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    ‘The realms of thought, philosophy


    and the spirit break up and shatter


    against the unnameable, myself.’


    

    



    Max Stirner, The Unique and his Property
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  1


  Morris ran soft fingertips along the silk finish of coffee-coloured tiles designed by Valentino. It was almost the only room in the flat he felt unreservedly happy about. The polished walnut fittings were particularly attractive, he thought, holding here a fleshy beige soap dish, there the thick white towels that made such a change from the skin-scraping variety he had grown up with. What’s more, the babble of radios, televisions and raised voices from the other households in the condominium rarely penetrated this sanctum - some trick of modern construction methods, some unplanned relief. So that here one could shave in peace, admire the clean line of one’s jaw, the perfect complexion of two cheeks exactly poised between youth and maturity, the neat cut of still-thick hair above clear blue eyes . . . and dream of a life in which one had made different decisions.


  For Paola had been a mistake of course.


  Having straightened his tie beneath the freshly pink chin, this successful property owner walked around his sunken bath to a window tastefully double-glazed in a frame of orange pine. Enjoying the simple movements, the feel of the brushed steel handle, the still-new smell of resiny wood and paint, he pulled open the window, and unlatched the shutter. But there was rust on the black varnished metalwork here; that was something he would have to talk to the builder about. Morris scratched with manicured nails at a series of blisterings. Sometimes it seemed you had hardly settled down to enjoy some luxury detail of the place before you were finding a fault, a blemish, some niggling little thing that made you feel you couldn’t settle down and relax. Morris examined. Clearly the builder had been accepting junk from cheap suppliers and banking on the fact that the purchaser couldn’t possibly notice everything in the couple of quick inspections he’d be granted before being told that if he didn’t pay up (in cash!) then someone else was more than willing to. No, he had been taken for a ride there. Taken for a ride by a provincial, tax-evading shark. And the thing about being taken for a ride of course was to face up to it, admit it, take it square on the chin. Never, never tell yourself things were all right when they weren’t.


  Things were definitely not all right with Paola.


  Pushing back the shutter revealed an oppressively grey winter dawn, hatching out the uninspired silhouette of the next luxury’ condo the same builder was now throwing up on an area of land that only six months ago he had promised would be forever part of their beautiful cross-country view. Morris shivered in the cold air but forced himself to look, to savour this little defeat, so eloquent of his failure to really grasp the Italian character. For it was not enough to have got hold of a fortune, one would have to learn how to defend it. It occurred to him how smug that man must feel every time their cars crossed along the avenue, how confident of Morris’s humiliation!


  Still, it was fitting weather for the Day of the Dead: icy, a touch of fog. Good. There would be the dressing up, which he always enjoyed, the family gathering, the procession of cars to the cemetery, the flowers, the poignancy of seeing Massimina’s photograph by the family tomb. Morris liked these traditions. He liked the way they framed your experience and gave it rhythm. Certainly Father had never visited the rose tree where Mother’s ashes were deposited. Next time he went home he must make a point of getting out there to show the man what civilisation and respect were all about.


  Having closed the window, Morris again stopped and gazed in the mirror: the Armani cardigan, the Versace tie, the shirt by Gianfranco Ferre - there could be no denying the elegance of all this. Just that now one had it, one realised it wasn’t enough. One wanted more. One wanted art and culture and dignity and one wanted to live with people who appreciated such values and cultivated them. Which was why his marriage had been such a tragic, such a stupid mistake. If there was time this afternoon he would visit Forbes . . .


  ‘Paola!’ Morris stepped out into the corridor. ‘Paola, it’s past eight-thirty!’ There was no reply. He looked into the bedroom. His wife was luxuriously sprawled under the goosedown quilt. Expensively permed chestnut hair bubbled over pink pillows. But there wasn’t that girlishness, the radiant innocence and ingenuousness her sister Massimina had had. What’s more, Massimina, in the brief halcyon month of their elopement, had always been up and about at a decent hour.


  He sat down at the bedside and stared at the creature he had so hastily joined his life to. At some point or other he was going to have to impose himself. Otherwise one would find oneself just another weak husband providing the wherewithal for a simpering woman to waste her time exactly as she wished. Eventually, without opening her eyes, Paola enquired: ‘How come you’re not off to work this morning, Mo?’


  He disliked being called Mo.


  ‘Sono i morti,’ he said. The Dead.’


  ‘Giusto. Why did you get up then? We don’t have to be at the cem till elevenish. Come back to bed and play.’


  Morris said stiffly: ‘There are the flowers to collect for Massimina. Anyway I thought you had your big exam tomorrow.’


  ‘Oh, what a bore! Come to bed, Mo, come on, do what you did last night. I can’t wait.’ She groaned and made a rude gesture.


  Trying to put kindness and encouragement into his voice, he said: ‘Every hour counts the day before an exam, you’ll regret it tomorrow.’


  The young woman sat up sharply in a night-dress of such creamily thin silk her nipples beneath seemed Cadbury’s chocolate buttons Mother had tucked in his Christmas stocking twenty years before. She had smaller breasts than Massimina, but more pert and, he was aware, fashionable. Pouting, she reached across the bed, found a pack of Rothmans and lit up with a lighter, apparently of brushed silver. Along with the discothéques, the punkishly showy clothes in the poorest taste and the moronic if locally well-placed circle of friends, this smoking of hers was another habit which Morris now realised was out of line with the vision of a better life that had always been his inspiration.


  Anyway, his father had smoked Rothmans.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t think I’m going to do it.?


  He opened his mouth to object. Was she going to throw away the possibility of a career, he protested, just for fear of the very last exam?


  ‘Well, you know, Mo, I was thinking, what I really want with a degree in architecture in the end? Do you see what I mean?’ She cocked her head to one side. The fact is we’ve already got money. Another couple of months and Mamma will be joining Mimi under the old angel anyway. You get to run the company and it’s plain sailing.’


  The angel was a reference to the somewhat pompous monument that topped the family tomb.


  Wincing at the crudity of this, Morris observed that quite apart from the money, which was always a plus, a career in architecture would offer her a path to self-realisation.


  ‘Oh, Morris, you’re such a bore!’ She laughed out loud, her husky, patronising laugh, and as she did so he reflected that it wasn’t so much the fact that she smoked that bothered him, but the way she did it: with the brash confidence, he thought, the particularly unpleasant arrogance of stylish young women in films. Was this why his father had been so appreciative during their visit to England? He hoped he himself would never be guilty of radiating intimidation in this way.


  ‘I told you before,’ she continued, ‘the only reason I went to university in the first place was to get out of that stuffy house and as far away as possible from Mamma and that reek of mothballs and polished furniture. And the only reason I did architecture was because they don’t have it at Verona, so I had to go to Padua four days a week and there was the chance of having some fun. Now come on, take those silly clothes off and get back In the sack.’


  Again Morris suffered from the crudity of all this, though he had heard a lot worse of late. When they made love, for example, which he still rather enjoyed, and surprised himself by being so good at (though there was always that feeling of repulsion afterwards that would send him hurrying to the shower) - yes, when they made love she would come out with the most amazing stream of obscenities, things he had never imagined anybody could want to say to anybody. He protested: ‘But, Paola, my love’ - he enjoyed hearing himself say ‘my love’ - ‘you always seemed so happy at home; I mean, when I visited that first time and you and Antonella were complaining about how badly Massimina was doing at school.’


  Paola positively pealed with laughter. ‘What an act!’ she giggled. ‘What an act It always was! Poor Mimi was so hopeless. I knew she’d end up badly.’


