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To my mother and father





‘Then first did I begin rightly to see the wide difference that lies between the novelist’s and the poet’s ideal jeune fille and the said jeune fille as she really is’

CHARLOTTE BRONTË, Villette

… ‘I am no child, no babe.

Your betters have endured me say my mind,

An’ you cannot, best you stop your ears.

My tongue will tell the anger of my heart

Or else my heart, concealing it, will break;

And rather than it shall, I will be free

Even to the uttermost, as I please, in words.’

The Taming of the Shrew
IV. iii
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Foreword


‘I do not write for such dull Elves

As have not a great deal of Ingenuity themselves.’

Jane Austen, 29 January 1813



Foreign Bodies has been out of print for over thirty years, and despite some trepidation I have agreed to have it republished, partly because it is the first in my series of interconnected novels, partly because I have returned to Santorno in my next novel, The Three Graces, and partly because I believe that the story of its disastrous publication might be of interest.

To create an unsympathetic or challenging protagonist is a tricky choice at the best of times. I was in my twenties when I wrote and rewrote Foreign Bodies. Being the generation below Martin Amis, I thought that writing about a difficult young woman rather than a difficult young man would be fun and original. I named my heroine after two famous literary Emmas, those of Jane Austen and Flaubert; I was thinking of Jane Austen’s disarming warning about her Emma as “a heroine whom nobody but myself will like”, but I did not expect this to be so painfully true.

My background is liberal, cosmopolitan and not at all that of my creation. I grew up in Italy, and I know it as a real place. However, by the 1990s, Tuscany had become a kind of upper-middle class Disneyland. John Mortimer had written an amusing comedy, Summer’s Lease, set in it, and Merchant Ivory’s lush, dreamy films had revived interest in both E. M. Forster’s A Room With a View and Where Angels Fear to Tread. Elizabeth von Arnim’s The Enchanted April, also about a transformation via “sunshine and wisteria” was being filmed. Once again, the hills were alive with New Romantics trailing through olive groves.

I wanted both to satirise this type but also to depict someone who is, despite her preconceptions, does have an eventual future as a painter. In making Emma quite so opinionated and over-determined (these being typical of someone who is actually quite frightened) I thought I was depicting an interesting and unusual protagonist.

A number of other new women writers were also working on iterations of this kind of heroine. Some, like Jeanette Winterson, Candia McWilliam, Helen Simpson, Linda Grant. Mary Wesley and Helen Dunmore were exploring being ambitious, intellectual, ethnically diverse or sexually adventurous. Despite living through the second wave of feminism, women in the 1990s were still not supposed to behave like this. Ideally, what got rewarded in the literary world was someone who, despite her intelligence, was as meek and miserable as an Anita Brookner heroine. (The bonkbuster minxes of the 1980s were, of course, riotous fun but exacerbated this problem because a literary heroine had to sweep her skirts away from their polluting touch.) Above all, they had to be nice.

I wanted to write about a young woman who was in rebellion against conventions. To me, she was a variation on Forster’s Lucy Honeychurch in A Room With a View, someone who also had an artistic gift (painting rather than music), a contrary temper, a tempting offer (Oxford rather than marriage) and a series of dramatic, life-changing experiences in Italy. I made Emma obnoxious but, I hoped, funny and sympathetic.

Alas, no. Even before publication, Foreign Bodies received a long and hostile review in a Sunday broadsheet that killed it stone dead. It claimed that I had written a novel like that of the appalling Miss Lavish, E. M. Forster’s silly romantic novelist in A Room With a View. Emma’s character was considered violently objectionable, and my deliberate riffs on Forster naively cliched. My novel was derided as “pricelessly funny”, its ironies being perceived as inadvertent. Another critic loftily quoted Plato that “the unexamined life is not worth living”, as if the whole point of Emma’s story were not that she does indeed come to examine her choices as she is propelled towards enlightenment.

A debut novel is unlike any other experience in a writer’s life. I did have a couple of good, small reviews including one by the columnist Zoe Heller, and Kate Saunders, (who became a close friend and a prize-winning writer) but they were exceptional. The overwhelming consensus was that it was a bad book because I had created a snotty heroine, and I was probably an appalling person myself for so doing.

The shock of receiving what felt like a deluge of antipathy in the national press may be more familiar today to those who fall foul of social media. I was extremely unhappy for a long time. But I also wrote my second novel A Private Place (1991), set in a progressive school very much like the one where I had experienced five years of relentless bullying. It did better; and then I wrote my satire on literary London, A Vicious Circle, which was a best-seller.

