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To Anita and Dino, who gave me Rome and made it magical





PROLOGUE

[image: A detailed line art illustration depicts the Tower Bridge in London, showcasing its iconic Gothic Revival towers and suspension cables.]

5 October 1952

Somewhere in a hospital in north London, a nurse was getting overexcited about the end of the tea ration.

‘Oh, it’s the new Jerusalem, isn’t it?’ she hallelujahed, busying herself with rubber tubes and one of Clementine Sever’s arms.

Clementine smiled. So far in her relatively short life, she’d lived through the historic (Dunkirk), the ecstatic (VE Day) and the tragic (the entire war and beyond), but now here she was, reclining on an army-issue bed, face to face with the messianic.

‘Bout bleeding time, too,’ said a second nurse, thumping down a cup and saucer with the compassion of Herod.

Clementine bobbed her head politely and thought of poetry and art and all things good. We must forgive her a little idealism; she was barely twenty-one. Just out of teacher training college. She’d specialized in Literature, bringing a capital L to the unsuspecting youth of Walthamstow. Fresh from her hometown of Harrogate, she’d arrived in a blaze of bucolic glory, all northern vowel, enthusiasm and good cheer.

And now here she was giving blood.

The country had asked and she had answered. But what would the country, this Sceptred Isle, this battered seat of Mars, grant her in return? She closed her eyes and made a quick wish: for a life shot through with colour.

Wish made, eyes opened, she looked down at the tea. It sat sludge grey, like the hospital walls.

‘Well, it’s all thanks to that nice Mr Attlee,’ the first nurse continued, tapping a vein on Clementine’s arm to the tune of Beethoven’s 5th.

‘Attlee?’ shot back the second nurse, swinging each syllable with consummate force. ‘Rubbish. It’s good old Winston who got us off the tea ration.’ (She did something with a glass phial). ‘And he won’t stop there. It’ll be the ham next, you’ll see.’

The two nurses went on, incessant and unyielding.

Clementine left them to it, having little to contribute to the fate of the ham ration.

Instead she studied the medical paraphernalia around her. She was fascinated by the mechanics of it all: the rubber tubes, the armbands, the neatly stacked crates of bottles, empty, as if just back from a milk round.

The disagreeable nurse caught Clementine staring and sniffed aggressively. Clementine squeezed out a smile then turned to look at the man in the next bed. He was middle-aged, in his forties perhaps, smartly dressed with an earnest pair of argyle socks. His blood-donating was well underway; his eyes were tight shut, screening him off from the world, and he lay recumbent like a bored effigy on a late-medieval tomb.

‘Right then, love, we’re ready.’ It was the agreeable nurse, angelic of face and sing-song of voice. ‘Do you want to look away?’

‘Look away?’ Why would anyone do that, Clementine wondered. She wanted to see everything, know everything, savour every little feeling as if it were her last.

‘It’s just that some people get a bit queasy, that’s all.’

‘Oh, no. I’ll be fine. I want to see what happens.’

That provoked an agreeable smile and a disagreeable eye-roll, both quickly followed by the appearance of a balding doctor with a large needle. The doctor let his presence be felt, then, in the manner of a high-end butcher surveying the cheapest cut of meat, looked down at Clementine’s arm. A second later, he stooped in – with efficiency, perhaps, or haste – and pushed the needle against her skin.

Everything was connected: arm, needle, tube, bottle. The balding doctor expelled a deep rumble, like a bored, lowing bull, then glanced at his watch and moved swiftly to another bed.

The agreeable nurse – still smiling – put a rubber bulb in Clementine’s hand and asked her to slowly pump. At first, nothing happened, but then – in the bottle – a globule of blood the colour of roast tomatoes peeked out from the end of the tube. The globule stretched and Clementine watched as it turned into drops, slow and intermittent. With time, the drops became a steady dribble. Drop begat drop. Drip spooled into drip. The bottle began to fill. With blood, yes – but with something else too. Each thick bead was an affirmation, a belief in living, something they all needed after the war. Her being here, the bottle, the blood, it was an investment, something set aside for a better world.

(Literature, it must be said, makes dreamers of us all).



When the bottle was full, the disagreeable nurse brought a small plate of biscuits and another grey tea. Clementine was told to rest and the nurse sat down to write something on a bottle label.

‘What are you writing?’ asked Clementine, eyeing a ginger nut.

‘Your blood type,’ sniffed the nurse.

Clementine’s attention switched from biscuit to bottle label. ‘B minus,’ she read, disappointed (not one of her better marks).

‘B negative,’ corrected the nurse, marshalling an unpleasant sigh.

‘Is that good?’

‘What do you mean good?’

Clementine ignored the scowl. ‘Good – you know, useful?’

‘Of course it’s useful,’ snapped the nurse, tying the label to the bottle. ‘All blood’s useful. Yours, it turns out, is particularly useful. B negative is reasonably rare.’