  But this was too painful. He said abruptly in the intimate gloom of their bedroom: ‘So you’re giving up your career?’


  She puffed. ‘I never had one, darling. Just passed all my exams copying everybody else. You know how it is here. I could never understand why Mimi didn’t do the same.’


  Then Morris startled himself by saying with genuine tenderness: ‘OK, but then let’s have a child. I’ve always wanted a little boy.’


  But again she positively shook with laughter. ‘Nemmeno per sogno, Morris! that can wait at least five or six years.’


  ‘So what are you going to do in the meanwhile? I mean, we’ve never really talked about this.’


  ‘Have a good time.’ She blew out a smoke ring and cocked her head to one side in a sly smile. Certainly she was not the picture of demure bereavement that had first drawn him to her and put the whole idea into his head the day of MImi’s funeral. And she added: I ’feel I’m only starting to live.’


  ‘While I slave at the company?’


  ‘I thought that was what you wanted. You nearly jumped for joy when Mamma had her stroke.’


  He stared at her.


  ‘And now, if you are not going to do the honours. I think I’ll take a shower.’


  She stood up and, coming round the bed, tweaked his nose. ‘Silly old Mo,’ she laughed, again speaking pidgin English, and walked out with some deliberately exaggerated arse wiggling in tiny tight white pants.


  Morris shut his eyes.


  A few minutes later he was outside the smart and decidedly expensive condominium. The air was biting. Under the grey fog, frost rimed every surface. A stately row of cypresses loomed rigid and white. The laurel hedge by the gate was draped with icy cobwebs. Morris was the kind of person who noticed and appreciated such things.


  Wearing a tastefully grey wool coat and lilac cashmere scarf, he drove into town in a small white Mercedes. If he had had his way of course, he would have bought a place right in the ancient centre and not bothered with a car at all. But Paola had wanted to be quite sure she wouldn’t have to put up with unexpected visits from her mother, who was endlessly bothering sister Antonella and brother-in-law Bobo; she had thus felt that one of these chic new condominiums out in the country the other side of town from Mamma would be more to her liking. Morris, still in a state of foolish euphoria at being accepted, at least legally, into the family, had been at his most accommodating.


  Given Mamma’s sudden deterioration these last couple of months, this decision had probably been a mistake, Morris now realised. Especially since no one knew quite how the company was to be divided up on her departure. Had he and Paola been living that bit nearer they would have been in a better position to show respect for her, their compassion and maturity. Certainly Antonella and Bobo were being most assiduous. Morris felt he should have foreseen all this and not been so ready to let Paola have her way. But he was new to marriage, had embarked on it with the best intentions, and anyway it was easy to be wise after the event. One thing Morris was learning these days was not to be too hard on himself.


  Driving fast, he picked up the car phone and called Forbes. The man’s cultured, gravelly voice enquired: ‘Pronto?’in an accent that was more or less a declaration of British superiority. Morris, so proud of his own achievements in sounding Italian, becoming Italian, truly being Italian, was nevertheless fascinated by this older man’s refusal to adapt in any way, by the ostentatious manner in which he appreciated Italy and Italian art as a foreign connoisseur, an outsider. He didn’t seem to share or even understand Morris’s need for camouflage at all.


  Morris announced himself and apologised if perhaps he had wakened the older man.


  ‘Ah, Morris, I would forgive you more than that.’ There was immediately a fruity generosity in his pensioner’s voice.


  It’s just I was thinking of going down to Florence at the weekend. Do you want to come? There’s a picture I’d like to look at. In the Uffizi.’


  ‘Splendid idea.’


  ‘What I was thinking was, if I took you with me you could explain everything. I hope you don’t consider that presumptuous of me. I’m a bit weak on some of that early Renaissance stuff.’


  ‘Only too glad to help, no problem.’


  ‘And on the way maybe we could talk about that little piece of business you suggested.’


  ‘If you think there’s any hope of raising the capital,’ Forbes said humbly. ‘I’m afraid that with my limited means . . .’


  ‘Something might be arranged,’ hinted a Morris who had married into a wealthy family and didn’t need to hide the fact. Or at least not from Forbes. On the contrary, it was nice to think he had this asset that encouraged a man like Forbes to give him some of his time. The only danger was he might have exaggerated.


  ‘I’ll be over to pick you up Saturday morning, around nine,’ he said.


  ‘Er, do you mind making it nine-thirty, Morris? I’m not an early bird.’


  ‘Not at all.’


  They both rang off. But then it was so much fun, talking on a designer phone in a fast car, so much the perfect symbol of his well-deserved success, that, as quite often these days, this handsome blond Englishman continued to chat away, even after the line had gone dead.


  ‘Pronto?’ he enquired coolly. ‘Massimina, can you hear me? Bit of a bad connection, I’m afraid. Can you hear me? It is the Day of the Dead, you know.’


  He imagined he heard her saying yes in her intimate, breathless, girlish voice. Or rather sì ‘Sì, Morri, sì.’


  The fog suddenly thickened on the road into town and was swirling all round the car now.


  ‘You know I’ve seen a painting of you? Yes. No, I knew you wouldn’t believe me.’ He spoke very casually into the elegant white receiver, cruising in overdrive into zero visibility. Somehow it seemed important to take these risks, as if every time one escaped one had bought some good fortune for oneself. ‘I was reading one of my art-history books and there you were. Yes, it was Fra Lippi’s La Vergine incoronata. I mean, it must be you. It’s so exactly the same. And it made me think, you know, Mimi, seeing as he’d painted you five hundred years before you were born, that perhaps you were still alive now, that perhaps in a way you were the Virgin, reincarnated again and again, for one incoronazione after another . . .’


  Heavens, this was oddball stuff, Morris thought. He hadn’t known he was going to come out with this sort of sick drivel at all. On the other hand, one of the things that most gratified him, that most convinced him he must be something of an artist deep down, was the way he never ceased to surprise himself. He wasn’t getting old and stale at all. On the contrary, his train of thought was ever richer.


  The fog pressed down on the car, seemed to clutch and catch at it as it flew past.


  ...so that I couldn’t really have killed you at all, could I, Mimi?’


  Suddenly finding a pink blur of tail lights only feet ahead, Morris braked hard and geared down violently. But it wasn’t enough. To avoid a collision, he swung left to overtake into absolute grey blindness. Immediately headlights appeared. The local bus skidded towards him. Morris squeezed round a 126 to a chorus of klaxons.


  He picked up the receiver from the passenger seat where it had fallen. ‘. . . And I just thought, Mimi, I thought, if you could give me some sign, or something, you know, that you’re alive and well, it would mean so much to me. Any sign. So long as I really know it’s you. And that you’ve forgiven me.’


  Morris frowned. For, of course, the worst part of recognising her in that Madonna by the Renaissance painter had been remembering how the post-mortem had shown she was pregnant. Mimi was pregnant and he had killed his own child, their love-child, a saviour perhaps. This horrible fact could still occasionally rise to the surface of Morris’s consciousness, bringing with it a sense of nausea and profound unease. Though again, this was actually rather gratifying in a way, since otherwise one might have been concerned that one had no sensibility at all. Experience suggested it was a common enough failing.


  ‘Will you do that for me, Mimi? Give me a sign? I don’t care what form it takes, just that it be clear.’


