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  THE CITY IS DEAD in August. There is movement, but its not life.


  By day the cruise groups still crawl the streets, slower and slower as the heat intensifies, filing like ants from the Palazzo Vecchio to Santa Croce, their queues snaking around the Duomo and
  under the arcades of the Uffizi, trying to find shade. The shops beyond the tourist centre are shuttered and silent, the restaurants closed. By day it is bad enough: by night it is a ghost of a
  place and the tall palaces along the Via dei Bardi, north of the Duomo, and behind Santo Spirito stand even more silent than usual.


  There are pockets, on the citys fringes, where those too poor to escape the heat congregate in the shadows, the Senegalese and Nigerian traders, the travellers, the dispossessed. There is
  the African market, tucked in between the bridge of San Niccolo on the citys eastern edge, the embankment and the green flow of the river below  or there was. Earlier this summer
  there has been a drive among the citys combined police forces to move the various itinerants along to some other and less visible meeting place; like almost all such moves, its effects will
  be temporary. The sellers of painted gourds and chipped Nubian heads and tasselled sandals will come back, to sell and to talk, to cook on improvised barbecues and drink sickly canned orange under
  the scrub oak, the air clouded with mosquitoes from the river below. But for now the place is deserted, or almost.


  Where the scrubby trees abut the road, dilapidated crash barriers crowd against oleanders whose crimson flowers look black in the sulphurous streetlighting: even in the hard glare of an August
  midday, it is hard to see what lies under the densely packed bushes, and by night impossible. Tonight there is a breath of hot wind, a Saharan wind that carries with it tiny particles of sand that
  will be found the next morning along windscreen wipers. With the wind, the shadows under the trees flicker and shift.


  One shadow, though, a low, crumpled shape between oleanders, does not move with the breeze, nor when another set of car headlights briefly illuminates its length beneath the leaves. A
  silk-socked foot, shoeless; a dark trouser leg, stained darker higher on the leg with a colour that will not be distinguishable against the grey until dawn comes. A battered hand twisted under the
  body and what should have been a face turned into the dirty scrub.


  The flow of August traffic passes on its way out of the city, but no one notices or stops to look. There is no knowing how long he has been there, nor when he will be found.


  *


  Sandro Cellini was hardly aware of having slept at all, but the luminous dial of the bedside clock told him that it was two-thirteen when he started up in the dark, unable to
  breathe. Just raising himself from the pillow brought Sandro out in a sweat: he sat against the bedhead and told himself, slow down. It was the heat.
 
  He breathed: slow, shallow, in and out. Sandro
  knew that if he mentioned this  to his old friend Pietro, heaven forbid to Luisa  they might suggest, gently, that he talk to someone. A professional. He sat as still as he could,
  felt the sweat cool on his skin, felt the strong thump of his heart slow to normal.


  Beside him, lying on her back, Luisa didnt stir. Her forearms were folded over her chest, protective of its asymmetry under the thin nightgown. On one side a hollowed scar where once
  there had been a breast; careless of it by day, in her sleep his wifes hands infallibly found their way to the site of the excision. In the slitted light falling through the shutters,
  Luisas cheekbones gleamed marble-blue and monumental. A motorino whined past, then another and on the streets southern corner twenty metres away a burst of cackling rose from
  the drunks. This apartment, thought Sandro out of nowhere: this place. I hate this place.


  It was the heat.


  



  CHAPTER ONE


  Tuesday


  WORKING IN THE CITY in August just wasnt civilized. Climbing the stairs to his office for
  an eight-thirty appointment foisted on him by Giuli, his assistant insofar as anyone was, with a tiny, scalding plastic cup of espresso in his hand, Sandro reflected glumly on this conclusion. Only
  the dregs of society found themselves sitting at a desk in August, only the driven and desperate and enslaved. Forty degrees in the shade by day, and at two-thirteen that morning, when Sandro had
  been gasping like a fish in the bathroom, it had been thirty-one.


  Luisa had not wanted him to buy a thermometer  Why torture yourself? What is this obsession with numbers?  but Sandro had done it on the sly; it hung just outside the
  bathroom window. Going in there in the early hours, as he often needed to do these days, he could lean out and take a look.


  Thirty-one degrees three hours before dawn, and not a breath of cooler air anywhere in the city. Even the moon, shining perfectly round and white overhead, seemed to give out heat. During the
  day there were distractions but at night, in those long, dead hours between midnight and dawn when by rights the world should be cooling, the heat bore down like a weight. The very thought of
  Florences tonnes of sun-soaked stone, of the eighty kilometres of baked earth separating them from the coast, of the humidity that rose off the sluggish river and the encircling hills that
  held it in, was enough to bring on a panic attack.


  Which was all it was: panic. The heat.


  Luisa had pointed out to him a week ago  when the month had begun not with a bang but with the sigh of departing life: empty parking spaces everywhere, shutters pulled down  that
  now he was a private investigator, a freelance who could theoretically please himself, whereas when Sandro had been a captain in the Polizia dello Stato, he had been obliged to work in August.


  That was different, Sandro had said.


  Hands on hips, Luisa had not dignified this with a reply, but Sandro could have defended himself if he had had the energy.


  It had been different, though: different having one desk of many in a big, air-conditioned building, moving through quiet corridors, everyone being in the same boat, the bar next to the police
  station staying open all year round  even on the mid-August holiday, Ferragosto  not to mention Christmas Day  to cater to the officers. Who after all were providing an
  essential service. And out in the patrol car, there had always been Pietro to talk to.


  Sandros partner  official or otherwise  for twenty of his thirty years in the Polizia dello Stato, Pietro Cavallaro was a modest, thoughtful man six years his junior, with a
  round, red-headed wife of permanently sunny disposition and a pretty daughter now coming up to eighteen. (Sandro registered that the big day was tomorrow, wasnt it? Hed arranged to
  meet Pietro tonight, with their gift for the girl. Damn.) A careful, meticulous man, slow to anger: the perfect complement to Sandro, who had been described as impatient, irascible, impetuous
   given to obsessive pursuits but also flashes of insight.


  Very occasional flashes, these days, Sandro thought gloomily, gazing out of the window, and no Pietro to bounce them off. He heard a siren, not far away, and by ear he mapped its path around the
  viale from the four-lane modern span of the Ponte alla Vittoria to the choked roundabout of the Porta Romana. A motorino crash on one of the bends that the Viale Michelangelo carved
  through the wooded hillside south of the city, perhaps? There was at least one a week. Lucky if the kid wasnt under a bus. He turned away, telling himself simply to be grateful he
  wasnt knocking on some parents door.


  If August was a quiet month in the police, there was always something to do: there was paperwork to catch up on; there was drunkenness among tourists, rough sleepers to be moved on, and never
  mind the domestic squabbles that broke out or the psychiatric patients wandering the streets. People just went nuts in the heat, whether they were already on the edge or not.


  And now Sandro was going the same way. So take some time off, said Luisa. The irony was, last year it had been Sandro begging her to take it easy, as she recovered from the cancer
  treatment.


  Sitting down at his desk out of habit, Sandro put a hand to his testicles, just for luck. God willing, Luisa would be two years cancer-free in January. He knew you couldnt breathe again
  until five had passed, but Luisa was doing a good job: ever practical, she had decided that no purpose was served by thinking about it, so she didnt.


  Even Giuli had been away for a week to the seaside. On your own? Luisa had quizzed her straight off, never one for the indirect approach  and on her return, brown as a nut,
  with a big smile and new fine lines around her eyes (Skin cancer, yeah, I know, I know. But it does make you feel good, the sun, doesnt it?), shed been straight out of
  the gates with a favour to ask.


  I dont know if shes got any money, Giuli had pleaded, calling round after her first day back at work at the Womens Centre. Following it up slyly with,
  But its not as if youre overrun, is it?


  Standing at the desk with the sweat already beading on his forehead  next year, air-con, vowed Sandro  he could hear her downstairs, the cheerful clatter at the front door, a
  babble of conversation. She was bringing the client in herself. He downed the thimbleful of coffee, crushed the tiny plastic cup and dropped it in the wastebasket.


  Hey, Giuli, he called through the open door.


  She called back, Hey, Babbo.


  Babbo: Dad. It was only half a joke. Part-time at the Womens Centre  giving free advice on STDs, contraception, pregnancy and the rest for Florences errant
  females, of which there were many and various, from middle-class runaways to Roma to illegal immigrants  and part-time receptionist-cum-assistant to Sandro, Giulietta Sarto could be a
  nightmare, but she was also the closest thing he and Luisa would ever have to a child.