‘Like a nightingale singing in Berkeley Square,’ beamed Clementine.

‘Like gout,’ retorted the nurse.



An hour or so later, Clementine’s allotted rest-time was over. She eased on her coat, and, in exchange for signing an officious-looking form, was given a small bag of iron tablets (which she’d be ignoring; she’d heard they cause constipation).

She stepped outside and pulled her collar tight against the cold October air. The sludgy greys of the hospital bled out into north London, joined by soggy browns and dull, dimmed greens. A palette drained of light and soul. The city – the country! – stood faded, like an old sock washed too many times.

It was mid-afternoon. A faint sense of dusk hovered somewhere in the distance. Clementine inhaled, filling nose and lungs with earthy air, then strode over to her bike. She gave the seat a good wipe with a neatly folded hanky, then set off, feeling she could do anything and everything.



The streets of north London rolled by at pedal-pace. Trees, privet, lamp-post, fence. There was the occasional bus, a few pootling cars, but on the whole the road was clear. It was Clementine’s alone: an ocean to be tamed, a mountain to be conquered (she was daydreaming – a common occurrence). Her thoughts drifted from mountain to magnificence and then onto the sublime before taking a rather pedestrian detour into what to have for supper (kippers).

Above her, clouds gathered, grey on grey. She tightened her grip on the handlebars and pushed on, quickening her speed, a jet, a comet, zooming through an endless sky. Here she was, a young woman at the start of life, uprooted from Harrogate and re-planted in Archway (or Hampstead, as her parents told friends, questionable geographically but socially much more comme il faut). She was on a mission to do good, to leave the world a better place, whether that meant bringing Literature to the youth of Walthamstow (up until now criminally deprived of the Brontës & co.), offering up poetry to unresponsive editors across the land (Clementine wrote – we would have expected no less), or, as of today, providing a useful pint of blood to anyone in need.

She’d reached a hill – down, not up – and took her feet off the pedals, sticking out her legs like compass prongs. The bike quickened and Clementine, letting out a spirited cheer, whizzed past a letterbox, a coal van, and a harried-looking woman with three border terriers. The cold air whooshed and she gulped it down. She felt alive, fiercely aware of her own potential; a church bell drawn, on the cusp of glorious peal.

And then it happened.

The grey clouds parted. A crack of blue appeared. A cerulean flare scratching through a blanched and faded sky. The crack widened and from it came great beams of light, thick golden slides descending from heaven (not that Clementine believed in heaven).

She stopped the bike and stared, taking in the beauty of it all.

A shaft of light hit the road, catching the afternoon’s rain. Each drop glistened, sprinkling the tarmac with diamonds.

It all called to her, pulling at something deep.

This is what she wants, she thought; this is how she always hoped to live. Nature and beauty and art and life, forming and re-forming like a magnificent kaleidoscope.

She gazed into the sky and fed her soul, holding the moment, aware of something big.

(He was right, of course, Keats. The poetry of earth is never dead).

On the other side of the road, a lone motorbike and sidecar approached. A man was driving, leaning into the future, his face a blur of goggles and smile. In the sidecar sat a woman, her arms outstretched, her voice – a joyful roar – barrelling up the road. There was something about her, thought Clementine, something heartening, something good, something that suggested pure and absolute delight.

The motorbike was close now, almost alongside. For a second, the two women’s eyes met; there was the briefest flash of communion, a shared tick, a knowing tock.

And then the motorbike was behind her.

Clementine turned to watch it go, an arrow released.



The moment passed. Blue dissolved back into grey, the golden beams of light faded into fog, and Clementine, somewhere on the B519 near Highgate Hill, was lost in thoughts of love, hope, kippers and whether her newly qualified teacher’s wage would stretch to a dark green motorbike and sidecar.





PART ONE Let the winged Fancy roam…





CHAPTER 1
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Rome, July 1976

‘A present?’

Clementine stared at the mint-green Vespa.

‘Yes, a present,’ replied a splendidly wild shock of grey hair.

‘But it’s not my birthday.’

Floss sighed. ‘I know it’s not your birthday.’ The grey hair received a quick preen. ‘I just thought you needed a pick-me-up. Something jolly.’

‘Jolly?’

‘Yes, jolly. We all need something jolly in our lives, Clemmie, dear. And, anyway, you mentioned wanting a motorbike.’

‘Did I?’

‘You did. Years ago.’

Clemmie paused for thought. ‘A motorbike?’

‘Yes, I distinctly remember. A green one, you said.’

They looked at the Vespa, set against the ancient terracotta wall like mint-green painted nails on deep-tanned summer skin.

They were in Piazza della Scala, home to both women for many years. The piazza was in a somewhat recherché part of town called Trastevere, an idyllic maze crammed full of narrow streets and broad characters. History lived there too, the years packed tight.

‘But, Floss, I’m too old for a Vespa.’