  Again he imagined her saying: Sì, Morri, sì,’ in that most accommodating voice she had had. Certainly Massimina could never have been accused of having addressed him as Mo or having invited him to jump into the sack and give her a poke. Sex had been something special with her, something holy. Mimi, had he had the good fortune to marry her, would never have been so selfish as not to want to have children. Then all at once an idea had him laughing. What a funny old bloke I am, he thought. Get Paola pregnant despite herself is what I should do. Give her a purpose in life. Before she becomes a mere fashionable parasite. She’ll thank me for it in the end. Wasn’t that the purpose of marriage, as declared in the wedding service?


  Amidst these and other thoughts, some of them only half- conscious perhaps, Morris suddenly changed his mind. Acting on one of those intuitions he had learnt to trust over the years, he chose not to go straight to the florist’s to pick up the huge wreath he had ordered, but turned right, up the Valpantena, on the fast road into the hills where the family had its winery.


  He came out of the fog shortly above Quinto and drove very fast on this holiday morning as far as Grezzana. In grey winter light the valley was rather ugly, with its ribbon development of light industry and second-rate housing projects, many of which had a disturbingly English flavour to them. Certainly it wasn’t the Italy his spirit had yearned for when he had decided to marry into one of their rich families. He had talked this over at length with Forbes: the race was obviously degenerating. They still produced and loved beautiful things, and this was very important for Morris, who could imagine few other reasons for being alive; but they didn’t seem to care if they made their country ugly in the doing of it, and they appeared to think of beauty more as a consumer product than something of spiritual value, a question of owning a particular shirt and tie, a particular style in furnishing. Many of them had no idea at all of their own historical art and heritage. It was a shame, Morris thought, a real shame, and he turned off the road along a gravel track that after a couple of turns brought him to the three long, low, breeze-block constructions that made up the vinification, bottling and storage facilities of Trevisan Wines.


  He fiddled in his glove compartment for the right remote control and a long, low gate began to rattle and whine. The new dog barked wildly, as it always would at Morris, as dogs always had with him since as early as he could remember. He must talk to Bobo about it, try to get through to him that it was completely pointless keeping such a beast, since if somebody did want to break in they would surely have no difficulty shooting the thing. No one was around to hear a gunshot in these low-key industrial areas outside working hours. You had to think of such things.


  Unless Bobo had been meaning to prevent precisely visits of this variety, Morris wondered. His own. But that was paranoia. He was a member of the family now. And once you were family, you were family.


  He pulled up and turned off the engine. The big Dobermann or whatever it was (for Morris had not the slightest interest in animals) snarled and leapt around the car. Uncannily, it seemed to be aware of the door he would have to get out of. Oh, for Christ’s sake! This was a problem he hadn’t considered at all. But far too silly to make him change his mind, surely.


  He started up again and drove through shale and puddles to the door of the office located in a kind of annexe at the end of the long building that housed the bottling plant. He managed to negotiate the car into a position only six inches or so from the door, and while the dog was squeezing, panting and yelping to get into the narrow space, Morris buzzed down the window, slipped his key into the lock and turned it twice. He then drove away, heading around the building at little more than walking pace, thus luring the stupid animal into a following trot through parked trucks and stacks of bottles. Then, turning the last corner, he accelerated hard to arrive back at the door with just the few seconds’ grace he needed to be out of the car and into the building. He slammed the door behind him. The dog was furious. Likewise Morris. And he decided on the spot he would poison the thing.


  2


  There are three major wine-producing areas around Verona: the Valpolicella to the north and west; Soave twenty kilometres to the east; and, between them, the Valpantena, stretching north from the eastern suburbs of the city. The first two need no advertising anywhere in the world. Indeed Morris even remembered his father picking up the occasional ‘Suave’ to impress one of his tarts after Mother’s death, while Morris himself had drunk many a glass of ‘Valpolicelly’ at artsy-fartsy Cambridge parties without having the slightest idea where the place really was. Had the Trevisans, then, had their vineyards in either of these two areas, there would have been no obstacles to the grandiose plans of expansion Morris liked to conjure (the principle being, surely, that if one deigned to do something, and above all something commercial, then one should do it in grand style).


  But the Valpantena . . . the Valpantena was decidedly second rate. It was difficult to get DOC certification. The soil was too clayey. The alcohol rating was low. The wine had no body and less flavour. Worse still, it simply had a name for being plonk. With the result that sales were falling sharply as the population moved up-market in the wake of snobbery and brand-name advertising, while the dour hard-drinking peasantry succumbed to cirrhosis and the miserliness (since Thatcher) of those European subsidies aimed at keeping them on the land and inside the thousands of smoky rural dives where Valpantena was drunk over interminable games of briscola,


  What, Morris often dreamed, if it had been one of the Bolla family’s girls had run off with him, and not Massimina Trevisan? He could then have become the respected export manager of a major company with a vast international distribution network. He could have been responsible for sponsoring small cultural ventures, workshop theatres, local exhibitions of Etruscan art, sober books of artistic photography. Or again, what if he had taught English in more exclusive circles in Milan (as why the hell shouldn’t he with his educational background)? Then only the sky would have been the limit: the Berlusconis, the Agnellis, the Rizzolis, quite unimaginable wealth and signori-lità . . . . Given that he had pulled it off with the suspicious and decidedly refractory Trevisans, was it so unfeasible that he could have done the same with the more generous industrial nobility? Could still do it perhaps, if only he put his mind to it.


  But there lay Morris’s snag. Morris didn’t, except in emergencies, put his mind to practical things. And sometimes not even then. He allowed himself to be drawn into aesthetic considerations, existential dialogues. His brain was incredibly fertile territory, but it seemed that what had been planted there was exotic and ornamental, rather than practical. He prided himself on flying off at tangents, on making acute observations, but he could never plan anything more than a day or two ahead. (Would he ever have started the Massimina business had he had the faintest inkling of how it must end? Surely not. That had been an appalling discovery of the very last hour.) He was like a novelist who could never remember what his plot was supposed to be, or more appropriately, a miserable opportunist, picking up crumbs wherever they fell.


  Hadn’t it been the same with his marriage? The situation had presented itself; it was Paola had made the offer, just as two years ago it had been Massimina approached him, rather than he her. And Morris had been unable to hold off and play for higher stakes, unable to see that he was made for better things.


  Of course, there had been certain alleviating circumstances on the second occasion: the euphoria arising from his having survived a major police investigation had doubtless played its part. In the happy-go-lucky mood he’d been in, the surprise invitation to accompany sister Paola to England had had a smack of destiny about it. Riding high, he had accepted, plus of course there had been that prurience, that perverse poignancy of remaining, socially and emotionally, so close to the scene of the crime. Ostensibly Paola had been going on an extended holiday to help her get over the family bereavement, and this again was the kind of pathos that attracted Morris, rich as it appeared to be with noble emotion and dignity. In the event, however, it all too soon emerged that the real reason for her English trip was her need to avoid her friends until such time as she could get over the snub of having been dropped by her long-time dentist fiance.


  Be that as it may, when they had arrived at the airport and were sitting in a taxi (the very first taxi of Morris’s life as it happened), her cosy suggestion that he stay in the expensive Notting Hill flat which family friends had provided for her had been nothing if not explicit. Still excited, understandably, by his newly acquired wealth (certificates for 800 million lire’s worth of Eurobonds in his suitcase), lulled by the excellent Barolo they had drunk with their snack on the plane, and by no means averse to pursuing the sexual experiments which had so pleasantly if poignantly brightened up his abduction of Mimi, Morris did not even look for reasons for not agreeing. He was riding the crest of a wave. He could do nothing wrong. And it had been particularly good fun, one London afternoon to invite his dumb, proletarian, carping father over to the Pembroke Villas address and flaunt an ambience of Persian rugs and Mary Quant curtains that even the pigheaded Mr Duckworth must have recognised (in money terms if nothing else) was a definite step up.