  Forty-three this year, if he remembered right, and now three years clean of drugs and booze and bad men. Giuli was an ex-con into the bargain, although no one but the most hard-hearted would
  have been unmoved by the full story behind her incarceration. Not a trivial matter, murder, but the man whose throat shed cut had been her abuser and a murderer himself into the bargain, and
  Giuli, drug-addicted, anorexic and living on the street, had run out of options.


  It was taking them longer than he expected to get up the two short flights of stairs, and Sandro found himself listening. To the slow steps, a couple taken, then a pause. To Giulis voice,
  cheerful, encouraging, solicitous. Sandro was thinking with pride that shed turned out to be surprisingly good at compassion, little tough-nut Giuli, with her sharp little face and her spiky
  aubergine-dyed hair. And still listening, he heard the other voice, apologetic, breathless.


  His curiosity overcoming him, Sandro was at the door himself when Giuli pushed it open on him, ushering in his first client of the day  the month. My God, thought Sandro, and he took an
  awkward step back, suddenly nervous as a cat at the sight that presented itself.


  Sandro, Giuli said cheerfully, this is Anna Niescu. And fixed him with a frown that said, Pull yourself together. Shes only pregnant.


  And she certainly was.


  But somehow more pregnant than anyone hed ever seen before. Not because Anna Niescu was huge, exactly, although the great thrust of her belly was surely close to a full-term gestation,
  round as a beachball and tight as a drum under a thin cotton dress. If anything, it was because she herself was so tiny, staggering under the burden of her pregnancy: a sweet, small, heart-shaped
  face, narrow shoulders, one childlike hand clasping a big, cheap handbag against her stomach. Her black hair, shiny as liquorice, was parted in the centre and drawn back in a tight bun: nothing but
  a child herself, thought Sandro.


  He could feel the unwary emotion rising in him at the sight of her. Stop it, he told himself. He stepped hastily back and, remembering himself, pulled out a chair. Please, he
  gestured. Please. Sit down.


  Giuli stood in the door, arms folded.


  Giuli, said Sandro, knowing she was about to put her oar in, a glass of water, maybe? For Signora  ah  for Anna?


  Rolling her eyes, Giuli turned on her heel.


  Watching her lower herself gingerly on to the bentwood chair, one hand behind her for support, Sandro remained standing, his heart heavy. Because it was clear to him, first of all, that Anna
  Niescus was an old story and a hopeless one, even clearer that, no, she didnt have any money, and clearest of all that Sandro would have to help her anyway.


  So, he said gently. When are you due?


  



  CHAPTER TWO


  August


  IF PEOPLE WERENT WHERE you expected them to be, well, no wonder: it was August.


  Roxana Delfino sat behind her plexiglas tellers screen in the banks gloom with nothing better to do and wondered, for example, whether the Carnevale had closed for August this
  year, because their guy hadnt been in with the porn cinemas takings in a cloth bag, as he had every Tuesday since Roxanad been there.


  In Florence in August you couldnt rely on anything: not the parking regulations, not the market stalls, not the staff of your favourite bar nor the stock of your favourite grocery,
  supposing they were open at all. A month off in August, that was the tradition, sometimes brought forward and stretched to five weeks if July became unbearable. For Roxana, who liked things the way
  she liked them, August in the city was a nightmare.


  Her mother said it was why she hadnt got a man: had said it again last night. Youre thirty-three, shed said darkly. Its a dangerous age. I had
  three kids by the time I was thirty-three. Youre just too fussy, Roxana. You have to have everything  just so. As if she, Violetta Delfino, was any different.


  Roxana had still been grinding her teeth over that when at seven-thirty that morning she had zipped on her silver Vespa down the narrow, high-sided length of the Via Romana, a road that annoyed
  her every day for its not-quite-straightness, kinked in the middle so she had to ease off halfway down to make the bend. There was  as there always was, even in August  a bus looming
  behind her, just waiting for her to make a mistake. Not yet eight in the morning and the hot wind had blown on her face like it came straight from a hairdryer.


  Roxana had kept her cool, her gloved hands steady on the handlebars; she heard the bus squeal reluctantly to a stop in her wake and she had sailed on.


  Then down the Via Maggio, dead straight, stone palaces to either side with their huge eaves projecting so far into the street that they almost met overhead. At ground level the darkened
  interiors of antique shops, all closed for the month: some with brown cloth blinds down, some with metal shutters, some displaying brocade chaises and heavy wooden frames with patrician disregard
  for the possibility of a smash and grab. Would anyone have the energy in this heat, Roxana had wondered as she sailed past, to ramraid, to heave all that stuff into a van? The answer, she supposed,
  was yes: there were always some people desperate enough. Last night a baby had cried somewhere in a nearby house for hours in the heat and eventually a row had interrupted, the childs father
  shouting at its mother, the mother screeching, Just do it. Finish me off.


  Three kids, and where were the others, Mamma? she wanted to say, but never did. Got their freedom and left Roxana to look after Ma. Luca in London, twenty-nine and working in a bar,
  clubbing till dawn most nights, taking God knew what illicit substances  but Luca could do no wrong. Susanna was up north, working in a hotel in Lugano on the Swiss border, with two kids
  under three and a feckless husband who kept disappearing, but at least she was married, at least she had her family. And Roxana wasnt going to tell Mamma how it really was: and even if Susi
  called at least once a week to moan about Carlo, sounding worn out and angry, then shed say, the kids were beautiful, it was worth it. That was always how the call ended: a coded warning not
  to tell Mamma.


  And they were beautiful; Roxana had a picture of them at work, stuck under the counter where the customers wouldnt see it. She looked down now, no need to be furtive, the place was
  as quiet as the grave. Paolino was one and a half and had his dads dark red hair and a fierce little face; Rosa, three, black-eyed and cherubic, took after her grandmother.


  Not that easy though, Mamma. As if she could just nip out of the bank and on to the Via del Corso in her lunch break and nab a man with I want kids tattooed on his forehead.


  Mamma had this theory that if women lived alone too long  chance would be a fine thing: what she meant was, lived without a man too long  they turned strange and fussy, liked their
  own little way of doing things too much. They turned into spinsters, and according to Mamma, Roxana was a prime example. Sometimes, shed pronounce, watching Roxana restack the
  dishwasher or order the cupboards or check theyd double-locked the door, I wonder if youve got that thing. That obsessivecompulsive whatsit.


  Sliding her neat little motorino into the space under the embankment wall that was unofficially reserved for it next to Valentinos fat, shiny, show-off Triumph motorbike, Roxana
  had climbed off gingerly, not wanting to raise a sweat, not before a days work. She unclipped her helmet, eased off the thin cotton jacket and stowed them away in the pillion box. Removed
  her handbag and locked the box, fastened the big yellow steel immobilizer and set off for the bank. Even then as she turned off the river into the warren of streets east of the Uffizi, she looked
  back over her shoulder, to be sure.


  The city seemed so empty, bathed in heat and desolate, but there were always thieves: always. Roxana was a Florentine through and through, born in the hospital of Careggi that sat on the hills
  to the north; shed been knocked off her motorino twice  a broken wrist the first time, a collarbone the second  and mugged seven times. Not in the last couple of years,
  though: she was careful these days. Her mothers little villa in Galluzzo, where they had both lived since her father had died last year of a heart attack at fifty-eight, had been burgled
  three times. The thieves came in the early hours, high on something: you woke up in the morning to find wires where the flatscreen TV had been (My only pleasure, these days, Ma had wheedled
  to get her to buy it) and her handbag gone.


  Now the revolving security airlock hissed, the mechanical voice instructed the new arrival to turn around and remove all metallic objects from all pockets, as it always did. Only the odd
  flustered tourist, having strayed off the beaten track, ever complied; the security capsules early morning occupant stood patiently and waited for the door to open.


  Here he is, thought Roxana, almost with disappointment. The banks most reliable customer, not quite regular as clockwork any more  it was close to ten by now, rather than the usual
  eight-fifteen  but


  It wasnt him. Signora Martelli, proprietress of the newspaper stand in the tiny Piazza Santa Felicita shuffled through the door, dragging her shopping trolley after her, pale and sweaty
  with the heat under her habitual full make-up, to deposit her meagre takings. The typical customer: on her last legs, heart trouble, swollen ankles, the summer would probably see her out. Roxana
  eyed her. She didnt envy the executors of that will. The old lady wasnt letting ill health mellow her  she was one of those who had her favourites, Roxana theorized, a
  working woman who disapproved of other working women. Yet, with a disdainful sniff, she eventually allowed Roxana to investigate the failure of a standing order to pay her water bill. Not quite
  satisfied by the explanation that an annual review had been specified on the standing order and it had lapsed, she had shuffled off again, leaving the place to return to glum silence, dust motes
  hanging in the murk.