‘Rubbish. Nobody’s ever too old for a Vespa. What about that fishmonger chap from the market? He still flies around on one and he’s nearly ninety. You’re, what, forty?’

‘Forty-five,’ said Clemmie, heavy on the Fs.

‘A spring chicken.’ The grey hair quivered; it knew it wouldn’t be seeing seventy again. ‘You’re just stuck in a bit of a rut, that’s all…’

Clemmie glanced skyward. She felt more rug than rut, one that had faded, its once-rich hues now hidden.

‘… and so,’ Floss continued, lavishing a hand, ‘I thought a Vespa might just be the perfect thing to un-rut you.’

‘I’m not entirely sure I’m ready to be un-rutted.’

‘Un-stuck you, then. Oh, come on, it’ll be fun. Whizzing round Rome in the sun.’

‘Well, it’s lovely of you, Floss, it really is, but I’m not so sure I need a Vespa.’

‘O, reason not the need!’ said Floss, slipping into fluent Thespian (a not-infrequent occurrence). ‘Anyway, just think of all the exciting things that could happen on a Vespa.’

Clemmie thought. Exciting things came there none.

‘Come on, Clemmie, dear – don’t be such an old stick-in-the-mud. Whatever happened to the dreamer in you?’

‘Rome has a habit of squashing dreams.’

‘Nonsense. This city is a magnificent furnace of dreams. Look!’

The sun blazed. The sky gloried. A flock of nuns fluttered by.

Clemmie’s thoughts returned to the Vespa; a tiny spark of something stirred then faded. She pondered. ‘Fanatics have their dreams, wherewith they weave a paradise…’

‘Shelley?’

‘Keats.’

‘I bet he wouldn’t say no to a Vespa.’

‘Fanny on pillion?’

‘Where else?’ (said with a septuagenarian wink). ‘And Byron dashing by on his Harley. Pulling wheelies,’ she added, never one to lose the opportunity for a quick mime. ‘Now, come on, are you going to mount the damn thing voluntarily or am I going to have to ask those dear old nuns to help me hoist you on?’

Clemmie crumbled, sensing the battle was lost. ‘But you must at least let me give you some money for it, Floss.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a present. I told you. Something to give you back a bit of bounce.’

There was an almost-sigh from Clemmie. Had she really lost her bounce? Had life really ground her down to such a state of vast and inexhaustible decline? She glanced at her shadow stretched across the cobbles, a smudged brass rubbing of a Harrogate girl.

‘Come on,’ Floss encouraged. ‘Carpe diem and all that.’ And she gave the Vespa’s seat an impatient little tap.

Clemmie ventured a faltering smile then approached the Vespa in the manner of a vet approaching a dissolute bull. As she climbed on, two young boys playing nearby stopped to watch, sensing entertainment.

‘You look just like The Equestrian Statue of Marcus Aurelius, dear,’ said Floss.

‘That’s not exactly the look I was hoping for.’

‘Less beard, of course.’

‘Thank you.’

‘And better legs.’

Clemmie turned the key and the engine zipped into life. Metallic puffs of splutter-clat-brummm fizzed out across the piazza. ‘Good God,’ she bawled, ‘it sounds like a thousand frisky cats.’

‘Marvellous!’

Clemmie was busy jostling with the gears. She crunched around until one succumbed, sending the Vespa jolting forward, a triumph of force over grace.

‘Steady on,’ shouted Floss. ‘You have to be gentle with it, as if you’re uncorking a well-aged Barolo.’

Clemmie had another go, nuzzling the throttle gingerly. The Vespa procrastinated, then, deciding concession was the better part of valour, juddered erratically towards some nearby railings. Clemmie stopped, re-adjusted handlebars and hair, then started again. There were wobbles, manic swerves, much vaudevillian encouragement and an old cat almost lost one of its few remaining lives, but – in the words of a neighbour watching from his third-floor window – ha fatto bene, l’inglese and Clemmie was soon circuiting the piazza with something approaching ease.

‘Well done, dear,’ shouted Floss. ‘You should give it a run down the Lungotevere.’

‘What? Out on the roads?’

‘Yes, it’ll be lovely by the river – you’ll be just like dear old Audrey in Roman Holiday.’

‘I can’t remember that ending well.’

‘Oh, go on,’ urged Floss. ‘A run along the river will be glorious.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course. What could possibly go wrong?’

‘Well, I suppose I could give it a try,’ Clemmie yelled, semi-navigating between a group of tourists and a portly Monsignore.

‘That’s the spirit.’

‘Actually, I think I’m getting the hang of it.’

‘You’re a natural, dear.’

‘Really?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘You don’t think I look ridiculous?’

‘No, of course not. You look as cool as Brando.’

‘What, Godfather Brando?’

‘No, proper Brando. Streetcar Brando.’

The Vespa roared. ‘Well, if you’re absolutely sure. Here I go, then.’

‘Hold on, you have to give it a name.’

‘A name?’

‘Yes, the Vespa. Poor old thing. You have to give it a name.’