  Shrewd herself, Paola had quickly developed a fatal attraction for Morris’s own particular brand of shrewdness, his curiously polite stiffness and reservation, which she found a ‘terrific turn-on’ (and imagined was exquisitely English and fashionable, not realising, as Morris himself was all too painfully aware, that on the whole Anglo-Saxons were an uncouth and violent lot). For three, four, five months they had thus lodged together, enjoying a sex life as ambitious as it was exquisitely free from sentimental complications. Paola had learned not a word of English and spent a great deal of money. Unlike dear Mimi, it turned out that she shared, more than shared, Morris’s interest in expensive food and drink, with the result that Morris had made the mistake, for the first and hopefully the last time in his life, of succumbing to an almost constant state of inebriation, something that had doubtless blurred his awareness of other, less attractive sides to her personality.


  Returning to Italy together in the spring of the following year, it had been to find that as a result of an unplanned pregnancy elder sister Antonella was being hurried into marrying the ugly heir to a battery chicken empire, Bobo Posenato, or Polio (chicken) Bobo, as Paola disparagingly called him (one of the few things Morris genuinely liked about Paola was her ability to be wittily disparaging). All kinds of extravagant arrangements were under way. Mamma Trevisan was over the moon with the expediency of this marriage, which obviously far outweighed the tawdry circumstances that had precipitated it. Very large sums of money were being spent. A beautiful apartment had been bought, designer wedding clothes were even now being made. The Due Torri, Verona’s most expensive hotel, had been booked for the reception.


  With all this extravagance and festivity, sharp Paola had not unnaturally felt herself being upstaged by her blander, rather goosy elder sister. For his part, Morris, having vaguely wondered in London if he mightn’t set himself up as the man of the family, had felt his previous antagonism for Bobo reinforced if not doubled or trebled. Hadn’t this arrogant boy with his nosiness and enquiries been responsible after all for the rejection of Morris’s initial attempt to court Massimina in a traditional fashion, and thus, in the long run, for forcing Morris to become a criminal? And surely it wasn’t right that a taciturn, acned young man with no imagination and less manners should be so extraordinarily well set up in terms of wealth and power? It was the kind of naked injustice that fed Morris’s insatiable appetite for resentment. Of course, he did have some wealth himself now, enough to buy - what? - two or even three apartments perhaps (why hadn’t he asked for more when he’d had the knife by the handle?), but absolutely nothing like the miliardi available to Polio Bobo and his ilk; and to make matters worse, Morris, at that time, still had to be painstakingly careful that nobody noticed him spending this money, whose existence he would never be able to explain. Like a fool, he must continue to play the pauper, the poor mouse of the family, even when he wasn’t. It was infuriating. Because you weren’t rich until you had your hands on the means of producing wealth - Marx had been right about that. With just a few hundred million (lire!) in Eurobonds you were barely hedging against inflation. So that when one evening Paola had very coolly remarked how upset the others would be if she and Morris got in on the act by making it a double marriage, he had immediately said yes, wouldn’t they? Plus, if they didn’t watch out, Paola had further observed, there was every danger that Polio Bobo, still kept out of his own family business by Father and elder brother, would worm his way into Trevisan Wines and even further into Mamma’s good graces, no doubt with the intention of annexing the company to his own family empire. Whereas if they married immediately. Mamma would have to give Morris a position of some, and hopefully equal, importance.


  Of course in retrospect Morris saw now what a sad, sordid poverty-stricken kind of opportunism it had been which had made him agree to this: surrendering his privacy to a creature he barely knew out of the sack or in various states of intoxication (because she was keen on marijuana too), committing his very considerable brain power to the promotion of a few plonky vineyards, and above all entering (for there seemed no alternative if he was to make a go of the Trevisan clan) into a partnership with a gawky, spoilt, chinless young man who was as unworthy of Morris’s opposition as he was of his collaboration.


  But one was who one was in the end. Wasn’t this what Morris had been trying to tell his father in spool after spool of dictaphone tape these past five years and more? One was who one was. Character was destiny. This was the kind of thing that Morris Duckworth did (still afraid of ending up on the street despite that 800 million). And if he had recently stopped trying to explain himself to Dad after a cupboard full of cassettes stretching over six or seven years, wasn’t it precisely because he had at last realised that by that very same token - character destiny - his father could and would never understand anything Morris tried to tell him? The uncouch old goat was an uncouth old goat. How could you expect him to be otherwise? Morris was Morris, and thus he would remain, locked into his own skull, his own inadequacy, to the bitter end: an underachieving, desperate, somehow pantomime Morris. Wisdom meant accepting this.


  Though sometimes he felt quite different about life. Sometimes he felt there was nothing could stop him. Or at least that he might as well enjoy himself.


  Events had moved with soap-opera rapidity. The apartment had been bought (with his money, in his name - leaving less than 400 million - but he would never be held to ransom by his wife). Morris had attended a catechism course for adults and turned Catholic (interestingly enough it was here that he first came up against those Third World sufferers whose fate so often occupied his mind these days). A summer date had been set for the wedding. All had appeared to be going well. But then, despite this considerable effort on Morris’s part to conform with local mores, Paola, with typical instability, had at the very last moment changed her mind and decided she wanted to be married in the register office so romantically, albeit ominously, located on the supposed site of Juliet’s tomb. This was, and was intended as, a deliberate snub to her mother, a punishment for her being so syrupily ingratiating with the Posenato clan and so offhand if not actually cold with Morris.


  In the event it turned out to be a brilliant idea. Not only was Mamma furious (for the Posenato family would be upset by the idea of down-market, register-office in-laws), but Morris was actually able to gain ground with the old lady, and even with the fiercely pious (despite her pregnancy) Antonella, by presenting himself as the wise and reserved Englishman ostensibly struggling to have capricious young Italian Paola see reason. Indeed, the ruse worked so marvellously that, come the great day. Mamma’s frustration at being crossed like this had been too much for her and she was struck down by a thrombosis precisely as Morris turned from signing the papers to smile at the small gathering of Paola’s friends (including, rather disturbingly, the dentist).


  Mamma collapsed and was rushed off to rianimazione. Hearing the news during a last-minute dress-pinning session for her own ceremony later in the afternoon, Antonella had tripped on her train while hurrying down the stairs and, after much panic, ambulance-calling and toing and froing at the hospital, was found to have lost her child. When Morris had tried (and he had cancelled his honeymoon flight to the Azores, for God’s sake) to express his quite sincere condolences to Bobo, the unpleasant young Veronese had scowled at him as if it must somehow be his fault. But there was no limit, Morris sometimes thought, to people’s desire to find a scapegoat. Nobly he decided not to bear a grudge against the boy. Perhaps in time and against all the odds they would learn to like each other.


  After three months’ intensive treatment. Mamma had still not regained the use of the left side of her body. Without having any specific instructions, Bobo simply stepped in and took over Trevisan Wines, inviting Morris, after a couple of violent arguments with Paola, to open a small commercial office for the company in town. And of course what Morris should have said was no. He was not cut out for trade and commerce. Fundamentally, he had a delicate, aesthete’s personality, and no desire at all to engage in the hurly-burly of commercial life. He should have been a photographer, a fashion designer, a theatre critic. Yet the opportunist in him wouldn’t pass it up. Perhaps because in another department of his mind he had always wanted to be who he wasn’t, always wanted to please macho Dad as much as darling Mum. And then because he wanted to be Italian of course, a real member of a real Italian family, and because he felt strangely drawn to the surly Bobo. Either he would make the boy like him, or make him pay for not doing so. In any event, he was given an office two metres by two in the centre of town and invited to find new buyers for a company he knew nothing about. That was six months ago.