  The last time theyd been burgled, Roxana had been woken by the intruders and shed got up, bleary with rage, the heavy immobilizer for the Vespa in her hand, only Ma had appeared in
  her bedroom doorway white with terror and clung on to her. Roxana had had to stand there, stupid big piece of plastic-sheathed metal in her hand, and do absolutely nothing. Nothing but stroke
  Mammas hair to calm her. They hadnt even claimed, not wanting the insurance to go higher: Roxana had gone for the cheapest TV she could find this time.


  Too many drugs, too many desperate types, too little respect. Easy pickings from the wealthy tourists bred crime as uncleared garbage bred rats.


  Obsessivecompulsive? Roxana didnt know where Ma had picked up that little bit of psycho-babble. It was simply that the answer was to be wary, and to pay attention to the
  detail.


  The boss would laugh at her, gently, for this tendency, but then hed reassure her that this was precisely why hed employed her. It was why she was such an asset to the bank, with
  her thoroughness, her conscientiousness.


  In the silent interior, Roxana couldnt suppress a sigh. It was also why she was left holding the fort for most of August  that big mummys boy Valentino Sordi, currently
  messing about happily with the coffee machine in the little staff room.


  The offices behind her were dark and empty: the bosss sanctum  with Direttore in big letters on the frosted glass  and that of his deputy Marisa, who could do no
  wrong as Gestore, Business e Family with special responsibilities for bringing in commercial customers. The use of English words in Marisas title was intended to indicate
  modernity.


  Were they having an affair? Roxana mused, with nothing better to do than indulge in flights of fantasy. Their holidays were more or less coinciding, even if Marisa had been away a day or two
  longer than him, and since the boss was supposed to be at the seaside with his family, would he even have time for an affair? Not to mention the fact that Marisa, with her designer clothes and her
  evenings at the Gallery Hotel drinking cocktails, had a wealthy boyfriend already. But still 


  Could Roxana have been appointed Gestore, Business e Family if shed played her cards right? Marisa Goldman, the daughter of a Swiss banker and a Torinese countess, had
  nothing but good breeding and the right wardrobe, a certain aristocratic way with customers. Whereas despite her degree in economics and accounting, and her thesis on the decline in small-scale
  manufacturing in rural northern Italy, Roxana was still only a sportellista. A teller, a bank clerk, after three years behind the plexiglass, for all the bosss professions of
  enthusiasm for her attention to detail.


  And it wasnt as though the Banca di Toscana Provinciale was one of the big names. No, it was a small, old-fashioned bank, a niche bank, if you wanted to put it kindly, with just ten
  branches, three of them in Florence. It was her mothers bank, though, which was more or less why shed ended up here. It had been where her father had brought her to open her own first
  bank account  now a source of constant frustration to her because the bank was too small, too obscure, and too backward to have its own cash machines anywhere but in the city, so every time
  she took money out she had to pay some other banks whopping charge and feel a mug all over again. The Banca di Toscana Provinciale wasnt ready for the modern world, and Roxana had
  always thought that she was, more than ready. So what was she still doing here?


  She stared at a terrible poster, dog-eared on the outside of the bosss office. A man with a white grin and a sharp suit, holding out his hand, and customers queueing in the bank, a dream
  bubble over each ones head. Kids playing in the garden, a shiny car. Look ahead! the man was saying. Get in line! Whod come up with that one? Queue up like a drone,
  borrow more than you can afford, dont bother to read the small print.


  Roxanas friends  friend, really, Maria Grazia, whom she hardly saw now shed moved to Rome to work in film production  told her, get out, the Cassa di Risparmio di
  Firenze had vacancies, a big shiny new building in the north of the city; get an apartment up there, there are some great offers on the new developments. Break free.


  And she would. Roxana told her  over a snatched coffee the last time she visited, Maria Grazia with that worried look in her eyes  she would, only for the moment, there was that
  tug at her heart that was Mamma.


  Shes only sixty, Maria Grazia had said in an exasperated outburst. Then hissed, She could live another thirty years, Roxi. Getting more cranky and ill every
  year.


  It was all right for Maria Grazia; her mother, long divorced, was a journalist, she prided herself on being modern, didnt want her kids hanging on to her apron strings until they were
  forty or married.


  Suddenly, unwatched, unsupervised, Roxana felt like calling up Maria Grazia and telling her. Asking her what she thought about the only interesting thing that had happened in the bank for
  months.


  If Maria Grazia was even there. She hadnt been, Roxana had found with a sense of obscure humiliation, on the last couple of times shed called  out on location, a kindly,
  condescending assistant had said. As if the girl knew that Maria Grazias best friend from school was stuck in a dead-end job while the fledgling production director was hanging out with a
  film crew in Romania.


  And if she was there, shed think her old friend was losing it. Roxana could imagine the intake of breath, the disbelieving laugh. You mean, thats the highlight of your day,
  Roxi? shed say. Some old guy failing to turn up to deposit his takings?


  Not old, at least, not very, not much older than Roxana. Deep lines around his eyes, but then working at the Carnevale might have that effect on you. Not her type, even in a different line of
  work, shed have to make that clear to Maria Grazia or shed start matchmaking straight away. Though there was something about him  Otherwise why would his absence keep nagging
  at Roxana? Dark hair. Black, black eyes. Not always quite clean, not always close-shaven; there was nevertheless something about the Carnevales bagman, who no doubt had a name but Roxana had
  never learned it, that made you think twice. Something that made you wonder, or maybe, as Maria Grazia would undoubtedly say, Youve got a bit too much time on your hands, Roxi, if
  youre wondering about every customer that comes through the door. A tendency to daydream: perhaps that was why Roxana had never been promoted.


  There was a clatter at the little staff door behind Roxana, and a grunt, and Val was back, a tiny tin tray in his hand with two coffees on it and a ridiculously pleased expression on his big,
  stupid, handsome face. The coffee smelled good, Roxana had grudgingly to admit. She hadnt felt like breakfast this morning, waking in a sweat after a night of broken sleep, that neighbouring
  baby crying, the suffocating humidity, Mammas grumbling still turning over and over in her head, and a bitter taste in her mouth.


  Thanks, she said, downing the thimbleful and pushing back her chair. God, she sighed, I dont remember it being this quiet last year.


  Val shrugged. Dont knock it, he said with indifference, stacking the cups carelessly back on the tray, setting it down on her neat working surface and parking himself beside
  her. Spinning on the adjustable seat like a child at the barbers. Roxana retrieved one of the cups as it tipped and threatened to spill its dregs. He set his big feet up on the counter in a
  parody of insolence. Val didnt have a thesis or even a degree; hed scraped through the Liceo Scientifico with a decent grade thanks to private tuition but had dug his heels in when
  university was suggested. He was simply too lazy.


  Val had got his job at the Banca di Toscana Provinciale because he was connected: his uncle was one of the directors. He might stay a sportellista all his life, too, but the thing was,
  Val didnt really care. His mother  who worked all the hours God sent running a grocery-cum-wine bar  would keep him supplied with money, and business was booming, if
  Vals appearance was any guide. All Val cared about was how he looked. He would spend the first half an hour of each morning brushing himself down after the ride in on his big Triumph,
  examining the creases in his sharp wool trousers, adjusting the angle of his tie.


  Roxana stood up abruptly, the tray in her hand: shed wash up. She always did.


  He hasnt been in, she said, and even as she said it, she experienced a minute, sudden, unexpected nudge of panic. As if shining a light on this small and apparently
  inconsequential mystery might conjure up a whole world of unforeseen consquences: one tiny thing out of place, one idle, curious question asked.


  Hasnt been in? repeated Val stupidly. Who hasnt been in?


  Dimwit. Val dealt with the bagman just as often as Roxana.


  The Albanian. To her he was an Albian  he might have been anything Eastern European. From the  the cinema, with his cashbag. Its Tuesday,
  and he hasnt been in. Then, patiently as if she was talking to a slow child, Every Tuesday since Ive been here, eight-fifteen  or at least, between eight-twelve
  and eight-twenty  he comes in to make his deposit.