Clemmie looped round her magnificent friend. She was very nearly enjoying herself. She hadn’t felt like this for quite some time. She was flying, soaring, a sweet melody playing in the wind. ‘Endymion!’ she yelled as she left the piazza, a romantic soul who’d somehow lost the means of being found.



On the other side of the city, Montgomery Marsh (young, handsome, thoroughly unsure of life) was having his first experience of the smoky-topaz nectar that is Italian coffee.

‘Ugh, disgusting,’ offered his companion, Alf, puckering up all lemon-like and slurping on a Lipton’s. ‘I don’t know how you can drink it.’

‘Well, we’re in Rome, Alf. And when you’re in Rome, you do as the Romans do – that’s what they say, isn’t it?’

‘But it ain’t proper coffee, Monty. It’s that funny foreign stuff – all pipes and steam and over-complication.’ His head shook authoritatively, as befitted someone of his more senior years. ‘Now, if they only had a nice cup of Maxwell House, it’d be a different story.’

Monty shrugged. ‘It tastes all right – you should give it a try.’

‘Not bleedin’ likely.’ Alf cautiously sipped his tea. ‘This is bad enough. I reckon even you could make a better brew.’

‘Well, you don’t come to Rome for tea, do you? It’d be like going to Paris for pie and mash.’

‘Or Manchester for a sunny day,’ replied Alf, doggedly southern by birth and constitution. ‘Now, if I had my way…’

He was going off on one again. Monty took the opportunity to glance around, drinking in the newness of it all just as he had the unfamiliar foreign coffee. They were in a piazza, a grand affair with fountains and lions plus a very fine obelisk smack bang in the middle. It looked so different – smelt so different – from anywhere he’d been before. Up until a week or so ago, the furthest he’d been from London was Margate, which had a look of its own – a smell of its own too – but not like this. This was something else. ‘Piazza del Popolo,’ he mouthed, tasting the unfamiliar words on his lips. He’d found a dictionary back at the hotel and looked up piazza; it meant square, which was funny because this was round, a giant drop of space. It was a busy space, full of people arm in arm and bikes and cars and whizzy little scooters, but somehow calm too, genteel you might say, like something from a book cover or biscuit tin. The sky helped, he thought, a warm block of the brightest blues. Anything would look good under a sky like that.

‘Oi, are you listening?’ Alf kicked Monty under the table.

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’

‘You’re not eyeing up the Italian birds again, are you?’

‘I was just looking at those two buildings,’ replied Monty, a youthful finger pointing out the twin Santa Maria churches.

‘A building’s a building, lad,’ said Alf. ‘Nice ones, ugly ones, plain ones, fancy ones, they all mean hard graft. Then, just when you think you’re finished, there’s a million bloody things that need touching up and making good. And it’s always poor sods like us who get lumbered with all the hard work.’

They were trade: Alf a painter and decorator, Monty a chippy. They’d been sent to Rome by their boss, Romford Dave. Romford Dave had done well for himself (‘the king of pebble-dash’) and, never shy of splashing a bit of cash at his local Berni Inn, had ended up marrying one of the chattier waitresses, an Italian going by the exotic moniker of Simona Accigliata. Unfortunately for Romford Dave, the moment he slid a ring on her finger, Simona jacked in the waitressing and devoted herself to making his life a misery. So he’d forked out on a flat in the infernal city in the hope of encouraging her to spend a little more time with her Roman family. Alf and Monty, along with Jonesy the Spark and a plumber called Ray, were doing up the flat to Simona’s liking (modern, with lots of razzle-dazzle and bathroom tiles so bright they’d give you flash burns). Monty didn’t quite know how he’d fallen into the job, but, given that he was scratching around for work and, truth be told, very much in a hole with life, he’d jumped at the chance of getting out of London for a few weeks.

And here they were, Piazza del Popolo, enjoying a couple of hours to themselves while the plastering settled and Jonesy the Spark walloped off some vulcanized India rubbering.

Alf eyed his tea.

Monty drained the last syrupy drop from his tiny cup.

The sun swelled, sending soft blooms of heat down onto their milky-white arms. On the table next to them, two heavily sunglassed women stood up to leave, a double snap of cheekbone and kisses. Somewhere in the distance a violin played, its notes meandering luxuriantly on the silky warm air.

Monty’s shoulders lowered, almost relaxed.

‘Il conto, signore.’

A smiling waitress put a small metal dish, complete with curling bill, on their table then walked away. Alf watched her, all sway and legs and attitude. ‘I tell you what, these Italians might not know much about coffee, but their women are something else. And, if I’m not mistaken, I think you might just be in with a chance there, lad.’

Monty muttered something indistinct and picked up the bill.

‘Go on then,’ said Alf, girding his budgetary loins. ‘What’s the damage?’

‘Three thousand lire.’

‘ ’Ow much?’