  Morris slammed the door on the barking dog outside. He was in a small grey office which nothing could redeem - certainly not the cheap gun-metal desks, nor the fifties filing cabinets, nor the squat computer, the smeared windows with their sad view of two large trucks tucked between dirty trees, the shelves with their manuals on vinification and piles of brochures on Trevisan Wines (published in 1973 and far from being exhausted). One of the first things Morris had done on joining the company had been to flick through the English translation of this brochure, which told the unsuspecting buyer that: ‘Born of moronic soils and famous stock of vineyard plants, this nectar of the pre-Alps cannot not satisfy the updated gusto for palette harmony and a fragrance that entices.’ His suggestion that the piece be rewritten had been met with scepticism. The company had only a handful of foreign clients and none of them was English. It wasn’t worth the printing costs. So that there the brochures still sat in dusty piles, unused and unusable. Indeed, the only new thing around was a down-market pornographic calendar, free gift of the Fratelli Ruffoli bottle-producing company, where the said company’s product was presented in intimate proximity to what most men presumably thought of as the great focuses of pleasure. A small plastic crucifix hung opposite the calendar over the door that led through to the bottling plant proper. Morris found both decorations equally distasteful.


  Reckoning he had about half an hour, he switched on the computer on the production manager’s desk and one after the other slipped in the disks he found in the top drawer. Unfortunately he had no experience of computers, nor any desire to gain any; thus when finally he found the file. Safari e stipendi, 1990, he was unable to access it. It was too infuriating, especially since this was precisely the kind of information that should have been freely available to a member of the family. Another file on another disk promised to tell him about Fornitori - uvalvini, but again he couldn’t get at it. Still, there was something odd there just in that title, ‘Suppliers - grapes/ wines’. Morris stared at the unpleasantly glowing green letters, the irritating wink of the cursor that seemed to mesmerise thought rather than encourage it. Suppliers?


  “Ciao, said a voice.


  Morris swung round on the rotating chair. The pale young man stood in the doorway.


  ‘Ciao,’ Morris said warmly. ‘Benvenuto. How are you?’


  It’s a holiday,’ Polio Bobo said. ‘And this is not your office.’


  ‘Just doing a little homework,’ Morris said. ‘It’s difficult selling a company when you don’t know enough about it. I got wind of a big order this week and I wanted to know if you could meet it.’


  ‘Ask me,’ Bobo said. He came and sat on the edge of the desk, reached over and switched off the computer. Morris was surprised to see that the boy was tense, if not actually trembling. This somehow made Morris feel more friendly.


  ‘I didn’t want to appear stupid,’ he said. ‘You know, always having to run to ask you. You’ve got enough on your plate.’ Then briefly he said what he had said before: how impressed he was by Bobo’s grasp of the business, and how growing up in a business family had no doubt helped him a great deal, whereas Morris was still very much learning the ropes.


  Bobo appeared to relax a little. ‘How much was the order for?’


  ‘Four thousand cases,’ Morris told him coolly. ‘Doorways, an English chainstore.’


  ‘Four thousand. We can’t possibly do that.’


  ‘I know,’ Morris agreed, ‘but what if we buy out?’


  ‘We have a policy of never buying out.’


  Morris gave his colleague a sunny, just faintly inquisitive stare, allowing the boy a full thirty seconds to change his tack.


  ‘Ah,’ he sighed. But then overcome by a sudden desire to be friendly, to gain confidence by giving it (why shouldn’t they be friends - were they so unalike in the end?), he rather ingenuously (but there were these moments when he liked to think of himself as ingenuous, innocently generous) began to explain his plan. Listen, he said, did Bobo realise how full the city was of illegal immigrants? Of labour of the cheapest possible kind? Yes? And far from being uncultured or anything like that they were all, and especially the Senegalese, quite well behaved, probably from the upper middle classes in their own country, honest, hard-working, not unintelligent. Now if Trevisan Wines were to take on some of these people on the most casual, under-the-table basis to bottle and package the sort of plonk they could buy out almost anywhere - God knows the country was swimming in wine no one wanted to drink -then Morris was pretty sure he could place most of it on the British market, where frankly they wouldn’t know the difference between the rubbish they had been drinking to date and the rubbish they would be drinking from now on, if Bobo saw what he meant. And if things went wrong, well, they wouldn’t have any serious overheads, the immigrants would melt away as rapidly as they had materialised.


  About halfway through this spiel Morris realised that Polio Bobo thought he was joking. Or lying. There was an expression on his waxy boy’s face in which incredulity and suspicion were mixed in more or less equal proportions.


  Morris asked: ‘But you have seen them on the streets?’


  ‘Certo. Bothering me to buy cigarette lighters and pirated cassettes and the like.’


  ‘I just felt I wanted to help them,’ Morris said candidly. Then with a brutally deliberate allusion to their first meeting, when Mimi had brought Morris to the Trevisans’ house as a prospective fidanzato, he added: ‘I mean, I’ve been an outsider myself. I know what it’s like to have people always suspecting you.’


  He looked this rich sibling straight in the fishy eyes. A look, as Bobo obviously registered, of naked challenge.


  3


  Signora Trevisan was in her wheelchair, with that unpleasant tic she had developed at the corner of the mouth. Morris thus faced the problem of choosing between pushing her chair and carrying the very large wreath of flowers he had bought. But would they imagine Paola had bought the flowers? Morris knew there was no limit to people’s inattention. Sometimes it was useful and sometimes it wasn’t.


  Fog had melted into rain and the cemetery car park was overcrowded. Antonella was fussing hopelessly with the chair’s brake release; she couldn’t get the thing to move. Bobo had apparently mislaid the remote control to his Audi I oo in one of his tailored pockets. Morris stepped forward, seeing the solution. ‘May I?’ he offered, and handed the wreath to Signora Trevisan. ‘I thought perhaps you might like to put this on Mimi’s grave.’ Then, without waiting to decide whether the twisted mouth meant a grimace or a smile, he bent down to release the brake. After all, if the stiff-necked woman had welcomed him into the family in the first place, Mimi would never have met the end she had, there would never have been any register-office marriage, because Mimi would have settled for nothing less than the Duomo, so there would have been no stroke and no corpse to visit. Or rather, they could have walked together, arm in fashionable arm, to lay a couple of token chrysanths beside old Signor Trevisan, dead these fifteen years and more.


  There was quite a crowd flowing through the gate, past the gloomily hooded statues, the confidently engraved resurrecturis on the arch above. Impeccably dressed mourners strutted slowly beneath sober umbrellas, their voices suitably low, greeting friends, muttering sensible cliches. Inside, the porticoes offered a precise geometry of well-swept colour. The grave niches up on the walls were festooned with flowers and there was the pleasant click of expensive patent leather echoing on flags of provincial stone.


