

  On the lid of the cigarette box was a wood-inlay picture of three soldiers sneaking a moment of relaxation. They each wore a different army uniform – American, British and Italian. The
  Italian soldier was leaning on his rifle and smoking a cigarette. Her little joke.

  ‘Bellissima,’ the American major murmured. Not to her. To the box. Caterina liked that.

  ‘Where did you get these?’

  ‘My father made them.’

  There. The lie was told.

  They both laughed, the arrogant American and the Englishman.

  ‘It’s true,’ Caterina insisted.

  ‘Are they stolen?’ the major demanded.

  Caterina licked her dry lips. If he believed the boxes were stolen, he would confiscate them. All of them. He’d sling the sack in the back of his jeep and vanish.

  ‘My father is a master craftsman,’ she said. ‘And he is teaching my brother.’

  ‘So your brother worked on these boxes?’

  Her hesitation was so slight. They wouldn’t notice.

  ‘Yes. He applies layers of varnish and polishes them. It takes a long time. He is good.’

  The American gave a small smile and Caterina thought he was going to say something nice about the boxes.

  ‘So,’ he said quietly, ‘how much of that damned garbage is true?’

  ‘Jake, watch your mouth!’ the Englishman exclaimed. He turned to Caterina. ‘Please excuse my ill-mannered friend.’

  ‘Don’t be a fool, Harry.’ The major scowled at Caterina. ‘Signorina, we are lied to a hundred times a day. You Italians lie as readily as you drink your wine. Good or bad
  lies, good or bad wine, it makes no difference.’

  ‘Everything I told you is true,’ she lied. ‘I didn’t steal these boxes. I know everything there is to know about working with wood.’

  ‘Is that so?’

  ‘Yes, it is. I can draw you a dovetail or a mitre joint, I know the difference between a scroll saw, a coping saw and a razor saw. I can tell a good quality veneer from a bad one that will
  buckle, and I have heated up more fish glue than you’ve had cold beers.’

  There was a stunned silence. Only the rumble of machinery from the docks stirred the stone dust at their feet. Then the Englishman slapped his comrade’s shoulder, his blue eyes bright with
  laughter.

  ‘Who looks a bloody fool now?’ he chuckled, reverting to English. ‘Major Parr, she has you by the short and curlies.’

  The American nodded but offered no smile. ‘So, signorina, it seems you have a talented father. Yet he sends his daughter out on the streets of Naples to sell his boxes? That could be
  dangerous.’

  ‘That’s why I carry a gun.’

  She reached out and took back the musical box from the Englishman, encased it in straw once more to protect it and replaced it in the sack. But when she moved to reclaim the cigarette box from
  the American, he lifted it out of her reach.

  ‘I will buy this one,’ he said. His fingertips caressed the wood. ‘How much?’

  Caterina considered his request. She needed to sell more than just one box.

  ‘Take me to where your troops are,’ she urged. ‘Take me to whatever bar they like to drink in. In exchange you can keep the cigarette box.’

  He frowned.

  ‘Major,’ she continued quickly, ‘everyone knows that soldiers are the only ones with money in Naples. No tourists come here since the war started, just ships crammed with your
  Allied troops with your Am-lire burning holes in your pockets.’

  Everyone was aware that the Am-lire was the official currency issued by the Allied Military Government for Occupied Territories, one hundred of them to the US dollar. Printed in America,
  hundreds of tons of the notes had been crated up and flown out on cargo planes to Italy. Caterina knew they were intended to assist Italy’s recovery, but instead they were having the damaging
  effect of unbalancing the economy and causing inflation. It was a sore point.

  The American gave her a hard stare, searching for a lie hidden inside the maze of her words. But he could find nothing. He shrugged his broad shoulders.

  ‘You’ve got yourself a deal.’

  •   •   •

  Caterina rode in the jeep.

  Whore.

  Her grandfather’s voice sounded in her head.

  You bring shame on your father’s name.

  Her grandfather was strict about a woman’s honour. He laid down rules and, as sure as bells toll for the city’s dead, Caterina knew that riding in a car with two strange men –
  two foreign strange men – brought disgrace. Throats had been cut for less.

  But the old times are brittle, Nonno, they are cracking wide open. This country is changing. Mussolini has gone and women are fighting to be heard. Italy herself is lying on her back with her
  skirts up round her hips and holding out her hand for Allied gold. So don’t talk to me of whoring. Italy needs to eat. And you, dearest Nonno, you need to eat before your old bones poke
  through your skin.

  She sat upright in the back of the open jeep, hugging her sack as they hurtled through the streets, the wind snagging her hair as Naples came at her in a rush. The sights and smells of a busy
  but fractured city darted in and out of her senses. They overtook a woman on a bicycle, wearing a man’s scarlet dinner jacket and a pair of bloomers, probably the only clothes she had
  salvaged from a bombing raid. A one-armed man singing opera for centesimi was standing on the corner of a cobbled alleyway, and the rich garlic aroma from cooking stoves on the street mingled with
  the eye-watering stench of broken sewers.

  They drove past the massive brooding towers of Castel Nuovo, the thirteenth-century fortress that loomed up out of Naples’ violent past, and along Via Partenope, with the sea shimmering
  like plate glass on the left, in contrast to the skeleton buildings that rose like rotten teeth on the right. Caterina kept her hands tight on her sack as the jeep’s front bumper dodged past
  a cart pulled by two scrawny goats and missed it by less than a whisker.