Half the battle of being a professional writer is just keeping on keeping on. I was lucky enough to eventually find a wonderful new publisher, Richard Beswick at Little, Brown. My novels, though they can each be read on their own, are interconnected with minor characters becoming major ones, and the more people enjoy one the more they tend to relish the rest. But over the years, many devoted readers have complained that the first one was out of print and expensively rare. Because Emma has continued in my imagination all this time, I thought I would write what happened to her, and Andrew Evenlode, and some of the characters in my fictional Tuscan hill-town in the intervening years.

Foreign Bodies is as flawed a work of fiction as you might expect from a young writer, and these days, when explicit sex-scenes and depictions of coercive control are rather more usual in literary fiction, it even may be anodyne. Yet there have always been readers who understand that a novel that begins with its narrator running away from home and slamming the front door on her cloak might just be a comedy, albeit one involving murder and a love story. At any rate, here is Emma Kenward again, sticking out her chin and preparing to confront her future.

Amanda Craig, October 2021




1

Running away from home, I slammed the front door on my cloak and had to ring the bell to be released.

Perhaps I should have left it there and rushed on into the frozen morning, regardless. Perhaps I should have known that no new stage in one’s life is achieved without pain, humiliation and murder of one sort or another. But, in my fury, I did not consider this. That cloak was the first garment I had bought of my own choice, with my own money. It was, I felt, a declaration of independence, a property of the adult I wished to become. It had been the pretext for the most colossal row of all, and I was damned if I was going to leave it. Besides, I was itching for the last word.

‘Bloody hell,’ I said, and rang the bell again. Every other window of Stanhope Square was curdled with ruched curtains; I had the feeling that a hundred eyes were watching. My mother’s heels jabbed across the parquet inside.

‘Oh,’ she said, sweetly, ‘I was hoping it might be the Jehovah’s Witnesses.’

‘I’m leaving,’ I informed her, whisking myself free. ‘Really?’ She sounded bored. ‘Where to?’

‘I left a note.’

‘Don’t tell me – on the mantel?’

‘Yes,’ I admitted.

‘But darling,’ said my mother, with a malicious smile, ‘I thought you despised conventions.’

This was a palpable hit. ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Go ahead and sneer. It’s your last chance. You may even find you miss me when I’ve gone.’

‘Where did you say you were off too?’

‘Guess.’

I wanted to see her squirm, at least in ignorance.

My mother circumflected her eyebrows. I could see she thought I was trying it on. What made me even angrier was that, in the back of my mind, I had been hoping for some sort of last-minute reconciliation or apology so that I wouldn’t have to leave, at least not like this.

‘Italy,’ I told her. ‘Tuscany, in fact.’

‘My dear, how charming, revisiting our old haunts. If you’d said Balham, or Birmingham, now …’

‘I would still be away from you, you menopausal old bitch.’

We were both taken aback by my venom. My jaw began to ache with the effort not to burst into tears. My mother showed no such sign of weakness; indeed, she was smiling her infuriating, superior little smile. This, I reminded myself, was the woman who gave me a book on Rubens, the painter I most loathe and despise, for Christmas.

‘If you’re going to go,’ she said at last, ‘you’d better hurry up. You may have time to lounge around all day, but I have better things to do. I don’t suppose there’s some chap in tow, is there? No, I thought not. That will relieve your father, even if I’d take it as a welcome sign of normality.’

We had both gone too far now. I stared at the hat stand in the hall, bristling like a domesticated Medusa, and said, ‘You can think what you bloody well like, but I’m leaving England, I’m not going to Oxford to be taught by that horrible man, and I never, ever, want to see any of you again.’

I turned, swept up my cloak in one hand, lifted my suitcase in the other, and staggered down the steps. Behind me, the door clicked shut. She had not even bothered to say goodbye.

‘Good riddance!’ I said loudly, hoping the rest of the Square was listening. There was a faint pattering, as if of applause from a distant audience. It began to rain.

At the Underground I squelched, trembling, to a map on the wall to find Heathrow. Being petrified of public transport and hopeless at understanding diagrams, I either take taxis or walk everywhere. The only places I knew how to get to were the National Gallery, Sloane Square and St Pancras Station; any deviation from these routes I found as frightening as a medieval mariner venturing into dragon-infested waters. It wasn’t that I was incurious, quite the contrary, but I found the whole business of dealing with shop assistants, bus conductors, tourists or just casual passers-by so intimidating that even walking to the local newsagents was an ordeal which made the soles of my feet perspire.