  Immediately Morris felt a sense of quiet satisfaction. The ritual formality of it all was so exhilarating, so right. Where would you find such an exquisitely poised communion of the living and the dead in grimy, pragmatic old England, such a sensual mix of extravagant furs and wine-warm marble, a whole population turning out to tip their hats to the industrious ancestry that had generated all this wealth and then so decorously departed? Son-in-law Morris was desperately delicate, easing Signora Trevisan’s chair down travertine steps to where the more pompous family tombs offered a competitive range of albaster Madonnas, guardian angels and stony Crucifixions. Suddenly he felt so pleased with himself, he turned to smile intimately at Polio Bobo, and thoroughly enjoyed the boy’s discomfort, the ripple of incomprehension passing over his mask of sobriety. Did he think Morris was homosexual or what?


  Pious Antonella picked up the smile and returned it, though coloured now by a sort of sad propriety, the consolations of religion playing unmistakably across her goosy cheeks. Could she be pregnant again? An heir to the Trevisan fortune? That would be most unfortunate. Sharing an umbrella with him, Paola was feeling down her fur on the left side to check that it wasn’t getting wet. Ten million lire’s worth, of course, and one had to be careful, but there were moments when a proper sense of occasion was even more important. Morris nudged his wife sharply as he swung the wheelchair into a small avenue of crushed white stones.


  non fortuna, sed labor, the letters were six inches high, gold-edged in a slab of white carrara, and the angel above had not come cheap either. Labor no doubt there must have been. All the same, Vittorio Trevisan had apparently been unable to work his way around a doubtless deserved cirrhosis. Now his photo stared bleakly from an oval blimp screwed into the marble, a respectable square-jawed man in a collar and tie that must have been too tight. Obviously the family had plumped for black and white to. hide the broken veins. Morris smiled at his own ingenuity, non calamitas, sed vinum would have been more appropriate. And putting the brake on Signora Trevisan, he stepped out from under Paola’s umbrella, took the red handkerchief from his jacket pocket and carefully wiped the beads of rain from the image of his defunct father-in-law. If even this didn’t win a nod of acknowledgement from the old witch, then quite simply he could rest his case. They had got no more than they deserved.


  But Morris knew that the real reason his heart was racing was because of Massimina round the other side. The only woman who had ever loved him, whom he had ever loved. And life had forced him to . . . but he must not think about it. He must not and would not dwell on the past, weep over spilt milk. Yet what could one do with spilt milk if not weep over it?


  For a moment then he was almost afraid of seeing her photograph. Why hadn’t this occurred to him? This confrontation. And in company. Would something flicker across his face? Some expression of self-betrayal. Or would he burst into tears? Really he ought to have come here ages ago on his own to get the measure of the thing, see which picture they had chosen. But at the same time he relished his anxiety. Tomorrow, at the Uffizi, he could contemplate her transformation into art. Today he would have to suffer the immediacy of a photograph. So be it.


  Signora Trevisan’s tic had speeded up at the sight of her dead husband. The corner of her mouth twitched obscenely as she tried to say something. In the portico beyond, two old women were exchanging insults over the use of the step-ladder for placing flowers in the higher burial niches. Apparently Paola wasn’t the only one with a poor sense of occasion. Antonella stepped forward and began to arrange a spray of flowers in the vase by the photo of her father. Crouching down, her small pale hands worked quickly, picking stalks from cellophane wrapping. Back behind Signora Trevisan again, Morris watched, trying to still his beating heart. He forced himself to observe what a perfect image of devotion it was: the curved back of the young woman in white seal fur against the rain-wet tomb behind, the quick hands fiddling amongst the flowers. The fingers had that same pudginess tapering to delicate pink that Massimina’s had had. Perhaps Morris had been too hard on Antonella. Perhaps her gestures were not naked hypocrisy, but carried some genuine cultural resonance, the nobility of her race. An intelligent person was always willing to revise an opinion, n’est-ce-pas?In his ear, Paola whispered: ‘Cristo santo, Mo, push Mamma round the other side, dump the wreath and let’s get out of here. It gives me the creeps.’


  The wheels crunched on the stones. The rain stiffened. It was the first time they had all come to visit her. Last year he and Paola had still been in London for i morti. And the curious thing was that Morris was thinking more about Mimi now than he had then. Or in all the months in between. Far more. As if his real mourning had only just begun. Only now had he begun to want to see her grave. Only now was he ready to face the truth: that he had loved Massimina and lost her; that he had let life slip through his fingers, or rather, tossed it violently away. Sometimes the girl was so intensely present to the inner senses, he would have to bite his tongue and clench his fists. And Morris had an inkling that this new and precarious state of mind could only be presageful. Certainly he felt incredibly nervous and excited now. What kind of photo would they have chosen? What effect would it have on him? Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of Bobo checking his watch.


  They waited for an old man wobbling by with a stick, then Morris negotiated the chair round the other side. But he deliberately didn’t look down at where the photograph would be. Instead he lifted his eyes to the angel above. A trite saccharoid rendering of feathers and flesh, as if the sculptor hadn’t really been able to imagine how they might go together. He heard Antonella say: ‘Perhaps she was too good for this world.’ A heavy sigh. ‘She was always so innocent.’ Bobo grunted some sort of appropriate male agreement. ‘Povera Mimi,’ Paola said mechanically. Signora Trevisan, to her great credit, was crying softly.


  They stood in the rain, making this public gesture of paying respect, other people walking slowly past. Morris let his eye move down to the inscription, the lord giveth and the lord taketh away. He rather liked this. Paola sometimes accused him of being critical about everything, whereas nothing could have been wider of the mark. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. There was no question of feeling guilty when one reflected on a simple truth like that: appearance, disappearance.


  A noise of crinkling cellophane made him aware that Signora Trevisan was fiddling with the wreath on her lap, trying to lean forward on her chair. Still without looking at the photo, Morris walked round the chair, took the wreath from her hands, stepped over the little rail that served to keep passers-by at a respectful distance, and crouched down by the tomb.


  He thus saw Massimina from only inches away, in intimacy, his own face safely invisible to the others. It was the first time he had looked her in the eye since the day he had brought down the paperweight on her precious skull.


  The family had chosen the same photo they’d used in the papers after her disappearance: the intensely black hair, the radiant breadcrumbs-in-cream complexion, great hazel eyes, a winning smile. Immediately he sensed all the old complicity flooding back. They were lovers and the rest of the family disapproved. The bond was still there. Caught by a tidal wave of emotion, Morris suddenly appreciated what a truly tragic figure he was. He had to fight back the tears. If only she would give him some sign of forgiveness!


  I blame myself sometimes,’ he heard Bobo saying solemnly behind him. ‘I should have realised something of the kind might happen.’


  ‘Caro,’ Antonella said. ‘Don’t torment yourself. Who would have thought?’


  Morris laid the wreath delicately so that the petals were almost brushing her cheeks. He was just straightening to get back on his feet when the dead girl winked.


  He froze. But there was no mistaking it. It was just the wink she would give him when she was a student in his class and their eyes met. The only student ever to wink at him. Or again when they were in Sardinia and she would say: ‘Come and make love, Morree, per favore,’


  And she did it again. From out of the solemn oval of the photo, screwed into the marble below which her precious body must already have rotted in its coffin, she winked.


  ‘O Dio santo!’ a female voice shrieked behind him.


  So they had seen! Morris whirled round, his body filling with a sudden dangerous heat. The flush prickled up in his face. His buttocks were tight. He was ready to defend himself. Turning, his eyes met the atrocious stare of Signora Trevisan, head twisted unnaturally to one side, an audible wheezing in her throat.


  ‘Un dottore!’ Antonella cried, ‘Bobo, un dottore!’