  Val stared back at her. Dunno, he said, and shrugged, but he was frowning. So maybe it really was odd if it had penetrated Vals thick skull. Or maybe he just didnt
  know what she was talking about.


  Really, said Roxana, turning away with the tray but she felt that sharp little tweak of anxiety again. Kept her face impassive, shrugged. Maybe its just that
  its August.


  A porn cinema, in this heat. And these days there was the internet. Ugh.


  Yeah, said Val indifferently. Then, with a childs expression of transparent craftiness, How about we bunk off early, then?


  



  CHAPTER THREE


  EVEN LATER AS THE light faded and the heat refused to die in the stifling streets, as Sandro
  waited on the corner for Pietro, standing awkwardly with the gift in his hands, trailing gold ribbon and all, he couldnt get her out of his head.


  Anna Niescu had not been what he expected.


  He had felt Giulis eyes on them every time she came back into the room, on one pretext or another; it had been like being a teacher or a doctor trying to coax a word out of a child, with
  a pushy parent hovering nearby.


  Giuli, hed said in exasperation on something like the fourth interruption  looking for the tax forms, shed said, as if Giuli had any interest in her own tax
  code, let alone anyone elses. Anna Niescu had stopped what she was saying and turned to smile that innocent, trustful smile at Giuli as she entered  as shed done on the
  previous three occasions. Giuli her protector.


  A bit too protective. It was as if Giuli thought she needed an interpreter, as if she didnt trust the girl  woman, Sandro supposed, as he now knew her to be twenty-eight years old,
  despite appearances  to speak her own mind, or possibly to be able to form a coherent sentence. Sandro himself, he had to admit, had had the impression before Anna Niescu spoke that she
  might be  simple. Too good for this world, as had used to be said of the backward child of every village; no doubt there was a term in modern psychology for it, but Sandro was quite happy
  not to know it.


  Giuli tells me you can find him, Anna Niescu had said, smiling from Giuli to Sandro and back again, apparently unable to see the reluctance in his eyes, the anxiety in
  Giulis.


  Ironic, Sandro had thought, that these days such trustfulness is assumed to be the symptom of a psychiatric disorder of some kind. Faith. Sandro himself was long past churchgoing: he felt
  himself to be too dirtied by a life of policing  public servant, then private investigator, and he couldnt have said which was dirtier  to summon up sufficient belief in a
  benevolent creator. Too much of a sinner himself, too. It wasnt quite the same thing as being an atheist, though.


  Well, I can try, Sandro had said with extreme wariness.


  He had been right about at least one of his assumptions about Anna Niescu. She was indeed looking for the father of her child. She referred to him as her fidanzato: her fianc.
  Husband, Sandro had thought, would be the appropriate word under the circumstances, but then he was old-fashioned.


  I know four days isnt very long, shed said apologetically. But hes not answering his phone. I called round at the apartment, on Sunday, then yesterday,
  and there was no answer.


  Shed given him the address, on a scrap of paper: an apartment block out towards Firenze Sud, a decent neighbourhood, if not exactly picturesque, a place of Holiday Inns and comfortable
  modern housing and perhaps anonymity. Sandro had contemplated the image of this girl, this child, heavily pregnant, standing in the street in the heat and pressing despairingly on a doorbell. There
  was something biblical in the scene that Sandro resisted: she was no virgin. Only innocent.


  Hed imagined the guy, lying low, waiting for her to go away. Home would not be the place to catch him, would it?


  So when did you last see him? hed asked resignedly, overwhelmed by a sense, not unfamiliar to him, of his own uselessness in the face of fate, and women.


  I saw him on Friday, about seven, after he finished work, shed replied with bright obedience. He came to see me after work as often as he could, with something. A
  cake, or something, to keep up my strength. He brought me flowers once.


  Today was Tuesday. On his way home? Sandro had asked gently. He had not pointed out to her that it was usual for a couple expecting their first child to be cohabiting, at
  least.


  Anna had smiled, still trusting, and Sandro had felt his gloom grow. Yes, shed said. Its not quite ready yet, you see. The apartment: hes getting
  everything ready for the baby. And I live in, at the hotel. Since I was eighteen: its like home to me.


  She was chambermaid and breakfast cook at the Loggiata Hotel. Sandro didnt know it, though it was in San Frediano, not far from the office; he had wondered how much they could be paying
  her, to shuffle between the tables with brioche and coffee, to take hours over making beds, in her condition. He had returned the girls open gaze and thought, with a spark of fury: as little
  as they can get away with. And will she be out on the street, when the baby comes?


  A shabby, old-fashioned place, Giuli had said afterwards. She might call it home, but you couldnt have a baby there.


  Anna Niescu had been gone an hour by then but the room still seemed to harbour her scent: sweet and spicy, soap and talcum powder and the heat of her skin.


  Will they do anything for her, at the Centre? Giuli had just shrugged. Meaning, who knows? Meaning, theyll do what they can, but it wont be enough.


  Ive got a picture, Anna Niescu had said, almost the first word shed spoken, scrabbling in her cheap bag and offering him not a photograph but a mobile phone. As she
  presented it to him with shy pride, Sandro had identified the phone immediately as a fake  a clone of an expensive make, the numbers beginning to erode, the metal trim peeling away in one
  corner. Josef gave it to me.


  Josef? Not an Italian name: that would be Giuseppe.


  Claudio Josef Brunello, but he called himself Josef. So part-Italian. His grandmother was from  somewhere else. He did tell me, I just cant remember it right
  now And she had broken off. Abruptly her eyes had filled with tears and Sandro could imagine her, at eight or nine in school, unable to answer a question.


  I dont suppose it matters, hed lied, patting her arm uselessly, trying to suppress the gloom settling over him at her scant knowledge of this man or the world, at her
  utter guilelessness. He had squinted at the small, indistinct image on the mobile. Almost hopeless: the two faces, hers and his, were pressed together on the tiny screen, the picture of extremely
  poor quality. All he had been able to tell was that the man had dark hair and eyes and was under fifty years old. He would also have said, from the angle of his head and body, from his slight,
  uneasy grimace, that, whilst beside him, her cheek against his, Anna was beaming, her fianc wasnt too happy about being photographed at all.


  Then she had looked from the picture to Sandro uncertainly, as if she had only just realized how little she had to go on. Hes a good man, shed said. Hes
  educated, hes got a proper job. Defensive. Hes high up, in a bank, actually. And expecting a big pay rise, any day now.


  Really?


  Trying to keep the scepticism out of his voice, Sandro had held the small screen up in front of him. Could this man be  respectable? Could he be for real? Hed tried to persuade
  himself he could  short-haired, the suit didnt look too cheap  but no. Hed pulled himself up: it was a pipe dream  now these two women had got him at it. Hoping
  against hope.


  Hed handed the mobile back to her. Have you got anything more  detailed? He had spoken as casually as he could manage.


  No, shed said, her face falling. He um  ah, he didnt like  well. Then recovering, the smile back: Im sure he would have
  given me a photo if Id asked.


  Im sure he would.


  Theyd looked at each other in silence a moment then; shed shifted in her chair in some passing discomfort and despite himself Sandro had looked down, at the great round of her
  belly under the thin cotton. It was too much for her, hed felt briefly: too big, too portentous, it immobilized her.


  And then hed seen it move under the fabric: like the quick shadow of something, like a shoal of fish under water. It broke the perfect round of stretched flesh with a limb, the knotted
  curve of a spine; and, with hands suddenly gripping the chairs seat on either side of her, Anna Niescu had looked down too and then up at him, half shy, half delighted.


  Now, in the shadow of the brooding statue of Dante outside Santa Croce, Sandro scanned the wide piazza for his old friend. The poet gazed with eyes so darkened now by time and pollution so that
  they became hooded and sinister, and the statue, the chronicler of the afterlife, more than ever a figure of death. A memory came back to him: of being a boy in the city in the days when this
  piazza  all the citys piazzas  had been emptier, the occasional car innocently traversing them, when cars were a marvel and not a curse, and tourists had moved through the
  streets, awestruck and respectful, carefully consulting their red guide books. A memory of running in a gang of boys wheeling like a flock of birds around the citys monuments, trying to
  dodge the great poets stern gaze as they headed past him for the market of San Ambrogio.


  Anna Niescu, alone, would bring that child not into the world of his childhood but into this new world, where the hawkers and pimps and drug dealers  he could see them even now 
  stood back in the shadows of palace buttresses around the lovely piazza. She would love the child, that at least was certain, but would it be enough?