  ‘Are you all right?’ the Englishman asked from the front seat, swivelling round to face her.

  ‘Yes,’ she smiled at him. ‘I’m enjoying the ride.’

  •   •   •

  The bar was for British and American servicemen. It was called Leo’s, a small name for such a huge place. It sprawled over the ground floor inside a gently crumbling
  seventeenth-century palazzo. But the moment Caterina stepped inside its ornate interior she felt her heart quicken. Today she would not be going home hungry, she was certain of that.

  She walked into the bar. She didn’t notice the beautiful high-ceilinged room or its lavishly Baroque decoration with frescoes, ornate scrollwork and gilded cherubs, all faded and peeling
  now. The tall mirrors on the walls were speckled like birds’ eggs, but she saw none of it. She had eyes for only the crowd of men in uniform in the room, heard only their loud voices and
  strong easy laughter. Above their heads cigarette smoke hung like lace netting, though a pair of sluggish ceiling fans tried to tear it to shreds.

  ‘Would you like me to introduce you to a few of our chaps?’ the English captain asked kindly. His name was Harry Fielding, she had discovered.

  She smiled at him. ‘No, thank you. I can manage myself. Don’t let me keep you from . . .’

  The American gave her a brisk nod. ‘Come on, Harry, she’ll do better without us. Let’s get a beer.’ He glanced at her. ‘Join us when you’ve finished fleecing
  the poor saps.’

  He headed for the bar, drawing Captain Fielding with him. She knew it was better that way. Without the officers breathing down her neck, the soldiers would welcome her more readily and empty
  their pockets more willingly. She was wearing a cornflower blue dress, one that used to belong to her mother. Caterina had sold the rest. And the hats. Tipped the perfume down the drain in a rage.
  But she had hung on to this one summer dress because it belonged to a time of laughter, before things went bad. It hung too loose on her thin frame but these days no one noticed that.
  Everyone’s clothes hung too loose on them.

  She pushed back the long strands of her dark hair and bent over her sack to untie the string, but when she straightened up, she found four British tommies had abandoned the long bar and
  surrounded her with broad expectant smiles.

  ‘Buongiorno, signorina.’

  ‘Hello, boys,’ she said in English. ‘I have something to show you.’

  They laughed. And Caterina laughed with them.

  •   •   •

  It took her an hour. That was all. An hour of smiling and speaking her uncertain English, an hour of brushing against their muscular arms and tossing her hair at their jokes
  that she didn’t understand. She liked their straightforwardness. Their energy. Their comradeship. It filled the room, rising from their khaki and buff shirts along with the smell of beer and
  cigarettes. Some had haunted eyes, eyes that had seen too much blood, and when one young smooth-faced gunner bought a musical box for his mother, he cried when he heard it play ‘Come back to Sorrento’.

  She didn’t mind the women. Not the ones with dyed hair and dresses tight as second skins and hard professional smiles. At least the prostitutes smelled nice and spoke to her. It was the
  others that made her uneasy. The ones in the shabby workaday skirts, the ones with the hollowed-out smiles and the white marks on their finger where a wedding band usually sat. They were the
  Neapolitan women who had families to feed and nothing to sell but themselves. They didn’t speak to her and kept their eyes averted. Shame did bad things to people.

  ‘Here. I saved these for you.’

  Caterina placed her last two boxes on the low table where Major Parr and Captain Fielding were seated nursing beers. It was the musical box for the captain and the cigarette box with the
  soldiers inlaid on the lid for the major.

  ‘Grazie!’ Harry Fielding immediately took possession of his, smiling at her. ‘How much do I owe you?’

  ‘Nothing. Take it as a thank you. I couldn’t have asked such prices if I were selling them on the streets.’

  ‘No, I insist.’ He drew a fold of Am-lire notes from his pocket.

  ‘For God’s sake, Harry,’ Major Parr interrupted, ‘let the girl keep a shred of pride, can’t you? Italian women don’t seem to possess much of that right
  now.’ He glanced at the women in their drab clothes, then turned to Caterina. ‘Sit down, signorina. Join us. I’ll get you a drink.’ He moved off to the bar.

  Caterina sat down reluctantly. She snatched up her grandfather’s Bodeo that lay on the American’s vacated seat, and tossed it into her empty sack. She was tempted to throw the
  cigarette box in after it.

  ‘Don’t take offence,’ Captain Fielding said.

  ‘Why not?’

  He shrugged and gave her the kind of graceful apologetic smile that only an Englishman can master. ‘He hasn’t always been so . . .’ he hesitated, ‘so
  ungentlemanly.’

  ‘What happened? What makes him so rude?’

  He leaned forward, keeping his voice low amid the noise and chatter around them, his fine-boned face suddenly growing older, his clear blue eyes sad. ‘Nine months ago here in Naples Jake
  helped a woman in the street. Just like he helped you. She was being knocked about by her husband and no one was lifting a finger to help her. He put a stop to it. And do you know how she thanked
  him?’

  ‘How?’