  But neither the grim-faced factory-chicken heir, nor the elegant Paola beside him so much as moved. It was thus left to English in-law Morris Duckworth to run off along the porticoes screaming and shouting for the help that perhaps everybody hoped would come too late.


  4


  Morris was trying to explain to Forbes about the immigrants. The older man was sunk into the white leather of the passenger seat, his eyes half closed against the winter glare of the autostrada. First at catechism, where they came to ingratiate themselves with the local priest in the hope of getting into some of the accommodation the Church controlled. Then in the queue at the office that dealt with health insurance for foreigners. On both occasions Morris had been appalled by the way the blacks were treated, and had said as much to the officials involved. It was the complacent arrogance of these people that so upset him. The way acquired position and relative wealth were flaunted as superiority pure and simple. Much the same as with this fellow Polio Bobo he had to work with: all birth and presumption, not a shred of merit. Except it wasn’t just that. How could he explain himself? It was the way you couldn’t feel such people had ever really suffered, or even had the quality required to suffer. Sometimes you felt they hardly deserved to live. If they were to disappear tomorrow the world would be a better place. Whereas there was a quiet nobility about the Ghanaians and Senegalese he’d talked to. They put up with so much and never complained. They had that sort of sublime resignation you saw in food queues in Ethiopia, or in a Giotto Crucifixion. It was quite beautiful.


  ‘I feel I’d quite like to help them somehow,’ Morris finished simply.


  Forbes didn’t so much as stir. He was wearing his customary grey suit, white shirt, flowery tie. His face, upturned, looked the kind of surface one dusted rather than shaved. Deep wrinkles where dirt must collect. His hair was a silky, perhaps perfumed, silver.


  ‘I’ve always felt, if I came into some money I should use it to help people.’


  As he spoke, Morris enjoyed hearing his mother’s voice echo in his own, her endless involvement in local church charities, despised by his father of course, though it had given the pig the freedom he needed for his philandering, while she was out helping the handicapped or collecting for the blind. And Massimina had been involved with the Giovani cattolici, taking clothes to the poor and so on. Yes, Massimina had been a busy, well-meaning, humble-shall-inherit-the-earth girl. Massimina would not have been lying in bed smoking Rothmans when she was supposed to be doing her final university exam. Morris suddenly felt furious. Though not a tremor came through in his voice.


  ‘I mean, I always give them a few thousand lire when they clean my windscreen at the traffic lights and things like that. But I feel it’s not enough. A few thousand lire isn’t going to solve anything, is it?’


  Nor a few million, he privately thought. What it took was a job, a steady source of wealth. And his wife was coolly throwing up a position as an architect with all the opportunities that entailed. He hadn’t realised how angry he was.


  ‘So I was wondering,’ he went on evenly, ‘if perhaps we couldn’t somehow work these poor people in with your little project.’


  Forbes finally opened his eyes, shifted in his seat.


  ‘I beg your pardon, Morris, I, er . . .’


  But quite on impulse Morris had picked up the phone from the dashboard. He pressed a single button and the instrument dialled from memory.


  ‘Sorry, be with you in a moment,’ he told Forbes, then was immediately afraid he might have irritated the man, whose superior culture he needed, something to still his whirring mind. These lapses of concentration were disturbing.


  The phone trilled. They were approaching the intersection for Florence and Rome, travelling at 130 kilometres per hour, right on the speed limit. A law-abiding Morris kept his left hand lightly on the wheel, his right gripping the Valentino receiver. Came a very laid-back ‘Pronto’, and clearly she was eating something.


  It’s me,’ Morris said. Then using a formula he never had before, he added: ‘Your husband.’


  ‘Oh, is anything the matter?’


  He left the briefest pause. Then his voice was dutiful. ‘I was wondering about Mamma.’


  ‘I haven’t heard anything yet this morning.’


  ‘Are you going to visit?’


  There hardly seems to be any point if one can only look in through the glass.’


  ‘No.’


  As he was overtaking some slow-moving Fiat or other in the central lane, a Saab came racing up behind him, way over the limit and flashing his headlights aggressively. Morris immediately adjusted his speed down to that of the car he had been passing.


  ‘So you may as well go and do the exam, cam. What time is it? Two o’clock?’


  The car behind began to honk. Morris gave his brake the lightest tap. He was enjoying the division of consciousness involved in doing two things at once. Or rather three, since in the back of his mind he was still wondering how best to present his grand idea to Forbes.


  ‘Mo, per I’ amore di Dio, I, I can hardly go and do my exam when my mother might die at any moment. How could I ever concentrate?’


  Well, the same way she had been concentrating on the morning TV Morris could hear in the background. One of those local channels that sold fur coats, lingerie, lucky charms and mountain bikes, twenty-four hours a day.


  The honking was continuous now as Morris played with brake and accelerator pedal. Doubtless the idiot would be gesticulating. Then the first sign for the intersection was racing towards them.


  ‘Well, as you wish, cam.’ He had long since learnt that you couldn’t actually force people to do what was best for them.


  But unexpectedly his wife said: ‘Are you upset, Mo?’ in such a sweet voice it almost took his mind off the road.


  Forced to think, he answered: ‘You know I only want the best for you, cam, that’s all.’


  He stabbed his foot on the brake and, as the furious Saab all but exploded in the rear mirror, steered fiercely right to slip between the Fiat in the central lane and a van behind, then across the slow lane between two trucks carrying livestock, and so off onto the tightly curving slip-road. A deeply pained look crossed Forbes’s face, but Morris sensed an inkling of admiration too. And he hadn’t actually broken the law, had he? Just taught a hog a lesson. At the same time he managed to register the confiding voice in his ear saying: Tact is. Mo, I feel I should be around because I wouldn’t like anything odd to happen with the will, or for Mamma to wake up and make a new one. If you get me? There was a look on Bobo’s face yesterday that I didn’t like at all.’


  Morris hadn’t actually thought of that. He steadied the car and kept his eye on the signs. You imagined you were wise to everything, you had seen it all, then some mere girl turned out to be light-years ahead, and you realised you were only a poor amateur, an ever-ingenuous Morris. You had no chance of keeping up with all the sick perversions other people were capable of. Getting an old woman to change her will on the very point of death indeed!


  ‘I’ call you later,’ he said brusquely.


  But she didn’t want him to hang up. Her voice changed again, became husky and soft. ‘Are you alone, Mo?’


  ‘Of course. Who would I be with?’


  ‘Mmm.’


  There was a brief silence. Forbes had sunk down in his seat again, a faint smile on his aristocratic face.


  ‘Will you do something for me?’ The voice was vulgarly seductive. Ashamed, Morris jammed the receiver to his ear.


  ‘What?’


  Im feeling very . . . mmm,’ Paola said. ‘Here all on my own. You know how I get.’


  Morris knew.


  ‘I mean, if someone very sweet told me to unzip my pants and do something that they like doing too, I think I might just have to obey.’


  Morris closed his eyes for a moment, then remembered to blink them open as they came racing out onto the other autostrada, Florence-bound. His body had filled with an exciting prickly heat. At the same time there was that strong feeling of distaste. If he didn’t watch out he’d be nothing more than a sex toy to her.


  ‘If you stopped for a while, little Mo could obey orders too. What are car phones for after all?’


  Morris said: ‘I was supposed to see a client at ten-thirty and I’m already late.’


  ‘Come on, Mo, Hi dolce!’


  ‘Veramente, I can’t.’


  ‘Antipatico!’ she whispered fiercely. ‘Spoil-sport, I’ll make you pay for that later.’


  It was unclear whether this was meant as a promise or a threat.