To my relief, the tube was, unlike so much else, accessible to logic, and I was able to collapse onto the hideous tartans of the right train. I examined my reflection in the darkened glass of the window opposite, convinced that I must have undergone some physical change as a result of stress. Distorted, I looked, quite literally, beside myself; otherwise, I was disappointed to note, my face appeared much the same.

Would I ever escape plainness? This, the banal preoccupation of most adolescents, as I was all too aware from reading tales of angst and acne in magazines at school, was of particular importance to me. I cannot bear plain people.

I know it’s wrong. I know people can’t help what they look like (though I’m often tempted to suggest plastic surgery to perfect strangers) and that people’s faces do not necessarily reflect their true natures, but I couldn’t believe it. It stood to reason that people who habitually wore pleasant expressions would develop different muscles in their faces to those who were unpleasant. People who led dull lives must, I believed, eventually wake up to the sort of faces they deserved, just as people who led a life of passion or intellect would bear definite physical traces of it on their countenance.

It was therefore intensely irritating to me that, instead of the haggard, ascetic face I felt should correspond to the passions that boiled beneath my skull, my own face resembled one drawn on an egg.

I was, I thought despondently, utterly without distinction. No cheekbones had started to emerge from the bland oval of my countenance. My nose, a neat but indistinct blob, denoted nothing but the necessity of breathing; my mouth was neither generously large nor interestingly mean. My eyes are that most dismal and English of colours, grey. Being fair, I gave the impression of lacking both eyebrows and lashes: so far, any attempt to give these definition with the aid of cosmetics had resulted in an appearance so maniacally artificial as to render the exercise pointless. My hair, though long and blonde, looked like a hank of sheep’s wool. I had the two things most privileged children acquire: clear skin and good teeth. I also have a chin. My chin is my great consolation. When I am frightened or unhappy, which is often, I am told I raise it as if to meet an invisible fist.

As to the rest of me, I tried to look at it as seldom as possible. Women are continually admonished, in the interests of health and narcissism, to examine every inch, but I found the notion appalling. The last time I had taken a good look at my body, it had been not only lumpy but covered in jagged red weals, as if some monster were trying to claw its way out from inside. The sight had been so shocking that I resolved from that moment on to treat anything below my neck as a kind of parasitical appendage and felt much better for so doing.

The tube emerged into daylight – if you could call a January morning in suburbia that – and I kept my spirits up by imagining I had a laser gun designed to strafe every building erected after 1840. This was so cheering that at the airport I was able to demand a ticket for the next flight to Rome with what I felt was cosmopolitan self-assurance.

My suitcase moved away on the conveyor belt. Along just such a mechanical Styx my grandfather had glided off six months ago into the crematorium flames. He had left me £3,000 in his will, and given me the only piece of advice that I had ever found remotely useful.

‘Look for the darkest dark and the lightest light,’ he told me. ‘Find the extremes in any situation, and hang on to them for dear life. They are the only truths you can be certain of, and once you’ve found them, everything else becomes relative.’

There had been quarrels over the money, as over everything else. My parents were shocked at his leaving me such a sum – laughably small though it was to them. To me, it seemed a fortune. Perhaps I should explain that my parents, like many wealthy people, do not believe in giving their offspring any allowance that could constitute a degree of independence. This was thought to be ‘spoiling’, especially where girls were concerned. My clothes were bought for me with and by my mother, who had the absolute power of both choice and veto; out of term, I was equipped with a succession of execrable camel or navy gabardine skirts, court shoes and little blouses with frilly collars beneath which a discreet string of my grandmother’s pearls was expected to be worn. I was given a small sum designed to cover medical necessities, and another small sum with which to buy school textbooks. Anything else I was expected to earn in school holidays. My parents, who read nothing but The Times and Jeffrey Archer, had acquired the idea that a good upbringing was one in which the tender or temperamental offspring was impressed with the creed that one could not ever expect something for nothing.

This may not sound like hardship, even in Kensington. What made it unbearable for me was not only my fear of strangers, but the fact that my odious younger brother, Justin (whose ambition has always been to become an accountant and retire to the Bahamas at thirty), had presents and allowances showered on him both in school and out of it. So my legacy, which no doubt Pompa had intended to redress the balance, was seen (at least by my mother) as partisanship of an incomprehensible kind.