  Sandro!


  The hand clapped his shoulder, and the face into which he turned to look was beaming from ear to ear. Sandro was surprised by the gratitude he felt at the sight of his old friends face,
  and the happiness he saw there. Pietro Cavallaro, his old friend, his former partner.


  It had been too long: they both agreed on that.


  Not here, Sandro said, taking a look around the big bleached piazza, the gaudy frontages of the cheap leather shops and the souvenir sellers stupefied by the heat.


  They ended up in a modest bar in the Piazza San Ambrogio that was still open because the market stayed open through the summer, the butchers and salumifici taking it in turns to get away.
  The place was quiet and old-fashioned, just what Sandro wanted. A bar of speckled mica, an elderly cold cabinet, a listless overhead fan. The middle-aged barman mopped his neck resignedly with a
  tea towel and moved with extreme slowness to pour them each a birra media. The beer at least was nice and cold.


  Pietro should have been away on holiday by now. A bit of a crisis with personnel, he said, uncomplaining. This flu.


  Oh, yes, the flu, thought Sandro: interesting how someone like Pietro never gets the flu. Flu in August? Bird flu, swine flu  the world really was going crazy: the hysteria and illogic
  greeting its every new mutated virus a gift to the new breed of freeloader, his eye on the main chance. I think it might be this new flu, boss. Dont want to risk my comrades by coming
  into work, dont want an epidemic.


  Maybe Ill get away by the weekend, said Pietro, rapping the table with his knuckles, for luck. If its quiet.


  Sandro slid the gift across the table by the door where they sat. Its a what-dyou-call-it, he said. One of those music gizmos. Pod, thing.


  Pietro drew his head back in surprise and admiration. Sandro, he said. Thats generous.


  Sandro smiled faintly. You thought Id give her an apron, or a  a crystal punchbowl?


  Pietro laughed with embarrassment. Well, he said, and stopped.


  I did my homework, said Sandro. Asked Giuli. And Luisa did warn me. Eighteen-year-old girls are different these days, she said. Of course, he thought with abrupt
  despondency, shes probably got one already, this pod thing.


  Oh, yeah, said Pietro, with emphasis.


  Another memory came to Sandro unbidden, of Pietro walking his little chubby toddler in her lace socks into the police station, the girl beaming up at each officer as he passed his hands over her
  red-gold head, trailing her favourite toy through the corridors. Sixteen, seventeen years ago.


  The last time hed seen Chiara, walking with her friends in the Cascine, shed had her hair dyed black and shorter than a boys and had been wearing jeans with careful slashes
  cut across each thigh. When Luisa had been eighteen, thought Sandro, shed have worn the same clothes as her mother before her, good handmade leather shoes, neat skirts, white blouses. By the
  time she got to twenty-one theyd been engaged already: walking hand in hand across the Ponte Vecchio and looking at rings. But Chiara had smiled to see him, despite the clothes. He had
  wanted to get her something nice.


  Well, said Sandro, clearing his throat. And maybe Im not such an old fart as you think I am.


  Yes, you are, said Pietro. Nothing to be ashamed of: I am too. Hows work, anyway? You going to have room for an unpaid helper, when Im retired?


  Sandro looked at him sharply and understood that he was joking. Pietro would have plenty to keep him busy on early retirement, otherwise why was he going for it? The wife, the kid, the little
  holiday house in the mountains. Fishing.


  Works fine, he said, hearing the dullness of disappointment in his own voice and making an effort to brighten. New client today.


  By the time he finished telling Pietro about Anna Niescu, both their glasses were drained and sticky and the place was empty.


  Oh, dear, said Pietro, momentarily dejected. Thats not going to be a happy ending, is it? Turned the empty glass in his hands. Man lets woman down: not
  a new story, that one. Hes the bastard, not the poor unborn kid. He glanced up at the barman, slumped now on his stool, defeated by the heat. Raised a finger and after a long
  moments consideration the man eased himself off his perch.


  This heat. And they shook their heads in unspoken agreement, on any kind of madness licensed by the inhuman temperatures, the boiling nights, the abandonment of the unborn
  included.


  Pietro tipped his head back. Plenty of men run scared, dont they? When it dawns on them. The thought of that responsibility. He gave Sandro a glance, chewed his lip, knowing
  that Sandro would have laid down his life for the chance of a child of his own. Sandro just shook his head, almost smiling, and Pietro went on, thoughtfully, Or he could have been married
  already, leading a double life. Nodded. That happens.


  Yes, Sandro said frowning. Did that fit? Maybe. Shed seen his apartment only once, she said. Once.


  And what about the bank? That thing about him working in the bank?


  Pietro was still puzzling away at it with that way he had; it was like watching him disentangle his wifes jewellery, no rush, patience itself, until finally with quiet satisfaction he
  would hold the unknotted chain up to the light. Sandro had to resist a rush of warm feeling: it would be so easy just to settle back in with Pietro, to pretend they were still partners. But that
  part of his life was over. Pietro was a state policeman, and Sandro would never put his old friend in a compromising situation.


  The Banca di Toscana Provinciale, he said with a sigh. The branch by the station, so hes hardly a big wheel.


  No, agreed Pietro. Didnt some big bank try to buy it up last year?


  Sandro shrugged; he was having trouble trying to believe any of Anna Niescus fiancs story, let alone get a handle on the latest developments in the banking crisis.


  He sighed. Im going to talk to her again tomorrow. At the Loggiata, where she works. Theres more, Im sure, she  she just couldnt think straight, she
  said.


  Shed been flustered, in the office, poor child. As it had dawned on her that her faith might have been misplaced, that Sandro and Giuli were going down a different path than the one
  shed envisioned, where her beloved was in a hospital with memory loss from a car accident, perhaps, and when they found him all would be well. Other women might have been frightened,
  resentful, angry; she was just so certain that he wouldnt want to miss it all. The birth, the uncomplicatedly joyful event. She was so sure that he must want to be found.


  Pietro was still musing. Responsible job  doesnt fit with the guy who takes fright, does it? To run out on all that?


  Sandro frowned, thinking of the way shed talked. Telling him about the man who took her for her first prenatal scan and held her hand, the man who came to see her after his days
  work, to bring her cakes. She really loved him, he said.


  Pietro shook his head, sad but curious. To think there are still girls like that around. Where does she come from?


  She was adopted herself, said Sandro, gazing out through the window at the shuttered market building. Looks as if shes got some Roma blood to me. Found abandoned and
  adopted by an elderly couple, religious by the sound of it; the old man died before shed left junior school, and mother when Anna was eighteen. She was devoted to them.


  Shed shown him a dog-eared photograph of the old couple, a pair of contadini from a village up in the Apennines. When theyd died shed gone to the city to look for a
  job; someone at her school has suggested it, perhaps out of misplaced kindness, knowing the girl would never be academic.


  Ive got some savings, shed said, looking up at him. I can pay you.


  Sandro had just looked at her. Lets see how we go, was all hed said. Savings: how much could you save living in as a chambermaid at the Loggiata? They probably even
  deducted her board.


  So, first stop, the bank? said Pietro. Or this apartment hes supposed to be doing up for them, his little family?


  Yes, said Sandro, I think, the bank.


  And something stirred at last in his sluggish, heat-stupefied veins. The need for action, the chance that maybe tomorrow morning thered be a breath of air, in the early hours. The Banca
  di Toscana Provinciale, then, first thing. He stood up.


  I hope you do get away, he said, anxious suddenly, prey to some foreboding he didnt want to acknowledge.


  And at the door he turned back. Give Chiara my love, he said. Tell her I remember that day you brought her into the station. Tell her I remember that rabbit she brought with
  her, trailing around, holding it by the ear.


  And Pietros expression  the same combination of affection, respect and bewilderment hed known for twenty years  followed him out on to the street and stayed with him
  all the way home to Luisa.


  Who had a surprise waiting for him.


  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  ONE ADVANTAGE OF AUGUST, Roxana had to admit, as she urged her little
  motorino up the Via Senese, between the handsome faades of art-nouveau villas blackened by seventy years of exhaust fumes, was that the traffic was barely non-existent. No rushhour
  to speak of  even if you still got hassled by the buses; one driver in particular seemed to follow her home every night, serenading her by releasing his brakes with a sharp puff on every
  bend. Over the houses a ridge of grey-green came into view in the dusk: olive trees, and the beginning of the end of the city.


  It had been a strange day, even for August. As the hours had passed, the absence of one particular customer had faded in significance. There could have been any number of reasons; maybe the heat
  got too much even for Albanians, sometimes.