‘It’s all the extra noughts,’ explained Monty. ‘They make everything sound expensive.’

‘Never mind sound expensive. Sounds more like daylight bleedin’ robbery to me. What’s it in real money, then?’

‘About three quid.’

‘What? For a weak tea and a funny bloody coffee?’

‘Well you pay more to sit outside, Alf.’

‘You must be bleedin’ joking! The world’s gone mad. Paying extra to sit out on the street. We ain’t even got proper seats!’ (A vexed hand gave the metal chair a quick rattle). ‘I mean, having a brew outside – well, it’s just not natural, is it?’

‘Oh, I quite like it,’ said Monty, putting three bluish banknotes on the small metal dish. ‘You know, it’s something a bit different.’

‘Different! You youngsters, with your funny bloody ways. Always wanting to be different. Come on, let’s be off.’ Alf dabbed his forehead with a well-lived handkerchief. ‘If we hang around any longer, the thieving buggers’ll charge us even more.’

Monty got to his feet, tilting back his head to take the sun full on.

‘And you can put this Monopoly money back in your pocket,’ Alf continued, pushing the three blue notes into Monty’s hand. Youthful resistance followed, sparking horseplay and some surprisingly nimble banterage, but Alf’s seniority was having none of it and soon enough three new banknotes were sitting on the metal tray, victorious and aitchless.

‘Right then, young man, shall we make our way back to the hotel?’

‘I thought I might just stretch my legs a bit first. You head off, though.’

Alf grinned. ‘Are you hanging around for that waitress?’

Monty’s eyes flashed over to the young woman, currently busy manoeuvring a tray of drinks between various crowded tables. ‘Yeah, you got me,’ he said, with something, perhaps, approaching a smile.



Clemmie upped a gear and throttled down the Lungotevere.

Her hands tightened, the Vespa rattled, and the No. 8 bus to Parioli crawled past her on the inside lane. She was, she reflected, built for comfort not speed, neither of which the Vespa was currently affording. The cobbled streets, so lovely to look at, delivered the polished ride of a Moulinex blender. Clemmie feared for her coccyx.

She’d crossed the river on the Ponte Garibaldi, sweeping (we should use the word loosely) past Tiber Island in all its pine and terracotta glory. From there, she’d turned left, joining the wide expanse of road along the riverbank, a canopy of green above, sun shimmering on water below.

The sounds of Rome – car horns and raised voices – wrapped haphazardly around her; the buildings, grandiloquent and proud, juddered by. Ahead, she noticed a pothole, so assumed brace position and began to slow down.

Impatient cars raced past her. Their drivers, mainly men – windows open, arms outstretched, cigarettes in hand – left a trail of smoke and attitude behind them.

(Clemmie coughed, perhaps the only non-smoker in Rome).

The pothole charged forwards. There was a wobble and a rush of doubt but Clemmie and the Vespa performed a reasonably successful circumnavigation and, in search of better things, chugged on.

Soon she was approaching yet another of Rome’s many traffic lights. At every red light so far, she’d encountered a rag-tag swarm of fellow Vespas. She liked this buzzing little club, this clique; she liked this sense of belonging, of being part of the scrum; she liked the camaraderie of shared nods and smiles (Clemmie downright beamed, delighted by her own ability to stay upright); and, more than anything, she liked the feeling of being noticed again.

Because for a while now, she’d sensed that people no longer really saw her; she’d just become a type. She was fading, a blurred outline, the sharp definition gone, her life now viewed as though through tracing paper. Occasionally, she felt like she was disappearing altogether. Invisible.

She’d reached red. The Vespa stopped.

Clemmie parked a shapely calf and sling-backed sandal on the Lungotevere and waited for the light to change.



Monty filled his lungs. It was a whopper of a sniff, hoovering up all the smells the street could offer. Cigarettes, coffee, the metallic tang of petrol, fancy perfumes trailing fancy women, the occasional waft of something green. And sunshine too. Lots of it. He’d never known you could smell sunshine, but here it was. Fragrant as a lemon.

He was walking along an elegant street, all history and cobbles. Beautiful people sauntered by while scooters and tiny cars darted up and down. He felt like he was in a film, something classy and high-minded but at the same time extravagant and fun.

His opinion of Rome hadn’t got off to the best of starts. They’d arrived halfway through the night in a battered old Ford Transit. Romford Dave had booked them into a hotel near the station, something dirt-cheap and modern, a slab of fascist grey that reminded Monty of the Canvey Isle casino. The rooms stank of sweat and no one slept that night.

But the next morning, the colour of the city hit him. It was everywhere. In the streets, in the sky, in the clothes, in the cars, in the noises in the air, in the way Italians moved, in their voices, in their faces. He wasn’t ready for it. It amazed him. Took his breath away.