  ‘She took one look at Jake’s uniform, pulled an army pistol from her shopping bag and shot him point blank in the chest. It seems an American bomb had destroyed her parents’
  house, killing them both.’ He exhaled hard. ‘And her two brothers.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

  ‘Our foolish Yank survived, as you see. Broken ribs and a collapsed lung. I thought we’d lost him for a while, I must admit.’ He laughed to lighten the solemn mood that had
  descended. ‘They build them tough in Milwaukee, it seems. His grandmother over there is Italian, so maybe that helps.’

  She heard something in his voice, an affection that he was too British to express, and she thought the rude Yankee didn’t deserve such loyalty. They were very different, these two Allied
  soldiers.

  ‘What is it you do together?’ she asked. ‘I didn’t think that the American and British forces were . . .’

  ‘Amici? Friends?’

  She nodded.

  ‘We are Intelligence Officers,’ he explained. ‘We work together.’

  A champagne glass materialised on the table in front of Caterina. Major Parr sat down opposite her, stretching out his long legs, and raised his beer.

  ‘To your good health and wealth, signorina.’ His eyes still regarded her with suspicion, but he didn’t mention the gun.

  ‘Thank you,’ she said in English.

  The champagne looked inviting. It would taste wonderful, but if he’d bothered to ask her, she’d have requested coffee. Now that she’d sold all her boxes, she’d have to go
  back to work this afternoon, so she needed a clear head. At least he’d thought to bring over a dish of olives. She made herself take no more than one. It was as she bit into the deliciously
  oily olive that Caterina noticed the woman who had sidled up to stand next to the American’s chair. She was running her hand up and down the back of his neck.

  ‘Hello, Jake,’ the woman murmured.

  ‘Hello, Maria.’ He tipped his head back and smiled up at her.

  She was fortyish and had a good face, strong-boned with a generous scarlet slash of a mouth. Her hair was coloured an over-dramatic black, but it was a mistake. It made her face look naked and
  weary, despite the lipstick. Heavy brass earrings jangled as she moved and she wore a lilac blouse that was cut too low. Caterina was acutely aware of the ample layers of flesh on the woman’s
  limbs and the full curve of her breasts. No shortage of food there.

  ‘So, Maria, como esta? How are things?’

  ‘I’m good, Jake. Sto bene. How about you handsome soldiers?’

  She was laughing in an easy manner that was infectious, but her eyes were fixed on Caterina as she circled the two men.

  ‘So who do we have here?’ she asked.

  ‘This is . . .’ the Englishman started.

  ‘Caterina,’ the woman finished for him.

  With no warning she leaned over, gripped Caterina’s chin in her hand and tilted it up to the light to take a better look. ‘Just like your mother.’

  Caterina’s heart froze.

  ‘Don’t look like that, girl. When I last saw you, you were only a gawky kid but look at you now. Bellissima. I’d know you anywhere – you are the
  spit of your beautiful mamma, Lucia Lombardi.’

  Caterina raised her hand to the woman’s wrist and removed the grip on her chin. Where the fleshy fingers had touched, her skin burned.

  ‘You knew Mamma?’

  ‘Si, long ago in Naples’ nightclubs. But I hear she left Sorrento and caught herself a big fat fish in Rome – a German general, that’s what they
  say.’

  There was an awkward silence. Caterina stood up, snatched the sack and started to head in the direction of the door, but abruptly she whipped round.

  ‘Do not speak to me of Lucia Lombardi,’ she said fiercely. ‘Ever again.’

  ‘Caterina, I . . .’

  But Caterina was striding away, her heart racing in her chest, while her throat burned. She pushed open the heavy door and tumbled out on to the pavement, but not before she’d seen the
  look of interest on the American army major’s face.

  


  CHAPTER FOUR

  It was hard for Caterina to explain. Even harder to understand. But it happened every time she returned home to her small hometown of Sorrento. The moment her foot hit the warm
  pavement outside the railway station and she made her way through the crowds along the elegant Corso Italia, past the row of shops to Piazza Tasso, the beautiful beating heart of the town, she felt
  the outer layer of her skin slough off.

  She left it there, lying in the dirt. Without it she could move freely, not just her limbs, but her mind. She could think more clearly. Here in the pure clear air of Sorrento she could at last
  breathe.

  Sorrento was a town like no other in Italy. It sat perched up high alongside the seabirds on top of a sheer limestone cliff. Far below, the dazzling Tyrrhenean Sea heaved itself against the
  rocks and tugged at the colourful fishing boats moored in the small marina. The town’s ancient Roman and mediaeval history was stamped on each narrow street and on every one of the mediaeval
  walls, as well as on the great arched doorways that hid courtyards and iron staircases from view.

  Even the great slabs of stonework from which the houses were constructed, hewn in the bugnato rustic style of grey volcanic blocks, bore pock-marked indentations as
  though a hundred thousand fingers had trailed over them. It was a town that had gazed out over the spectacular sweep of the Bay of Naples and the brooding hazy presence of Mount Vesuvius for more
  than a thousand years, a town so exquisitely beautiful that people came here to die.

  Caterina believed that was what her mother had done. Come here to die. Not literally, of course not. But in every other way. In her twenties Lucia Neroni had abandoned the wild parties of her
  youth in Florence and the sophisticated salons of the north, and buried herself in the peasant world of the south. She swapped her dancing shoes and pearls for goats and lemon groves, for blood
  feuds and the shadow of the Camorra mafia. And she found herself a man who smelled of fish glue and linseed oil instead of cigars and caviar.