  Someone had phoned for the boss, which might not have been out of the ordinary in the Cassa di Risparmio di Firenze on a sweltering August Tuesday, but here? The phones hardly rang at the best
  of times.


  No, shed heard Val say, loitering behind the bosss desk; had he even had his feet up on it? Pretending to be in charge. A good telephone voice, thoughtful, concerned.
  No, hes not here. Sauntering out through the door with a smile to Roxana that perhaps he thought was inscrutable, that certainly was ridiculously superior, as if merely
  answering the bosss phone was promotion.


  She hadnt bothered to go out for lunch, and Val, as usual, had taken advantage. Got back at four. The scream of fire sirens again that had seemed to go on all afternoon, people grilling
  food outside, even in the heat, and getting careless with matches and accelerants.


  And then towards the end of the day thered been a guy on the pavement outside, idling. White trainers, greased back hair, skinny, hopping from one foot to the other. The police so dozy in
  the heat the drug dealers could come right out on the streets, was that it?


  If anything, it was hotter than yesterday; as the sky turned luminous over the ridge with the setting sun, Roxana, in her thin jacket with a days sweat and grime under it, didnt
  know how she was going to stand it. The weather rarely broke before the end of August. Sun, sun, sun, merciless sun. And the tropical thunderheads building over the city to hold the heat in, for
  another sweltering night.


  The road opened briefly after it joined the Via del Gelsomino, a straight stretch with a row of farmhouses along a ridge to the left, the thickly planted cypresses of the cemetery to the right.
  The green didnt last: beyond the cemetery was a long row of petrol stations, luring holidaymakers and commuters.


  Not the prettiest part of Tuscany, that was for sure: the road was generally choked at the end of the day; once, as she hummed past on her motorino, Roxana had seen an overheated car
  burst into flames, a man running out of it holding a baby. Tonight it was quiet; the heat lay over everything like a blanket. The sun was dipping behind the hills now and the electric-blue sky was
  streaked with neon pink; funny, thought Roxana, allowing herself a brief moment of delight, how a sunset can be so cheesy in art, but never cheesy in real life.


  The cluster of modest villas that was Galluzzo stood ahead of her. Roxanas heart dipped and she told herself, not for the first time, that it was no good. She dreaded work and she dreaded
  getting home again: freedom was this brief moped ride between the two. She could hear Maria Grazia nagging her cheerfully down a telephone line, Somethings got to change,
  Roxi.


  It would be fine, she told herself, wheeling the motorino in through the gates and under the house. It is what it is. Pushed open the door and called, Ma? And when her
  mother came slowly through the door from the kitchen, that twisted, rueful smile on her face, the relief behind it probably visible only to Roxana  relief and the lingering trace of a fear
  that no one might come.


  Hey, Violetta. She called her mother by her name as often as she remembered to these days, hoping to establish a grownup relationship, hoping belatedly to bestow on her mother the
  adulthood she so feared she might lose.


  Kissing her mother on the cheek, Roxana smelled face powder, the faint tang of sweat underneath it. No air-conditioning, of course, in the little old-fashioned villa; Dad hadnt wanted it.
  Were practically in the countryside here, hed say, brooking no argument. I dont want one of those ugly great boxes whirring away on my lovely
  terrace. The terrace he hadnt been on in years, which Ma used only to hang out washing, a broom long idle in one corner, old cat-box in the other. A bedraggled plumbago. The
  fans good enough.


  Dinner was on the table, even though it was barely seven-thirty. Without Roxanas father Violetta Delfino seemed to have lost track of her days, there was so little to fill them. Only
  Roxanas return from the bank marked a fixed point, and the table was laid to hasten her home.


  It was ribollita: delicious, under the right conditions  and Roxana knew Ma had made it because it was her favourite  but the most unsuitable dish you could imagine in the
  heat, thick cabbage and beans.


  My favourite, she said. Sit down, Ma. Her mother hovered uncertainly.


  Someone called, today, she said, frowning, anxious. For you.


  Sit down, said Roxana again, fork in hand. I cant eat until you sit down, cara.


  It could have been anyone; it was most probably a mobile service provider, wanting to sell her a contract. One conversation with Ma was usually enough to deter cold callers: shed keep
  them on the line for hours. Asking advice, what broadband was, whether they thought it might be useful for calling her brother in Argentina. Who had been dead five years, but Ma regularly forgot
  that, or perhaps didnt want to sound as alone in the world as she actually was. Once Roxana had caught her talking to a timeshare saleswoman about her daughter who had an important job in a
  big bank. Because to say an unimportant job in a small bank would have been shameful? Or because she had persuaded herself it wasnt so?


  Oh, I was so worried Id forget, said Ma, lip trembling.


  Roxana took her hand, stilled it. Sit down, she said. Im sure it wasnt important, anyway. Did you drink enough water today?


  Ma had been admitted to hospital for dehydration last summer, just after Dad died. Surprised herself by how urgently she wished him back, Roxana just hadnt been quite on the case; she had
  tried to make Ma eat, but she hadnt thought it was liquids she needed.


  Yes, said Ma vaguely.


  Roxana poured her a glass, and spooned some of the ribollita on to her plate. Took a mouthful herself: it was practically cold, which was a blessing. Roxana thought she detected a rogue
  ingredient; Mas recipes had gone off kilter, too, every meal an adventure now. Mentioning it, though, would lead to Ma telling her she had OCD, again.


  The room was dim, shutters closed against the days heat, and Dad had always used light bulbs of roughly half the wattage necessary. After forty years of marriage Ma couldnt even
  begin to question his decisions, Roxana understood that. She got up and pushed the shutters open a little: probably a mistake, she thought, feeling the wall of heat that met her. You could almost
  see it, creeping inside like fog.


  Leaving the shutters ajar, she returned to her seat, sweat trickling between her shoulder blades, and her mother looked up at her, helpless. This was worse, she thought, worse than being nagged
  about her OCD, or her childlessness, or her single status.


  Are you all right, Ma? she asked, a prickle of anxiety setting up.


  Alzheimers was what she dreaded: shed tried to broach the subject with her mothers doctor, but hed brushed her off. Grief, hed said brusquely.
  If she seems a bit vague, or forgetful, or lost, thats the most likely culprit. And it could be a killer too, hed made sure she knew that. Shed taken Ma in on her
  return from hospital, and had lingered to ask him one or two things she didnt want her mother to hear; his hand on her shoulder as she left, though, had been kindly enough, she knew that.
  The same doctor who had given her her shots and looked in her ears when she was six years old: he probably still thought of her as a kid.


  And how was your day, dear? said Ma, the spoon languishing in her bowl, ignoring the question.


  Fine, said Roxana, staring at her. August, you know. She sighed. Its like a ghost town. And Vals driving me mad. Leaned forward.
  Since when did you ask me about my day, Mamma? Now I know theres something wrong.


  That Valentino, said Ma, contemptuous, and Roxana breathed again. Ma had met Val a couple of times and looked down at her nose at his sharp suits, his aftershave  almost
  everything about him.


  Cant you just imagine him as a child? That kind. Spoiled wouldnt be the word.


  At this point Roxana might normally have mentioned her own younger brother, apple of her mothers eye, but she was so relieved at the return of her mothers sharp tongue that she did
  not. She concentrated on cleaning her plate scrupulously. It was sage, she decided. Ma had put sage in it. Which wasnt right.


  Yeah, she said. He asked me for a drink after work.


  And laughed. Her mothers expression was a picture: the desire to thrust her daughter into a liaison  any liaison  with a man warring with her absolute disdain for Val.


  Its all right, Ma, she said. He only wanted to manoeuvre me into shutting up early. Hes about the laziest man I ever met.


  But surely you cant do that? I mean  its a bank!


  Oh, Mamma, said Roxana, and sighed. We had three customers all day. We closed up five minutes early, that was it.


  So you did go for a drink with him? Violetta was looking at her slyly. Perhaps after all she thought Val would be better than nobody.


  Roxana folded her arms. A drink, yes, Ma.


  Val hadnt meant anything by it. She knew he hadnt. Theyd had a nice enough half-hour, though, sitting in a bar just across the river in the Piazza Demidoff. In June and July
  the place would be so packed you had to walk around the customers in the road; as it was, thered been a couple of expensive convertibles parked ostentatiously and illegally. Hardly a parking
  warden about, at this time of year. Theyd sat on the terrace under the lime trees outside, though their scent was long gone.