At the hotel, the four of them shared rooms. Jonesy and Ray in one, him and Alf in another. Alf was a classic snorer (low bass, limitless rumble) but apart from that the arrangement worked reasonably well. The only snag for Monty was that there was no escape. All their time was spent together. Breakfast at the hotel, the walk to the flat, the stripping back of walls and floors, the hauling out, the hauling in, the measuring, the marking, the sanding, the sarnies – they did it all together. They even had dinner together back at the hotel (surprisingly, Romford Dave had ponied up for half-board).

Monty wasn’t used to it. He was, by nature and by common consent, a bit of a loner. Not unfriendly, just mindful of his own company. Back in London, there’d been heartbreak, and he’d found the act of putting on a brave face – to colleagues, to acquaintances, to strangers in the street – exhausting.

But now here he was in Rome, wandering down a street as old as history, making his way past fancy little shops and churches. The foreignness of it all somehow appealed to him. He felt undercover. Safe.

Invisible.

He stopped outside a menswear shop and looked in the window. Dummies stared back at him, dressed in clothes he could never afford. He took in his own reflection, faint but clear amongst the leather coats and flashy ties. He was filling out, broad shoulders, strong legs, handsome enough, or so he’d been told. Blue eyes, good teeth, short-ish ruffled hair – blond – a touch of the Robert Redfords.

A catch, someone had once said.



As she popped and fizzed along the road, Clemmie was regretting not changing out of her ancient jodhpurs.

She’d been scrubbing floors when Floss arrived with the Vespa. The jodhpurs were part of her cleaning gear, complemented (again, we should use the word loosely) by an old and oversized russet sweatshirt.

She hadn’t thought to change. It had all been such a flurry. Floss had arrived with the force of Hannibal and before Clemmie knew it she was standing in the piazza wearily eyeing up the mint-green beast.

And now here she was, tearing down the Lungotevere in her cleaning gear.

How had it got to this?

She’d arrived in Rome in a blaze of glory, full of excitement, idealism and Keats.

Her plans had been wide and varied. Teaching, of course, and perhaps a monograph on the Romantics. A novel or maybe some short stories, certainly more poems. And an Italian man, someone loving, playful, darkly charming (books, it must be said, had set her up for quite a fall).

But instead here she was, still single somehow, a technical translator.

An advancing boat on choppy waters.

A shallow pond slowly freezing over.

(The river’s proximity had brought about an aquatic turn of phrase).

There’d been romance, of course. Sweat next to skin. Damp linen. Hungry eyes. One in particular, Aldo, a lecturer at La Sapienza, had meant something, the relationship going on for a number of pleasant years until she found out about the countless affairs with his students. She’d ended it but – what with all the shock, all the disappointment – had never really got back into her stride.

Soon, another red light approached. She trickled down the gears. A greying man in an overly large car pulled alongside and smiled. Clemmie smiled back. Smile met smile until, a second later, with tired inevitability, the man’s smile turned into something lascivious. Clemmie stared at the greying man, weighing up his comb-over and poor taste in shirting, then she straightened her back, lifted her chin and delivered a Churchillian riposte – albeit only briefly, as she could barely keep the damn Vespa upright with two hands, let alone just the one.



Somewhere down another cobbled street, Monty stopped walking and held his face to the sky. He could feel the sun on every inch of skin, but inside, amongst the organs and the sinews and the bones and heart and soul, all was cold. Here he was. Hundreds of miles from home. Never so in company; never so alone.

In the corner of an eye, a tear began to form, but he brushed it away before it had chance to swell. What was he thinking? He had a quick look round to make sure no one had seen, and noticed, slotted between all the tasteful faded Roman pastels, a bright, happy-looking shop on the other side of the street. The word above it was a cryptic dance of vowel, but the sign alongside was universally clear: an ice-cream cone.

Just what he needed.

‘Buongiorno,’ said a large man with a beard as Monty walked in.

‘Buongiorno,’ replied Monty, one of his select few words of the lingo.

The bearded man launched into a barrage of Italian, all sing-song and smile.

‘No capisco. English,’ said Monty, pointing at himself, just a little embarrassed.

‘Ah, Inglese. Prego.’ And the man swept an arm proudly over the largest display of ice-cream flavours Monty had ever seen.

When it came to ice cream, Monty mainly stuck to the holy trinity: chocolate, vanilla, strawberry. Strawberry was his favourite and had been since the days of his mum. The two of them would sit outside on rusty metal sunchairs, a scoop or two in a Tupperware dish, topped with a wafer or a chunk of Flake if she was feeling flush.

But here, in the endless open freezer that stretched along the entire length of the shop, Monty had no idea what all the flavours were. There was every colour in the rainbow and more – even a blue one (who’d ever heard of blue ice cream, thought Monty). The ice creams were piled into swirling mounds, creamy and glossy, some with bits in, some without. He saw a brown one with a chunk of Flake on top and smiled.

‘Cioccolato, signore?’ asked the man.

Monty beamed (he’d understood!), but shook his head. He pointed to a pale, dusty-green one.