  Why, Mamma? Why did you do it? You hated every minute of being incarcerated with what you called mindless donkeys. You always told us we were peasants, Papà and me, with dirty fingernails
  and souls made of wood.

  You left, eleven years ago. On my tenth birthday. You walked out on us. Not just us, on Luca, your new son. Your new son. You sprayed scent on your long white throat
  and left. I worked hard to scrape you out of my head. Out of my heart. To core you out of it, the way I core an apple with a sharp knife. So don’t think you can walk back into it now just
  because I crossed paths with one of your Naples nightclub friends.

  But a German?

  A German general in Rome.

  Mamma, what were you thinking?

  •   •   •

  Caterina turned into the street where she lived. It was narrow and lay in deep shadow. The houses, which opened straight on to the black flagstones, were so tall that they
  blocked out the light, except for a few joyful minutes at midday when the sun squeezed itself into the slender gap to daub the street with gold. Yet the heat was fierce, trapped there, with nowhere
  to go, and the inhabitants retreated behind their closed shutters, awaiting the sweet coolness of evening.

  ‘Hello, Caterina, where have you been all day?’

  She swung round. ‘Carlo! Don’t creep up on me like that.’

  But she laughed at him because it was impossible not to. He was holding a white rose between his teeth.

  ‘For you, cara mia.’

  ‘Grazie.’

  She accepted the rose and slid an arm through his as he fell into step beside her. Carlo Cavaleri was handsome – even she had to admit that – with swarthy skin and fine black eyes
  that he rolled with amusement at every opportunity. He possessed glossy black curls worn too long and a careless charm that turned girls’ heads. He was the same age as Caterina and she had
  known him all her life, but these days he only came to seek her out in deepest shadow or after dark.

  ‘You weren’t at your workshop today,’ he said.

  ‘No, I went to Naples.’

  ‘Selling?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘Any luck?’ He glanced at the sack.

  ‘Yes. But Carlo, it’s bad there. Really bad. The city is nothing more than the skeleton of what it used to be and its people are wretched. There are no jobs for them because the
  factories and offices are in ruins, and the churches and hospitals have been destroyed and . . .’

  ‘Don’t, Caterina,’ Carlo said gently. ‘I hear that the Allied troops daren’t turn their back on their equipment for even a second or it is snatched from under their
  noses.’ He laughed and shook his shaggy curls at her.

  Caterina pushed her hand into her pocket, feeling her day’s spoils tucked safely in there, and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. English cigarettes, a golden yellow pack with the words
  ‘Gold Flake’ on the front. They lingered in a shadowed doorway, smoking and talking quietly, while heat radiated from the stone walls of the house. A black tom cat used to stalk the
  lane before the war, but no more. It had probably been eaten long ago. When the cigarettes were finished they walked to her door.

  ‘How’s Luca?’ Carlo asked.

  ‘My brother is out on the fishing boats today.’ She looked at him closely. ‘Why?’

  He shrugged. ‘Nothing.’

  ‘Why, Carlo?’ She punched his arm just hard enough to make him rethink his answer.

  ‘I saw him hanging around at the Hotel Vittorio Excelsior earlier.’

  ‘With the soldiers?’

  He nodded. ‘Don’t be hard on him.’

  ‘I’ll skin his lazy backside, the little layabout.’ But she smiled. ‘Why don’t you come in for a glass of wine?’ She dangled her sack at him.
  ‘I’ve bought a bottle for Nonno.’

  ‘Are you mad?’ He ran a finger across his own throat. ‘I would rather cut my throat than set foot in your house.’

  He kissed her cheek, then loped off back to the piazza and the sunlight with a wave of his hand.

  •   •   •

  ‘Do you think I am deaf, as well as blind, Caterina?’

  The old man was standing in the hallway, leaning heavily on a mahogany cane, and a dusty shaft of light had turned his thick white hair into polished silver. His voice boomed off the terracotta
  tiles as Caterina closed the door behind her.

  ‘Do you think, Caterina, that your grandfather is too old and foolish to know who you were with?’

  ‘No, Nonno. Of course not.’

  Giuseppe Lombardi was nearly eighty but he was still an impressive figure, forceful and straight-backed, in a spotless white shirt and crisply pressed trousers. He raised his cane and pointed it
  straight at Caterina.

  ‘You disobey me.’

  She shook her head. ‘You shouldn’t be eavesdropping.’

  ‘Don’t be impudent, young lady. Giuseppe Lombardi does not eavesdrop. I heard voices in the street but not the words. I would recognise the filthy tones of a Cavaleri voice even in
  the fires of hell itself.’

  ‘Is that where you intend to meet them all eventually, Nonno? All those Cavaleris you hate so fiercely?’ She grinned at him. ‘In hell?’

  He lowered his cane, sending dust motes spinning across the hallway. ‘Impudence!’ he snorted.

  But one side of his mouth tilted up into the slightest of curves that he couldn’t quite suppress and Caterina could sense relief in it, relief that she was safely home out of harm’s
  way in Naples. She wondered how long he’d been standing alone here behind the door, cane in hand, waiting for her.

  ‘I mean it, Caterina. I won’t have you consorting with that Cavaleri brat,’ he commanded.