‘He was potty, of course,’ said my mother. ‘He never recovered from that first stroke.’

My father grunted, and swallowed his whisky.

‘It will do very nicely for pin money,’ my mother continued. ‘Or else in a building society, until you’ve passed your driving test, Emma.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I said.

‘Well, what else are you going to do with it? Fritter it away on bits of tat from the King’s Road? Really, you must learn the value of money. The sooner you get a job and get out of the house, the better. You have no concept of the real world.’

‘It wasn’t on the school curriculum.’

‘Well, now’s your chance to fill in the gaps,’ said my father, with forced heartiness. ‘And, talking of gaps, what are you going to do for the remainder of yours?’

‘We can’t let you go on moping around the house for the next twelve months before you go up to Oxford.’ My mother tightened her lips, like someone drawing the string round a bag. ‘Most girls would be thanking their lucky stars, and be off somewhere having fun.’

‘Or else getting valuable work experience,’ said my father.

‘Valuable to whom?’ I asked, bitterly. ‘Besides, where on earth could I find a job that wouldn’t send me potty with boredom?’

‘Harrods!’ exclaimed my father. It was a solution he applied to every problem, indiscriminately, along with writing letters to The Times; as a consequence, his desk was full of cheques to one and acknowledgement slips from the other.

‘She could get a job in the sales.’

‘Or else as an au pair.’ This was from Justin.

‘I loathe children,’ I answered pointedly. ‘I abhor machines. I cannot abide shops. I am not most girls. When are you going to realize that? I am neither frivolous nor sociable, and looking at you, Mummy dear, I can’t see the point in being so.’

Instant eruption. They had all been waiting for something like this. Threats of incarceration in my room, immediate enrolment at Lucie Clayton’s, moans from my father about what a sweet little baby I had been, and why had I turned out to be such a monster, etc. I’m sure they’d have roared with laughter if they had seen it in an Alan Ayckbourn play. Justin oiled off to his beloved computer. I told my parents I had never asked to be born. It seemed the right moment to utter banalities of this kind.

‘Presumably contraception existed even in the antediluvian days when you had a sex life,’ I said. ‘Or hadn’t they got around to scanning for female embryos in the 1970s?’

‘How humourless the young are, Charles!’ My mother gave a humourless laugh.

‘Your own worst enemy, just like that Oxford chap said. He saw what you were like in a single interview,’ my father said, nodding his head.

This monstrous remark, made by a supercilious young don, had been passed on via the usual Establishment network of gossip, and thrown in my face once a week since the summer. It never failed to goad me beyond endurance, not so much the injustice of it, but the irony. How could I be my own worst enemy when I was my only friend? How could any enemy be worse than my parents?

‘She’d better do a typing course,’ my mother said wearily. ‘God knows, with a personality like yours, Emma, you’ll end up a graduate dustbin cleaner.’

‘If I were slimy little Justin and had got into Oxford, you’d be sending me on a congratulatory world cruise, not discussing my future as a typist,’ I croaked, terrified I was about to burst into tears. ‘Does it not occur to you that I might want something more interesting out of life than that?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with hedging one’s bets.’

‘It might leave one fenced in.’

‘To be fenced in is better than never fitting in.’

‘That, no doubt, is the principle behind lunatic asylums.’

‘There are times when we consider sending you to see a psychiatrist, yes.’

Incredulous, I laughed. ‘You actually think anyone who disagrees with the way you see the world must be mad?’

‘Academically, as you know, you’re very bright, but it isn’t normal not to have any friends.’

‘I do have friends.’

‘Oh? Where? Who?’ asked my father, gobbling slightly. ‘Why do we never meet them?’

‘Because you’re too boring,’ I said.

‘I don’t believe you,’ said my mother. ‘Nobody likes a prig. You must try to be less of a bluestocking.’

‘Why? So that some fat businessman can unravel me in a typing pool?’

My father, who is fat and a businessman, shouted back, ‘Well, if you’re not a bluestocking, what are you?’

I stuck my chin out, and said to them, my enemies, what I had not even dared to say to myself.

‘An artist.’

Distorted announcements of departures and delays boomed in my ears like recriminations. I walked down concrete ramps to the next flight to Rome. Most of the other passengers were Italian, laden with sale goods and Christmas presents from relatives. Their voices fell on my ear like warm oil. I wanted to laugh as I saw them push and shove to get on to the plane just as I had once seen Michelangelo’s souls of the blessed scramble up one wall of the Sistine Chapel to heaven.