  You dont mind? hed said curiously, as the waiter set down their drinks, a cold beer for him, a ruby-red Crodino for her. Stuck here in August? Someone
  had called over to Val, from another table, asking about the weekend, and leaning back in his chair, he called back an answer, shaking his head ruefully.


  Hed turned back to Roxana, sipping his beer. Everyones off to the seaside, hed said sourly. Elba. Vincenzos got a place there. Covertly,
  Roxana had eyed the man whod called across: tanned, lazily handsome. Shed shifted in her chair.


  You could go? She had wondered what he was still here in Florence for.


  Val had shrugged. I agreed to stick around, didnt I? hed said thoughtfully. Marisa wouldnt take no for an answer. Very insistent, that she had to get
  off on the yacht with Paolo. He leaned back. Their perfect life.


  Its all right for them, Roxana had said. Marisad just assumed, in her case. That shed comply. For the bosses. But just for the weekend?


  Ive got no one to go with, Val had said, eyeing her. Then drank a little deeper from the beer. Its not like it was. You know, the lads, away together for the
  weekend, the girlfriends come and go. But these days, the girls stick around, wives some of them, by now. Its the lads that disappear.


  It had been the deepest conversation shed had with Val since shed known him. Maybe it wasnt all roses, being a man about town.


  Sorry, Val, shed said. What happened to  whats her name?


  Lily? Val had given her a sidelong, sardonic look. The American?


  If you say so. Roxana had only glimpsed her from a distance, now and again, a rangy blonde with expensive clothes. She go back to America?


  Greece, Val had said briefly, draining his beer. Next stop. On the Grand Tour.


  Right, shed said, giving him what she hoped was a sisterly, consoling smile. Hed laughed and got to his feet. Want another?


  Roxana glanced across the table at her mother in the uneven light of the inadequate bulbs. It wasnt as if shed never had a boyfriend, for Gods sake; thered been
  Matteo at college, only hed fancied someone else more; that kind of thing happened when you were twenty-two. And then shed been too busy working  trying to please the boss,
  staying late; for a while Violetta had even warned her off, thinking there was something going on, telling her he was a married man and she should be careful. And when next she lifted her head from
  her desk, all the men her age seemed to be taken.


  Cant be helped. Someone will come along. That was Roxanas mantra.


  Roxana didnt bother telling Violetta any of this; shed only get the wrong idea.


  Instead she stood up and dutifully began to clear the plates. This kitchen, she thought absently, ugh. The wooden units were thirty-five years old, oppressively Tyrolean in style but still,
  unfortunately, in excellent condition.


  At the sink  no dishwasher, of course  she spoke over her shoulder. So what did you get up to today? How far did you get on your walk?


  Violetta was very good about her daily walk, as prescribed  the only thing prescribed, in fact, by the same family doctor. Fresh air, exercise, hed said briskly.
  Better than antidepressants, and Roxana had agreed with him. Violetta would walk up around the side of the Certosa, the pale-walled monastery surmounting its hill beyond Galluzzo, and
  along the lanes into the countryside. She grumbled that she was turning into one of those old widows from her own childhood, bow-legged in black, searching the hedgerows for sorrel and chestnuts.
  It was doing her good, they both knew that, and she did come back with a bag of something most times, even if it was only nettle heads for risotto.


  But now behind Roxana there was a silence, and turning she saw on her mothers face only anxiety and confusion. This was new: shed been vague, thered been episodes 
  but this was another thing.


  Violetta? Ma? I said, how far


  But her mothers lip was trembling. I didnt go out. I  there was the phone call. And then someone came to the door. I didnt have time. It  it looked like
  rain. She was practically babbling.


  Looked like rain? What are you talking about? Roxana could hear her own fear, sounding like anger, and she tried to soften it. Sorry, Ma. One thing at a time. Someone
  phoned. She came back to the table and sat down; outside a siren wailed, far off in the city, and she reached for her mothers hand. It seemed to hold no warmth, the fingers no more
  than skin and bone.


  There was a message. Violetta Delfino stopped.


  Roxana smiled steadily into her mothers eyes. You wrote it down.


  Her mother returned her look. Yes, she said, hopefully, then with greater certainty, Of course. And made as if to get up, in awkward haste, to fetch the pad they kept
  by the telephone in the hall. Roxana held fast to her mothers hand.


  But you dont remember who it was?


  Violetta looked around herself, anywhere but at her daughter. Im sure itll come to me, she said, and with a sigh Roxana released her.


  Yes, she said.


  Ma stayed where she was, as if shed forgotten any urgency. A woman, she said. It was a woman, I remember that much. Im not gaga, you know.


  Roxana let out a quick nervous laugh. I know, she said, and got to her feet.


  But the pad by the telephone in the hall was blank; it sat there on the perfectly polished table, dead centre on its own lace doily. Behind her in the kitchen doorway her mother stood, nervously
  moving her hands.


  Oh, Ma, said Roxana.


  *


  So what dyou think?


  Sandro gazed at his wife, who was eyeing him with a certain sceptical amusement, one hand on her hip, the other having just gestured across the dusty tiled floor.


  I think its a wreck, he said, paying no attention to the protesting murmur that came from the third figure in the room, a small, bearded young man in a short-sleeved shirt
  and tie, clutching a briefcase. And its three floors up.


  Luisa had met him on the doorstep, ready to go out. Dark-grey linen dress, a bit of lipstick, her best handbag on her arm. Shed sniffed his breath as she kissed his cheek,
  good-humoured.


  How was Pietro? shed asked cheerfully. Amazing, to think of that little girl all grown up. Hed agreed.


  What had been more amazing, although neither of them was going to say as much now, was how Sandro and Luisa themselves had survived, because when Chiara had been born, Luisa had shut herself in
  her room for a day and a half, emerging pale and monosyllabic. She had given birth to their only child twelve years before Chiara; close to perfect on the outside, the baby had suffered from a
  syndrome that brought with it major defects in the internal organs; at most a baby born with the syndrome might survive for a month. Luisa and Sandros daughter had lived a day and a half.
  There was still no known treatment; these days there were prenatal scans  and abortion. Sandro still sometimes wondered about it all. About what they would have done if theyd been
  offered that option: would it have changed anything? Their daughters birth and short life had left them too shell-shocked to approach the possibility of trying again, until it was too late.
  Would a termination have left them any different? Sandro could not grasp it: it was too big a question.


  On their doorstep Luisa hadnt let him go inside to change. Weve got half an hour, shed said. Sandro had just looked at her with faint exasperation, and
  shed said, before he could ask, Its a surprise.


  The first part of the surprise had been standing on the doorstep of a grubby-stuccoed three-storey villa in the south of the city, on the eastern edge of San Niccolo, twenty minutes on foot from
  Santa Croce. The young man with the beard, who smelled strongly of aftershave, had greeted them, introducing himself as Sergio Galeotti of Galeotti Immobiliare. An estate agent.


  Galeottis car had been outside, an expensive, low-slung model with a personalized number plate: GAL1MM. Even a mid-range Maserati didnt come cheap: Sandro imagined that plenty of
  backhanders would have come Sergio Galeottis way. Prices fixed, deals done.


  Whatever happened, Sandrod wanted to say to Luisa, to the old way? Where you went to see a man you knew, who knew a man who knew an apartment that had come free, in a nice area, knockdown
  price for a quick sale? But glancing at his wife, hed seen that she knew exactly what he was thinking, because she always did. And hed known what shed say, too: that was how we
  got our flat, the old way, and weve never been happy there.


  Mr Galeotti is handling the sale for a client of mine, Luisa had said briskly. Signora del Conte. You know her.


  It hadnt been a question, but yes, Sandro knew her, one of many devoted clients of his wifes, this one a fierce, beady-eyed, elderly woman. Oh, and startlingly wealthy, too. A
  hoarder, of shoes and silk blouses and properties, here, there and everywhere, little apartments, garage spaces, a cottage or two in the country. Luisa had spent her whole working life at the same
  place: Frollini, just off the Piazza Signoria, a shop that over the years had transformed itself from an excellent old-fashioned haberdashers and ladies outfitters  all wooden
  display cabinets, sensible knitwear and lace collars  to one of a chain of sleek palaces of luxury. Luisa, who had enjoyed moving with the times, was now the most senior saleswoman, and
  their treasure; she had many loyal ladies  not to mention those ladies daughters and granddaughters  and some of them were extremely well connected.