  She sidestepped the cane and laid a hand on his arm. The muscles under his sleeve were still as hard as the wood he’d worked all his life, hard enough to knock down a man with his cane
  last week in Via Correale. She took no offence at his tone. Instead she felt an overwhelming warmth of affection for this proud man who was reduced to waiting in his dark world for his
  granddaughter. He had once owned a flourishing business. Giuseppe Lombardi had been head of the family business that was respected throughout Sorrento, a person of stature in the town, a man to
  whom the mayor, the lazy sindaco, hastened to doff his hat. But now it grieved her heart to look at her grandfather. His once-black eyes were as opaque as a turtle’s
  egg and the wood-inlay business bequeathed to him by his father and by his father’s father lay in ruins at his feet.

  Of course he was angry. He had every right to be, in Caterina’s opinion; angry at the men in uniform – the black ones of Fascism or the khaki ones of the Allied troops – who
  had brought her beloved country to its knees. So she held tight to his arm and kissed his cheek.

  ‘I have bought you wine,’ she said cheerfully. ‘And olives.’

  ‘How so?’

  ‘I sold all my boxes, every single one of them, and for good prices. To soldiers.’

  He scowled at her, his forehead a canyon of creases. ‘Caterina Lombardi, I ordered you to stay away from the soldiers.’

  ‘They are the only ones with money right now. Don’t worry, no one was rude or disrespectful to me.’

  Not quite true. An English sergeant with lonely eyes and a whisky-soaked mouth had placed his hand on her backside and squeezed hard, but he was the only one. She was surprised at how civil most
  of them were. Not like Italian soldiers who could make you feel dirty just by the way they looked at you.

  ‘Molto bene, little one. But you shouldn’t spend your money on wine for me.’

  ‘Our money, Nonno. Without you, I’d know nothing.’

  At that he smiled and allowed her to steer him into the living room. She seated him in his ancient armchair whose arms and feet he had carved himself when he was young. Its fine burgundy velvet
  was worn thin now and possessed a whitish bloom like his eyes. She poured them both a glass of wine and made for each of them a plate of fresh bread with a wafer-thin slice of salami, two olives
  and half a tomato. The wine tasted sour and the salami was all pig fat, but for Caterina and her grandfather it was a feast.

  She knew she should be in her workshop but she was reluctant to leave him alone again, so she sat sharing the moment and told him about her day. Except for the ride in the jeep. She didn’t
  mention that. She wasn’t stupid.

  •   •   •

  Later in the quiet living room, which possessed only basic furniture because anything of value had been sold, Caterina knew she had to say more to her grandfather.

  ‘Nonno.’

  The old man raised his head. He was sanding a piece of boxwood that he had carved into the shape of a running deer. Caterina loved to watch his hands. The way they spoke to the wood he was
  holding, the way they flowed over its surface. His fingers were his eyes.

  ‘What is the matter, cara mia? Tell me.’

  His ears were sharp. In her one word, he had heard the turmoil she tried to hide.

  ‘Nonno, when I was in Naples I met a woman.’

  ‘What woman?’

  ‘Her name is Maria. She said that years ago she knew Lucia Lombardi.’

  Lucia Lombardi. Not my mother. The words mia mamma scourged her tongue.

  ‘No! No, Caterina, no!’ Her grandfather lifted the heavy cane that rested at his side and slammed it down hard on a small wicker table in front of him. One of its legs buckled.
  ‘Do not speak that woman’s name in this house,’ he bellowed. ‘Never! Do you hear me?’

  ‘Yes, Nonno. I hear.’

  In silence she returned to stitching a new sole on to her brother’s shoe while the sound of her grandfather’s laboured breathing stalked through the room.

  ‘Nonno.’ She didn’t look up.

  ‘What now?’

  ‘I am frightened. I am forgetting what she looked like. It’s been eleven years.’

  He released a short sharp hiss. ‘That is no bad thing.’

  ‘Papà burned all the photographs.’

  ‘It was for the best. To rid our home of her.’ He added angrily, ‘Why keep any trace of a woman who brought shame and disgrace on the Lombardi name?’

  He jabbed at the floor tiles with the ebony tip of his cane, as if he could prod out the offending woman’s heart. But Caterina hadn’t finished. Not yet.

  ‘The woman in Naples,’ she muttered.

  ‘What about her?’

  ‘She told me I look just like . . .’

  She heard her grandfather’s quick hiss of breath.

  ‘Is it true?’ she asked. ‘Do I look like her?’

  ‘Yes.’

  She waited for more, and was aware of a painful ticking at the base of her throat.

  ‘Yes,’ he said again, ‘you have her high forehead and her fine cheekbones. Your mouth is all your own but you have the same oval shape to your face and, worst of all, the same
  sapphire-blue eyes with that look of . . .’ He halted.

  ‘That look of what?’

  ‘That look of sadness.’

  Caterina forced herself to swallow. The ticking stopped.

  ‘But you cannot see me, Nonno. How can you say my eyes are sad?’

  ‘I am blind, not deaf. I can hear it, little one. In your voice I hear it.’

  She bowed her head and rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes, as if she could scrub the sadness out of them.

  ‘You are wrong,’ she told him. ‘I am not sad at all. I am glad she is gone. She did me a favour when she left.’

  ‘How?’

  ‘If she had stayed, I would never have been allowed to work with you and Papà all these years.’

  A low rusty chuckle escaped the old man’s chest.