‘Make a queue, please, sir,’ said the bossy British Airways stewardess. ‘You’ll all get in much faster.’

I snickered as she was overwhelmed by flailing arms and shopping bags.

Soon England was reduced to a puddle of brown and green chunks, flushed away into blankness and replaced by the vaporous continents of the upper air: those dazzling lagoons and icy archipelagos of cloud that give the traveller the illusion of a world elsewhere. Fierce white light suddenly pierced every porthole. It seemed like the first sun for months. I felt I was coming home.

But, when the aeroplane landed in Rome, it was almost as cold and wintry as London. All the way to the railway station, I looked eagerly for familiar landmarks, but recognized nothing apart from the Colosseum. The buildings I remembered as golden looked like rotting bananas in the dull air, and the faces in the streets were sallow and sullen.

Dismayed, I wondered if Italy had changed so much during my five years’ absence or, more dreadfully, whether memory had cheated me. Well, I had burnt my boats. And besides, there was Sylvia. I wrapped my cloak around me like a cocoon, thought of her and Pompa, and tried not to panic.

At Termini, people stood huddled in knots, all dressed in drab, green winter coats. Electric cars, laden with luggage, shepherded them about with officious toots and cries. Every platform reeked of urine. Dun-coloured trains released sudden gushes of water, like mechanical monsters in pens.

I passed men in felt hats smoking out of windows, soldiers who whistled and called out ‘Ciao, bella! Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’, sad-faced women dreaming of stardom over magazines as shining and deceptive as fairground mirrors. When I lifted my suitcase, my shoulders felt as if they would burst into flame from the strain. Dingy brocade curtains flapped loose, stiff as dead bats on either side of the window. Beneath each luggage rack was a small mirror, flanked by old prints of Tuscan cities: Florence, Siena, Lucca, Arezzo, said the copperplate beneath. I looked carefully at them all, wishing I had looked up Santorno in a Baedeker.

There was a hiss, a jolt, and suddenly the great blocks of black marble supporting the platform roof started to glide away. A sallow matron whose cardigan, peculiarly, was covered in tufted warts similar to those on her face, entered and closed the window with a snap. Her husband followed, and took a Mickey Mouse comic out of his briefcase.

I looked at them with distaste, hardly daring to move. I exist in perpetual extremes of contempt for people patently less intelligent than myself, and the fear that, because of this, they may be altogether better at surviving the real world.

After a number of long, rumbling tunnels, we emerged into countryside. Hills began to flex in the distance. A waiter pushed a thin, tinkling trolley packed with mineral water and rolls, which when bitten into opened like huge prosthetic lips revealing a gullet of Parma ham.

At Orvieto, three young men entered, and tried to talk to me in broken English. I shook my head violently, wondering if it was my clothes or my colouring that instantly gave me away, and took Sylvia’s astonishing invitation out of my bag, though I knew its contents by heart. Hers were the only letters I had ever received from someone outside my family. I had spent hours trying to copy the slash and loop of her calligraphy, topped by banners of black ink, and tailed like the haunches of fabulous beasts.


December 3

Bar Popolare Santorno

Toscana

Hi there!

How’s life in glum old London? Still pretty bad, I guess, from your letters. Sorry not to have replied before – things haven’t been too great here. Basically, Dave and I have decided to split – he says we suffocate each other creatively. Anyway, he’s going off to Greece or India and staying with Slim and Izzy, these neighbours, to get his head together, so if you’ve still got this great yen to see Italy again, why not come and stay a few months? My house is small, not like the luxury you’re used to, but it’s a dream for painting. Men, who needs them? Look at Camille Claudel. Did you see the French movie about her life? All the other guys are very simpatico.

If the idea grabs you, just turn up. There’s no phone, but Santorno is right on the Rome-Urbino railway line. My place is just outside the town, along the parterre beneath the Palazzo Felice.