‘Pistakkio,’ said the man, giving a thumbs up. ‘Buono!’

Obviously the Italian for mint, thought Monty. Perfect for a hot day. Nice and cooling, like a splash of cold water.

Monty nodded. ‘Uno, per favore.’ And he held up a finger, just in case.

Back on the street, Monty gave the ice cream a good lick.

It definitely wasn’t mint. In fact, he wasn’t really sure what it was. Something sweet and creamy. Nutty too. Entirely unexpected. Nice though. Very nice. His mum would have loved it.

She’d died ten years ago, when he was twelve. Unlucky, some had said. A stupid word. Unlucky was missing the bus or having a shilling fall down a drain. Losing his mum scorched everything; it had left his world burnt black.

They’d been as thick as thieves. Two cherries on a stalk. A pair of socks. Inseparable. Trying to imagine life without her had been like trying to imagine the size of the universe. Impossible. He didn’t have the words for it.

His dad had died long before – on the very day Monty was born. A cruel coincidence. Trevor, he was called. A lovely man, his mum had said. Kind and thoughtful; full of life. For Monty, he’d taken on the stature of an ancient king. Real but somehow not real. A presence felt only by absence.

Monty had no brothers or sisters. When his mum died, he’d had no one at all other than a distant cousin of his mum who lived south of the river. She’d taken him in, her and her bruiser of a husband. Monty’d had to grow up fast, gain a skin as thick as leather. He stayed there until he was sixteen, then he scarpered.



‘Cretino!’

Clemmie swore at the idiot driver who’d pulled out straight in front of her. It was another middle-aged man in an expensive car, so what could you expect?

She swerved, still shouting, wonky on the steering.

Traffic lights (green) were coming up fast, as was a bridge. She’d ended up in the left-hand lane and was corralled, mid-scrum, over the Umberto bridge. The Palazzo di Giustizia towered ahead, pompous as a High Court judge, but over to her left, down the river’s shimmering teal, gloried one of her favourite views: the dome of St Peter’s, pert against the clear blue sky.

God and the law both shuddered by and Clemmie found herself on the other side of the river.

She was having fun.

Or at least remembering what it was like to be having fun.

She couldn’t quite put her finger on when the fun in life had stopped. It hadn’t been a definite point, but something gradual, like fading eyesight or a gammy nail.

Every now and then, in between all the work, burocrazia and relentless sapping grind, she wondered who she had become.

Still, here she was – on a Vespa! – caught off guard and unprepared, still capable – perhaps – of having fun.

Not entirely broken.



‘Grazie!’

Monty thanked the young woman on the bike, flashing her a chummy London smile.

She’d stopped to let him cross, which was very nice of her considering your average Roman road.

She nodded acknowledgement and rode off, trailing a quick prego behind.

He was getting the hang of this Italian business. As well as yes and no, he could count to twenty, say please and thank you, and even run through a basic menu. The others pulled his leg about it, all this speaking foreign, so he eased off when he was with them and pretended he knew less than he did. But now, out on his own, he could let it fly – he even had a go at the accent, although he knew he was sorely lacking. Rome by way of Redbridge.

He’d arrived at the river. The city opened up. A tree-lined boulevard swept out in front of him, full of light and air and traffic.

Across the river was a big castle, round not square, sitting like a giant tin of Cadbury’s Roses. In front of it, providing even more drama, was a bridge flanked by a chorus line of angelic statues. Bodies twisted, wings extended, clothing flowed and curled. He had to have a look.

He crossed the road (a high-risk game of human Snakes & Ladders) and wandered onto the bridge. The first angel looked like he was carrying an ancient traffic cone. His wings were poised – muscular and strong. His clothes, exuberantly blown, had a touch of the wind tunnel to them. Up on top, his hair looped round in extravagant thick curls. Waiting to be touched.

And then there was his face. Cocked to one side, all euphoric-like, and staring up to the sky.

There was something in that face, thought Monty, something beautiful.

He’d tried to close his heart to it.

But here he was – in Rome! – caught off guard and unprepared, still capable, perhaps, of being moved.

Not entirely broken.



Clemmie panicked.

The damn thing seemed to come from nowhere.

A horse – a horse! – on the Lungotevere.

She jerked at the handlebars, sending herself and a man just behind on a rocket-red Lambretta veering to the left.

The man, swearing, skilfully dodged round her.

Clemmie – all apology and heart rate – flailed, shooting off the road and heading straight for a tree. Luckily she avoided the tree, but at the unfortunate expense of the Italian highway code, shot to pieces by the Vespa’s unsolicited arrival on a busy pedestrian bridge.

The wheels rattled. Clemmie blurred. And, just like that, she found herself careering helplessly down an ancient bridge where angels fear to tread…



Monty, meanwhile, had moved on to the next statue, another extravagantly winged youth with robust legs and a knowing eye. His arms were taut, packed with brawn, and in his hands he held a crown of thorns.

Monty stood there, looking up, enthralled.