  ‘Then she did me a favour, too.’ He pushed his cane out in front of him as far as it would go, until it nudged the cap of Caterina’s knee, a quick little stab. ‘Because,
  my granddaughter, without you and your boxes the boy and I would starve.’

  •   •   •

  It was early evening when Caterina heard the front door open and soft footfalls creep across the hall floor, heading for the stairs.

  ‘Luca!’ Giuseppe Lombardi roared.

  The skinny figure of a boy slunk into the doorway of the living room and remained there, approaching no closer. He was barefoot. Luca was a bright and energetic boy of eleven with the sunny
  nature of his father and the nose for an opportunity of his mother. He looked at his repaired shoes that sat by the door. He said nothing but one hand hung behind his back and he was chewing
  gum.

  ‘Boy,’ his grandfather demanded, ‘where have you been all day? I told you to go down to the fishing boats, to make yourself useful, mending nets to earn a few lire. Maybe get a
  fish-head or two. I smell no fish on you, boy, no scent of the sea on your shirt.’ The old man sniffed the air. ‘I smell cigarettes,’ he announced. ‘And beer.’ He
  reached for his cane. ‘So where have you been, boy?’

  Luca didn’t move but his jaw stopped chewing and his thin shoulders sank. His usual smile that had been lurking on his lips crumpled and his expression grew cautious. He flicked a quick
  glance at his sister.

  ‘Luca, answer Nonno.’

  ‘I’ve been running errands for the soldiers.’

  ‘Come over here at once,’ Giuseppe Lombardi ordered.

  Luca edged forward. His feet were filthy.

  ‘When I was your age,’ the old man said angrily, ‘I was working twelve hours a day in my father’s workshop and breathing the grain of the wood into my soul. Stay away
  from those damn soldiers, I’ve told you that before.’

  ‘Why?’ Luca retorted. ‘They are kind to me. They give me . . .’

  The cane lashed out, aimed low. It caught the boy across his calf, raising a scarlet welt, but he uttered no sound.

  ‘No, Nonno,’ Caterina cried out, ‘don’t . . .’

  But Luca drew his hand from behind his back and tossed what was in it onto his grandfather’s lap.

  ‘I kept this for you.’

  He ran from the room. Caterina stared at the small rectangular object wrapped in brown paper and aluminium foil that now lay between her grandfather’s fingers. On it were printed the words
  U.S. Army Field Ration D. He tore off the paper. It was an American chocolate bar.

  •   •   •

  ‘Don’t be hard on him, Luca.’ Caterina was perched on a low stool in her brother’s bedroom.

  The boy was sitting hunched on his bed, knees tucked under his chin, his dirty feet on the white sheet. When had his spindly legs sprouted so long?

  ‘Why not?’ he demanded. ‘He’s hard on me.’

  ‘It’s because he loves you. He sits here and worries. You know he does.’

  ‘I know.’ Her brother stuck out his chin stubbornly and picked at a scab on his ankle, making it bleed. He possessed their father’s face, the same broad forehead and large
  nose, with deep-set dark eyes that regarded the world as something to be moulded to fit his needs. Right now it seemed that Luca’s needs included the Fifth Army. He was still chewing gum.
  Caterina wanted to snatch it from his young mouth.

  ‘So you went down to the Hotel Vittoria?’

  He nodded, then shot her a sudden bright-eyed glance. ‘I saw General Clark. He marched past me in the hotel gardens.’

  ‘How exciting for you.’

  He nodded vigorously. General Clark was the head of the American Fifth Army, as close to God as you could get.

  ‘You got your hair cut too, I see.’

  He ran a hand over his tightly cropped black hair. No childish curls left for her to stroke.

  ‘A G.I. haircut,’ he boasted.

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘And I rode in a jeep.’

  Her heart slowed. ‘A jeep?’

  ‘Yes.’ He was grinning now.

  Who was she to say a ride in a jeep was wrong?

  ‘That must have been fun.’

  He giggled at the images in his head. ‘Look. They gave me this.’ He dragged a comic from under his shirt. ‘Captain America,’ he announced
  proudly.

  He touched it the way a priest would touch a Bible. Caterina stared at its garish colours. On the well-thumbed cover posed a hero-figure with a star on his chest, an A on his head and a shield
  of red, white and blue. He looked ready to take over the world.

  ‘Lucky you.’

  ‘I didn’t steal it,’ he insisted.

  ‘Of course you didn’t.’

  ‘I helped them,’ he laughed.

  ‘What kind of help?’ she asked.

  ‘Like I told Nonno, I ran errands.’

  But a flicker of guilt was blinked away.

  Caterina smiled and kept her tongue clamped between her teeth. I am not his mother, she told herself, I am his sister. Their mother had abandoned him when he was only five months old, and
  ten-year-old Caterina had been the one to raise him while her father and grandfather laboured in the workshop. She’d made mistakes, she knew that. Lots of them.

  She stood and moved over to stand beside his bed. ‘What kind of errands?’

  ‘Just boring errands,’ he muttered and threw himself on his back on the bed, holding the comic above his face, blocking out her questions. ‘Have you ever been in the Hotel
  Vittoria?’

  He was changing the subject.

  She shook her head.

  ‘It’s like a huge palace. I wasn’t allowed in but I peered through the windows. It was all gold and big rooms and . . .’ He rolled his eyes in ecstasy.
  ‘If I were Captain America I’d live in a house like that.’ He lowered the comic and looked at her over its edge, suddenly worried. ‘Do you think Nonno will let me have some
  of the chocolate?’