  Shes a very good client, Luisa had gone on. And as a favour to her Mr Galeotti has agreed to waive the buyers fee. Oh, yes, thought Sandro. The
  moneyll reappear somewhere else, you can bet on that; no such thing as a free lunch. And the old lady certainly had a fat portfolio of properties.


  But it was a nice area, even Sandro had grudgingly had to admit that. If pushed, he would have said it was his favourite part of the city: not quite on the tourist track, tucked between the
  river and the green hills that rose up from it to the Piazzale Michelangelo.


  Quiet but not too quiet: theyd walked through a small piazza on their way here, no more than a junction between roads just inside the soft stone of the mediaeval wall, and thered
  been the sound of quiet conversation in a bar, the rattle of cutlery being laid in a restaurant, some kids on their mopeds chilling out. No blaring satellite TV, no thumping music, no smashing
  bottles. It was a nice area, which was why they couldnt afford it.


  We cant afford it, hed said flatly before they even went inside. The street had been quiet, a patch of green rose above a low wall opposite the
  hundred-and-fifty-year-old building; a rusting, wrought-iron balcony ran right along the top floor. The agent had dipped his head discreetly at Sandros words, leaving Luisa to deal with that
  particular obstacle.


  You dont know how much it is, shed said.


  Galeotti had raised his head again. I think youll find my client and he had broken off, nodding to Luisa, our client, should I say, is open to offers. The
  apartment does need, ah  some attention.


  And Sandro had sighed, giving in. Then Galeotti had fished from his briefcase a great circular bunch of keys  eight or nine different sets, each tagged  extracted one and they had
  gone in.


  Some attention: well, that had certainly been true. The roof had collapsed in places, and the speckled tile of the floor was heaped with rubble. The window frames were rotten and the
  shutter-slats half broken; the tiny bathroom blotched with rust and mildew, the kitchen no more than an ancient cooker and a stained sink in one corner of the main living space. But the room was
  wide and light and spacious and beautiful, with chestnut beams; one set of long French doors let in a rectangle of green hillside, and another a slice of the view, between rooftops, of the
  smoke-blue layers of the Casentino hills.


  Perhaps you could leave us for ten minutes, to have a look around? Luisa had said politely to Galeotti, who had appeared unsettled by the request.


  Well, I dont know, hed said, chinking the big hoop of keys against his thigh.


  Please, Luisa had said, and there was something about her tone  Sandro knew it all too well  of precision and firmness and certainty, which demanded compliance.


  Ill be downstairs, the estate agent had said shortly. Ten minutes.


  I dont like him, Sandro had said, listening to the mans footsteps on the stairs.


  I think he can tell, Luisa had said, smiling. The pale soft skin around her dark eyes had crinkled and Sandro had found himself wondering why anyone would want to erase such lines.
  I could never work out how you managed to be such a good policeman, shed said, hands on hips. Youre so bad at pretending. He had laughed abruptly:
  wasnt that just like Luisa? Hide a compliment in an insult. Or vice versa.


  Yes, hed agreed. Do you like him, then?


  And shed laughed out loud.


  A little trace of a breeze had set up, drifting through the long window nearest to them that gave on to the hillside, and it brought with it the smell of hot, dry earth and pine needles. It
  hadnt rained in five months.


  You love it, dont you? Luisa had said, and Sandro had nodded, just barely.


  Why did you bring me here, Luisa? hed said with a sigh, turning slowly on the spot, taking in the scratched floor tiles, the long streak of reddish-brown stain down one
  corner, the lovely windows one after another. We cant afford it.


  Come here, shed said, and dutifully Sandro had followed his wife. Ahead of him her wide shoulders  finer than theyd been before the chemo, her collarbones
  pronounced now, but still strong  made him think of Anna Niescus tiny frame, struggling with its burden. Had her fianc brought her to a place like this and said, Imagine,
  darling? This is where well put the nursery.


  Were too old, hed begun, but Luisas sharp backwards glance had silenced him. She had then taken him into the only other real room in the apartment, the one
  bedroom. It was big, too, twice the size of anything youd find in a modernized place. A square, handsome room, with two windows looking down into the nested houses, ornamented with window
  boxes and washing hung out to dry, that clustered around the old wall.


  By now the sun had disappeared behind the dark hump of hillside to the west, but the sky had remained livid blue, and clear. Luisa had been leaning on the windowsill, silhouetted as she gazed
  out. The hot wind had blown in past her, carrying her scent inside with its load of humidity. Shed turned.


  Do you think I want this for me? shed said softly. Just for me? Do you think I dont hear you, lying awake, grinding your teeth every time someone smashes a
  bottle in the street? Pacing the flat at night as if youre in a cage?


  Sandro, suddenly overwhelmed by his own stupidity, had said nothing.


  Too old? No, Luisa had said. Life is too short. You need to make changes, now and again. Not too often, but Sandro, caro, once or twice in a lifetime? Is that too
  often?


  Hed nodded, mute with shame. I thought you loved Santa Croce, hed mumbled.


  I made the best of things, shed said, shrugging. We both did. But we dont necessarily have to do that forever. Shed sighed. Yes,
  shed said. I dont think it was a bad place. But I like this one much more.


  There was a sound from below, of someone slipping on the crumbling steps, and a muffled curse. And then the agent was with them in the bedroom, examining the dust on his shoes with disgust.
  Seen enough? he asked brightly, key in hand. Ready to go? Sorry to rush you, but theres another viewing in ten minutes.


  Another viewing? Luisa said with dismay, and the man shrugged.


  Its a good area, he said. Places like this dont hang around.


  One of the windows hung at a crazy angle, and Galeotti, trying to open it, had pulled a rusting hinge out of the wall. Needs some attention, Sandro had said drily and the man had
  looked back at him with a trace of sullenness before putting the professional smile back on his face and leaving the rotten window to dangle against the wall.


  Now settled in at Nello for a late dinner, they talked around in circles. Could they afford it, how much would they get for the place in Santa Croce, who might they get to do the work? Pietro
  knew a mason, and there was a good place in Santo Spirito for the windows. Every time Sandro felt excitement bubble up inside him he fought to suppress it  partly because it was his nature,
  partly because it was only sensible, wasnt it? Because nothing was certain. So dangerous, to make plans: disappointment was the default position in life. But Sandro found himself agreeing to
  go into the bank, to talk about a loan. He pushed away his plate, the breaded cutlet on it not quite finished. This heat, it had taken away his appetite, too.


  There was a girl came in today, he said slowly. Talking of plans.


  And he was suddenly overcome by the desire for a cigarette, after twenty years without one. But now smoking was banned more or less anywhere but most particularly in the place where it would
  have been most perfectly enjoyable, in a convivial restaurant after a good meal. Since when, he asked himself, did we become so intolerant? Since when did we start refusing to take even the tiniest
  risk for anothers pleasure? Of course, smoking terraces had sprung up all over the city since the new law, most of them so fully enclosed that effectively people were still smoking inside.
  But that was the Italian way: keep your head down under authoritys demands and then carry on as before.


  Fleetingly he wondered: perhaps taking up smoking again would be a change too far even for Luisa.


  A girl? said Luisa, her curiosity caught by whatever it was he had allowed to slip into his voice. Reluctance, regret.


  And for the second time that day Sandro laid out Anna Niescus story, but the version of it he found himself telling Luisa was different in several particulars, some of it new even to
  Sandro himself. He talked of the sweetness of the girls nature, of her conviction that the man needed only to be brought back to her for a happy ending to ensue, her faith. And he even found
  himself telling Luisa, wonderingly, what he would not have dared describe to her even five years ago: of the moment when he and Anna Niescu had both looked down at the child moving inside her,
  immanent; untainted perfection waiting to be born.


  It seems like waiting for someone to die, he said, without even thinking if what he was saying made sense. Waiting for a child to be born. You cant 
  anticipate. You cant know what its going to be like, until its there.


  Too late, he heard what he had said. They had waited for their child to die. But Luisa closed her hand over his. Youll have to find him, then, she said. The father.
  If anyone can, you can.


  It had never failed her, not through all the chemo and the surgery, the bruising cannulae, the drips and the hospital wards and the vomiting in the dark. And not for the first time Sandro
  wondered where Luisa got it from, all that certainty.


  



End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_thumb.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE DEAD SEASON

‘Dark, sinister, intelligent and convincing’ Daily Mail





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
THE DEAD SEASON

‘Dark, sinister, intelligent and convincing’ Daily Mail





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
Kent

THE DEAD SEASON





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
Kent

THE DEAD SEASON