So much beauty. So much pain.

He almost couldn’t bear it.

He was just a tiny speck of dust in a swirling, whirling universe. Afflicted and alone. What’s the point, he thought. What really is the point. This thing called life that we dress in every day then go out into the world and act. Why bother? Tears began to form, but this time he let them swell. They trickled down warm cheeks, leaving salty beads on lips and tongue. Embarrassed, he leant against the low stone wall and, to hide his face, looked down at the ancient river. What would it be like to plunge into the bluey-green water, suddenly set free? No more putting on a brave face. No more pretending. All the heaviness released. Dissolving into nothing and swimming with ghosts. Finding happiness, perhaps. Perhaps finding peace.

He hung his head. The river flowed. Then somewhere in the distance, he heard some screams and shouts and the putter-putter fizz of a speeding Vespa.

He was about to turn to look but, in the fleeting moment between idea and act, he thought he saw the statue move.

Monty rubbed his eyes and stared.

A bare shoulder rolled. Muscles flexed.

And then the statue looked down at him and smiled.



Clemmie and the Vespa charged, a growing threat to life, limb and ancient Roman monument.

She felt terrible, light-headed. Her mind blanked; her fingers squeezed. She was utterly incapable of anything other than gripping the bike with all her strength and holding on.

Around her, people ran or squashed themselves up against the bridge’s walls. Screams swirled, hands shook and an endless collective salvo of arms punched the air.

Clemmie was almost blacking out with the upset of it all.

But then she thought she saw the strangest thing.

One of the statues, gloriously baroque, turned to her and smiled.

She blinked.

Her eyes forgot the road. She hurtled forward.

Stunned. Dismayed. Bewitched.



Monty stared at the statue for a moment, then – his eyes still wet with tears – returned the smile.

The two held each other’s gaze, oblivious to all around them, the shouting and the sunshine, the hopes and all the fears, the kindness and the cruelty. The vibrating atoms and the endless planets turning.

Time loosened.

The statue’s lips began to move. ‘You will be loved,’ he said.

And then everything went blank as Monty was hit by a woman shouting Scusi! on a speeding, mint-green Vespa.





CHAPTER 2

[image: A monochromatic, hand-drawn sketch of the Colosseum in Rome, presented as a linear illustration with visible pencil or pen strokes, depicting its iconic arched facade.]

Monty was falling.

Not down to the ground – as expected – and smashing into cobble and kerb.

No, he was falling, quite bewilderingly, through an endlessly bright blue sky.

Down he dropped, great gusts of wind beneath him, bellowing and battering, battering and bellowing, buffeted like a ping-pong ball on a blast of hot air (a trick his mum used to play with her ancient pink hairdryer).

Where had the bridge gone? he wondered. Where were all the people? And what had happened to the mad-looking woman on the Vespa?

He could see the sun. And, in the distance, wisps of clouds, long and thin like sausage-dog sheep.

Where on earth was he?

Earth? He looked down, straining to open his eyes against the rushing air. The earth – the ground – wasn’t there. Instead, all he could see was a vast blue emptiness.

He blinked.

Out of the corner of an eye, he glimpsed the strangest thing. A man. A grey man. Wrapped in a billowing grey sheet. Grey arms and shapely grey legs exposed to wind and world. The grey man was flying. Flying towards Monty. On his back, a pair of muscular wings flapped with the grace and power of an eagle’s. Monty stared. It was the statue. The one with the knowing eye.

The angel.

Was Monty dead? Was he on his way to heaven? Or maybe this was heaven (that’d explain the clouds, he thought. Not to mention the flying angel).

The angel statue was close now, just a few yards away, stretching out both arms like a Sally Army general about to launch full throttle into the hallelujah chorus. Wings flapped, eyes locked and the statue, in a deep, sonorous voice, repeated the words he’d said to Monty on the bridge.

You will be loved.

Monty’s heart pounded (surely a safe bet for non-death, he reasoned). Slowly, he reached out his hands.

The statue – the angel – looked at him and smiled. He moved his hands towards Monty’s and said the words again.

You will be loved.

And then – puff! – he was gone.

What was going on? Monty scratched his head and carried on falling. Down, down, down he went, as heavy as a bowling ball, as light as chocolate mousse. A few seconds later, a flock of birds appeared – pigeons, from the non-square square, all trilling and flapping and chirping and cawing. The birds swooshed around him until, following a great burst of Italian car horn, they abruptly disappeared. But the birdsong somehow got even louder, as if blasted from a vast celestial speaker, and then – with a choral click of fingers – every bird’s voice snapped together to form one long, silky, glorious note.

Ooooooo-Oooo-Oooooooooo.

And the opening salvo of The Supremes’ ‘Baby Love’ filled the sky.

It had to be death, thought Monty. Or a dream. Or maybe the Italian coffee.

Whatever it was, he was enjoying it; the song had been his mum’s favourite. They’d dance
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