  She smiled. ‘Yes, if you’re good.’

  ‘I’m always good.’

  ‘Hah!’

  They both laughed. She sat herself down on the edge of the bed.

  ‘What kind of errands, Luca?’

  The comic shot back over his face but she firmly lowered it again. ‘I’m waiting, Luca.’

  His thin cheeks flushed scarlet, but whether it was annoyance or guilt, she couldn’t tell.

  ‘Just taking things to people, that kind of thing.’ He said it casually. ‘Nothing else.’ But he wasn’t yet good at lying.

  ‘What kind of things?’ She rested a hand on his bare knee, pinning the question on him.

  ‘Oh, you know, army stuff.’

  ‘Like what?’

  ‘Blankets. Boots. Spanners. Electric lamps. Nothing much.’

  ‘Luca, selling things on the black market is illegal.’

  Luca abandoned his comic. ‘They gave me money. And it’s not illegal if the troops do it. They make the rules now.’

  Caterina rose quickly and opened the window wide to rid her brother’s room of the stink of corruption.

  ‘What is it, Caterina? What’s wrong?’

  ‘No more black market,’ she said sharply. ‘Tomorrow you work on the fishing nets, you hear me? We need bread as well as chocolate. School on Monday.’

  She walked out of his room, her footsteps on the bare boards sounding loud in the silence, and she closed the door behind her. To keep him safe.

  


  CHAPTER FIVE

  Morning came to Sorrento, and dispersed the clouds that had built up overnight, clouds that would have eased the heat of the day. Caterina left her bed early, restless and on
  edge after yesterday. The first thing she did was check the pouch under her mattress. Yes, it was there. A bundle of Am-lire notes nestled in her fingers. She counted them. This week they would
  eat. There were bills to pay, overdue bills that marched through her head at night when she couldn’t sleep.

  She made herself a drink of hot water spiked with a slice of lemon and headed out into the fresh dawn air just at the moment when the sky was balanced on the tipping point between night and day.
  She pulled a scarf around her shoulders and set off for work, but took a detour through Piazza Vittoria and halted at the parapet on the edge of the cliff, breathing deeply. The wide panorama of
  the horseshoe Bay of Naples far below spread out before her. To her left the Sorrentine peninsula hunched black against black, still belonging to the night, but to her right the dawn light spilled
  like fine silk over the surface of the sea. The twin-peaked cone of Vesuvius was draped in a lilac haze and she could almost smell the volcano’s sulphurous breath drifting across the
  water.

  She stood there thinking about the two soldiers of yesterday, the polite Englishman with the charm and the smile, and the curt American major with the hole in his chest. She loathed their
  well-polished boots, the way they marched over the rich earth of Campania with such arrogance. She hated their full petrol tanks while most Neapolitans were forced to go about on foot, and she
  could not rid her mind of the image of the extravagant glass of champagne or of their smooth steak-fed cheeks.

  Yet Luca was right to hang around with the soldiers instead of the old fishermen. The military broke down barriers, they made things happen, they opened doors for change. The soldiers smelled
  intoxicatingly of the future. And Italy needed a future.

  Caterina turned her back on the fuchsia-tipped waves and faced the ancient walls of Sorrento, steeped in tradition and old family ways. A sea breeze fingered her neck and lifted the drowsy
  leaves of the palm trees. It was time to wake up.

  •   •   •

  The Lombardi workshop was a smallish space in an old stone outbuilding, though its high vaulted ceiling had at first made it feel too big for her, but she had grown into it now
  after more than two years on her own. She liked its high windows. She kept it neat. Everything in order. The long sheets of veneer were stacked in racks, each wood accessible at a glance, and
  around the walls was a hook or slot or shelf for every tool – the numerous handsaws, spiral and cog-wheel drills, rifflers, files, chisels, calipers, cutters, clamps – and many more,
  each an old familiar friend. Every morning Caterina’s sharp eyes skimmed over them, automatically checking their position and condition, and when she was satisfied, she set to work.

  Today she was to decorate a jewellery box. She had constructed it out of a length of exquisite burr walnut, part of the stockpile her father had had the foresight to squirrel away in his
  workshop before the war.

  ‘We will have nothing, Caterina,’ he had warned her. ‘When the guns start, they will blow our business to hell.’

  It was her idea to hide the wood. When Mussolini took Italy into the war in June 1940, hand in glove with Hitler and Nazi Germany, Caterina and her father had bundled their stock of veneers,
  along with a crate of music box mechanisms and many of their tools, under tarpaulins in their house instead of keeping them in the workshop. In case the Germans came scavenging. Oh, they came all
  right, in their jackboots and their Kubelwagens, but they missed the stash in the house.

  Caterina muttered a curse under her breath at the memory of how the German troops had trapped a group of partisan fighters here in Sorrento and gunned them down in the street outside the pastry
  shop. The bullet holes were still there in the wall. She shook her head and set to work, starting with stringing.