  ‘Paola?’ he said. Was he slightly in awe of her?


  ‘Dio, will I make you pay!’ She hung up.


  Morris clicked back the receiver, put both hands firmly on the wheel. You phoned your wife of six months standing to try to get her to take a responsible attitude towards her life and career, and what did she do? First she pleaded the excuse of a dying mother, a predatory brother-in-law, and then she tried for mutual masturbation over the car phone. There were times when dismay was the only proper response. Morris drove on for quite some while in bitter silence.


  The car rode up into the browns and dull greens of the Apennines, a rollercoaster landscape of olives and cypresses, bare vines reduced to fields of gnarled crucifixions against the stone-speckled soil. Morris tried to concentrate on the aesthetic pleasure of taking every curve at exactly the right speed while always leaving the same distance between wheel and white line. Forbes, meanwhile, seemed in no hurry to return to their previous conversation, despite the delicate point at which they had left it. And Morris appreciated that. Forbes was the kind of intelligent man who would be sensitive to his temporary discomposure. Morris had done the right thing in escaping from the feckless crowd of younger expats who had tormented and humiliated him in his earlier days in Verona, the ex-hippies and would-be artists, their coercive mateyness and empty dreams (not to mention the rather unnerving fact that community leader Yankee Stan had actually seen him that day at Roma Termini with Massimina: there was a danger!). No, the wisdom of an earlier generation was so much more gratifying. Indeed it occurred to Morris that if he had met Forbes earlier on perhaps, when he first arrived in Italy, yes, if he had frequented someone like Forbes, rather than the Stans of this world, then there would have been no need for the extraordinary aberration of two summers ago. Or, better still, if he had had Forbes as a father, if . . .


  ‘Siste viator!’


  They had just passed a sign for a service station. Interrupting Morris’s promising train of thought, the older man’s voice pronouncing one of his endless Latin tags had a gravelly, emphatically upper-class texture.


  ‘Sorry?’ Morris said. He had decided never again to pretend to understand something when he didn’t. Only people with an abject self-image did that kind of thing.


  The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak,’ Forbes explained with a deprecating smile. ‘Stop.’


  It was the second time in only an hour’s driving.


  Morris pulled in at the service station and watched as Forbes’s tall, spindly figure shambled over to the servizi. Inevitably, as he watched the flapping grey suit in the cold winter light, the word ‘Gents’ sprang to mind. Morris felt calm and happy again. In the end he had good friends, exciting projects. His psyche was not irremediably damaged. All would work out.


  He was just lifting the phone to ask dear Mimi whether she mightn’t confirm yesterday’s sign with something more concrete today, some indication that she approved of his plan, when a movement beside the car startled him.


  ‘Vu cumpra’?’


  A squat Moroccan was grinning through the window Morris had unwisely buzzed down. The man’s bad breath came through despite freezing air and diesel fumes.


  ‘Vu cumpra’? Wanna buy? Very good video camera. Molto economico.’


  Morris stared at him.


  ‘Economico, molto cheap, molto buono.’


  ‘Davvero?’ His mind moved rapidly. Paola had talked about doing some videotaping, and it wasn’t the man’s fault if society had reduced him to this illicit trade and parlous state of personal cleanliness. There had been a time when Morris rather feared he was headed that way himself.


  A long scar snaked down from the bloodshot corner of the Moroccan’s left eye.


  ‘Quanto?’ the Englishman asked.


  ‘Two hundred.’


  ‘A hundred and fifty,’ Morris said, since of course this was what was expected. They didn’t want charity.


  Two hundred.’


  I said a hundred and fifty.’ He was rather enjoying this. Forbes appeared, and so would see the aplomb with which Morris carried it off.


  ‘A hundred and eighty.’ The Moroccan’s leathery smile was forced. But Morris was used to forced smiles.


  ‘A hundred and fifty and it’s a deal,’ he said.


  The Moroccan scowled. As he must. Forbes climbed stiffly into the car, one dusty eyebrow raised. ‘Caveat emptor, m’boy,’ he said wryly. But Morris felt he was on a winning streak. ‘I said a hundred and fifty, not a lira more.’


  Already he had half a vague idea of videotaping Massimina’s winking eye on the tomb photograph. Might she eventually be sanctified if one could prove something like that?


  Reluctantly, the Moroccan gave in. ‘OK. You have the money ready. You stop by that white van.’ He pointed to a decrepit VW beyond the petrol pumps, where a small boy was apparently filling a flat tyre from the air stream. Morris duly drove over, wallet in hand. Then a few moments later, on the road again, box with video on the back seat, he was enjoying such a high that he went and explained his whole plan to Forbes in just a few well-chosen sentences. His main aims being, he insisted, first to help out his friend, Forbes, and second, not to let this Polio Bobo merely exploit the poor immigrant folk in his bid to increase production. If one had to be an industrialist, Morris said, he would like to think of himself as being in the benevolent Cobden tradition, rather than a Gradgrind.


  Forbes was clearly surprised. If not floored. It wasn’t exactly what he had had in mind, he said. He fiddled in his jacket pocket for pipe and tobacco, a look of prim concern on his face. ‘What I was planning to do, as you know, was to bring over public-school children from England, teach them a little Italian and art history in pleasant surroundings, and give them an opportunity to see the country firsthand. As a means of earning my daily bread, of course. I wasn’t intending to, er, set up a hostel for Ghanaians and Senegalese on shift work.’


  Morris hated smoking in the car, but let it pass. He was mature enough to appreciate that everybody had their shortcomings. For two or three minutes he drove steadily, letting his idea sink in, waiting for any further objections to surface. Then, with a businesslike frankness he was consciously cultivating these days, he set about persuading Forbes as to which side his bread was buttered.


  The point is you’ll need a fair slice of capital to set up this school, correct?’


  ‘Res angusta dorni,’ agreed the old man.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘I was merely accepting your premise.’


  Well, Morris of course had access to that capital through the Trevisan family. Say, four or five hundred thousand a month to rent an old farmhouse somewhere, plus a few million to make it functional. The problem being, he explained, that the selfish Trevisans would never make an investment like that just for Forbes. There would have to be something in it for them. Immediately if possible. Hence the idea of using the place to house the immigrants for shiftwork in bottling and packing. In fact it was rather fortunate that Forbes had spoken to him just when Polio Bobo had got this bee in his bonnet about stepping up production and using the machines at night. Then if Forbes could teach them, the immigrants, a little Italian and art history into the bargain, for which he would of course be paid, he would not only be carrying out an act of charity, but they would also be willing to accept, lower wages. ‘Maybe the local government would even give us a grant or something. Everybody would be happy.’ And since bottling was seasonal, as soon as the immigrants were gone, Forbes would have the building ready and could get over the kind of people he wanted, the public-school children. It was a way of setting up. Within a couple of years he’d have exactly the kind of institution he wanted: a gentlemanly live-in school of culture. ‘Hopefully with a couple of scholarship places for people from my own kind of background,’ Morris added complacently. He did have this genuine feeling of needing to repay a debt.


  Forbes was silent. They were descending the far side of the Apennines now, picking up the first signs for Florence.


  The only trouble, as I see it,’ Morris admitted, ‘is that they’ll all be boys. You know? They don’t seem to have any of their women with them as yet.’


  ‘Ah.’ Forbes paused, brow knitted over a packed pipe. He sighed heavily, then spoke with that generosity Morris had come to associate with true class: ‘I suppose if it really is the only way, I shall have to let you twist my arm.’
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