Ciao and mille baci,

Sylvia



How romantic, how artistic, to write from a bar! I had a vision of Sylvia drinking bright-green absinthe, surrounded by other painters, poets and musicians – desperately poor, but destined to be the creators of masterpieces. I knew that practically every artist save Alma-Tadema and that overstuffed cream puff of a diplomat, Rubens, had lived or died in poverty; I was determined not to be afraid of it either. I imagined a society of men and women in which I would be recognized and accepted as one who lived on a higher spiritual plane. Everyone would speak like Oscar Wilde. We would challenge life instead of accepting it, we would defeat the materialism of the age …

Cortona and Arezzo went by. The train turned east, towards the Apennines and darkness, decelerating. It had been motionless for a minute or so at a singularly drab station, on the edge of an equally drab town, before I realized that this sprawl of breeze blocks and barbed wire was my destination.

Even in twilight, Santorno had an unappetizing appearance. I could see at least two houses beyond the station entrance that were not only modern but that actually sported plaster gnomes on the gateposts. Rubbish blew about the empty streets like tumbleweed. It did not look like any kind of spiritual home at all, but this was where Sylvia lived. The train gave a melancholy hoot, and I scrambled to collect my things, falling down the carriage steps just as it began to move off.

Later, I learned that every Tuscan town has a dual identity. Santorno is no exception. For each campanile, cobbled street and castellated wall up above, there is a supermarket, car park and apartment block down below. Each half, so different, is dependent on the other, existing in a state of mutual parasitism. There is a curious result to all this. Each by reason of antiquity or modernity, beauty or affluence believes itself to be the real town. In reality, they are no more divisible than body and brain.

I passed from the new to the old in a taxi, my spirits rising with every bend in the road. Droplets of light sprang up like dew on the plains as we climbed, and the smell of green things came through the open window. Cypress trees, dark and slender, posted the road. One had been snapped in two; as we passed it, the headlights outlined the charred wreck of a car on the terrace below.

My driver clicked his tongue. ‘They still haven’t taken it away! What a disgrace! Are you here on holiday, signorina?’

‘More or less,’ I said.

‘You speak Italian well.’

‘Thank you. My parents used to live in Rome, but I haven’t been back since I was a child.’

‘If I could speak English, I’d emigrate and go to America.’

‘Why? It’s so beautiful here!’ I was determined to find it so, whatever daylight revealed.

‘Anywhere is beautiful when you have money,’ he told me sourly.

But old Santorno, city of mysteries, as it called itself in a garish roadside advertisement, would live up to my expectations. I could see its profile, inky against an indigo sky, and it was enough to reassure me. By the dim yellow light of a lamp, suspended in the jaws of a wrought-iron dragon rearing out from the city walls, the car turned, and I wrenched my eyes away. Patience, I thought. The pollarded trees along the parterre stretched mutilated hands to the sky, soughing as the taxi passed them.

‘You say you want the house at the end?’ asked the driver suddenly.

‘Yes, please.’

‘There is no house at the end.’

‘What?’ I felt sure he must be lying. ‘It must be, it says so in my friend’s letter.’

‘Only a country lane,’ he said, dismissively. ‘For that you need a jeep or a Cinquecento. Otherwise, there is the Hotel Max in Santorno, with disco. You like disco?’ He turned, leering like a gargoyle.

‘No,’ I answered, amazed at my calmness. ‘My friend is expecting me. I’ll walk.’

I paid him, and he shot off in ill humour and a spray of gravel. I began to trudge down the country lane that began where the parterre ended. It was ridged and rutted, and almost liquid with mud; my boots began to leak, and my cloak flapped and wrapped itself around them. By rights, I should now have been a gibbering wreck, but my faith in Sylvia was so absolute that I could have walked across quagmires for her.

Then, to my left, I heard a low growl and the rattle of a chain. An explosion of barking broke out. From some cavernous depth in the hillside, a troglodytic grunting started up, and a line of pale shapes advanced, hissing.

I gave a shriek. A light was switched on and a figure appeared at the top of an outside flight of stairs.

‘Who’s there?’ it called in Italian.

‘Sylvia?’ I squeaked. ‘Is that you?’

‘Che?’

‘I’m looking for an American lady, Sylvia Lurie. She lives near here.’

‘Go further on down, about five hundred metres.’

‘Thank you.’

The figure disappeared, banging the window ill-temperedly. Navigating past the snarling dog, I shooed the geese away with my suitcase.

I was tired, hungry and dirty, but it no longer mattered. Ahead, I could see the glow of another light. The moon emerged, like a small polished circle in a tarnished sky. Sylvia’s house detached itself from the shadows, and the sound of a voice, singing, came to me down the night wind. It called to me, drawing me on and on, until I could bear it no longer. I put down my suitcase and began to run.
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