  Stringing was a technique of wood-inlay that involved laying ribbons of contrasting veneer in a decorative design that was inset into a wooden object or piece of furniture. It was a process that
  Caterina particularly enjoyed. It took precision and a steady hand because the strings of veneer were fragile and could snap all too easily. She had selected a pale satinwood for the string on the
  lid of the jewellery box and took a sheet of it over to her workbench. She laid it tight against a fixed board to keep it stable and proceeded to cut a two-metre-long ribbon off the veneer using a
  slicing-gauge. She had just inserted the fine end of the ribbon into a thicknessing gauge to ensure the ribbon was a constant width and depth, when her concentration was suddenly broken.

  Caterina felt a flicker of annoyance. The throaty growl of a motorcycle engine was making its way up the street towards her. Since American troops had taken over Sorrento’s best hotels,
  the raucous noise of motorcycles and jeeps and huge Dodge trucks forever flooded the town, the soldiers spending freely in the cafés and shops. But they didn’t often come all the way
  up this end of town and rarely this early in the morning.

  The motorcycle was close and travelling slowly. It drew to a halt right outside her workshop. The door stood open a crack to let fresh air in and wood-dust out, so that a blade of sunlight had
  squeezed through on to the flagstone floor. The motorcycle gave one final harsh bark and lapsed into silence. Abruptly the blade of sunlight vanished and a tall figure in uniform stood in her
  doorway.

  ‘Buongiorno, Signorina Lombardi.’

  ‘Buongiorno, Major Parr.’

  It was the American, the one who spoke Italian like an Italian, the one with dark eyes that looked as though he expected her to pull a gun on him and shoot him in the chest.

  ‘This is rather early to come calling,’ she pointed out.

  ‘I knew you’d be an early bird.’ He opened the door wider and gave her a polite smile that softened his strong features no more than a fraction. ‘May I come
  in?’

  He stood in the middle of the spotless floor and inspected the workshop for so long that Caterina gave up waiting for him to finish and went back to threading the string of satinwood through the
  thicknessing gauge. He was the kind of man who did things at his own pace. Well, that was fine with her as long as he didn’t stop her working. She could, of course, ask him why he was here
  but she didn’t. Stubbornness, her father would have called it, pig-headed stubbornness. But it was the same stubbornness that had made her the only female wood-inlay worker in a town where
  male wood-inlay workers were thick on the ground.

  ‘No, Caterina, no, it’s not a job that women ever do. It’s just for men,’ her mother had insisted with a dismissive flick of her fingers when Caterina asked to be trained
  into the family business. ‘For God’s sake, child, have some pride in yourself! Don’t be a donkey all your life.’

  A donkey.

  Caterina balanced the satinwood strip in her hands and took a good look at the American studying her wall of tools. Why was he here? He wore no cap, his dark hair tangled by the motorbike ride,
  and his US officer’s uniform sat easily on his broad frame, as if it paired well with something inside him. His eyes were more deep-set than she remembered, not as impatient as last time, as
  his gaze took in the regimented rows of tools. Each handle faced the same way, each blade was polished and sharpened to perfection. No dust. No rust.

  Was he considering what kind of person she was?

  She looked away from the wall. ‘How did you find me?’ she asked.

  His mouth twitched briefly as though tempted to smile. ‘I’m an Intelligence Officer, remember? I get paid to know how to find things.’

  She gave a small laugh. ‘War,’ she commented, ‘makes hunting dogs of men. They like to catch and kill.’

  He glanced up quickly. ‘I’m not hunting you, Signorina Lombardi.’

  ‘Aren’t you? It feels like it.’

  ‘Of course not. In Naples you mentioned your mother’s surname – Lombardi – and that you lived in Sorrento.’ He shrugged, but there was nothing casual about it.
  ‘It wasn’t that hard to find you.’

  ‘And why would you want to do that?’ She faced him squarely. ‘Not to admire my tools, I’m certain.’

  ‘No.’

  The sharpness of his answer increased her unease. She turned away and ran the ribbon of veneer through the thicknessing gauge, making several passes to shave off a millimetre of its width. Her
  experienced eye could judge when it was the exact measurement she required and the familiar rhythm of the action calmed her.

  ‘I’m here to ask a few questions of your father,’ he said.

  Her hands didn’t falter as they removed the string of veneer and picked up the lid of the box.

  ‘Is Signor Lombardi here?’ Major Parr pressed her. He looked expectantly towards the rear door that led into the tiny kitchenette.

  So that was why he was here. Well, Major, you’re in for a very long wait. She set about carving out a channel around the edge of the walnut lid, the teeth of the gouger cutting a straight
  line scarcely deeper than the satinwood string. It was delicate work but it came to her as naturally as breathing.

  ‘Signorina?’

  Caterina looked up. He had moved closer. She could see the dust that coated his black eyelashes despite the goggles he must have worn.

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘Is Signor Lombardi here? Yesterday you claimed that he made your boxes.’

  ‘I lied.’

  ‘Why would you lie about a thing like that?’

  ‘If I’d told you the truth, that I made the boxes myself, not a master craftsman, you and your men would have thought less of them and paid less for them.’ She saw his eyes
  widen with surprise. ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’

  He gave a brief nod. ‘Yes, it’s true.’

  ‘But the boxes are good enough to be the work of a master craftsman. Admit that.’

  He paused and for a moment she thought he would deny it, but he nodded again. ‘You’re right. The workmanship is beautiful.’ His eyes lingered on her hands, but he switched his
  attention back to the door of the kitchenette once more, losing interest in her lies. ‘Is he here?’
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