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‘Do you not see how necessary a world of pains and troubles is to school an intelligence and make it a soul?’

John Keats, 1819


PROLOGUE

The path down the hill from majestic Volterra towards the tiny village of La Chiostra snakes away into the Tuscan horizon – a shade of magenta at the end of the day – along a smooth, ancient outcrop of lava flow. The vista to each side of the narrow road will catch your breath at any hour, in any season: the beauty of the wild colours and fields in one direction, and in the other a timeless moonscape of strange geology, where the sensuous undulations of the hills are starkly replaced by the crags – the balze – created by a thousand years of landslides. If your interests are classical or historical you may be looking for the spot where the most ancient of the Etruscan necropolises was destroyed by the erosion; or you may be curious about the ruined eleventh-century badia, or abbey, or the earliest Christian churches, all swallowed by the landscape centuries ago. But if your soul is romantic, or you are interested in riddles, then perhaps your journey is to an obscure location a kilometre or two along the road – somewhere between the modern house with the barking dogs, and the ancient farm with the rows of vines and sunflowers. There is no sign, though, and the uninformed traveller may pass by unaware of the mystery.

Here, if you are looking for it, is the ruin of a house on the ridge positioned perfectly to look back up the hill at the imposing wind-blown town of the Etruscans. Legend says this is all that now remains of a small, late thirteenth- or early fourteenth-century manor, which was once the home of a comfortably genteel family and their bewitchingly lovely daughter. Her name we should – perhaps we must – dispense with, for a tapestry of tales has grown up around her, and the truth of her name is part of the riddle. It’s enough that, in a Christian age, she was a disciple of Nature. She preferred the company of animals and birds, and chose to pray to Diana, lady of the moon and the great patroness of one of the ancient temples that had dominated Velathri, as the city was then called.

Before it became a deserted ruin, this house held secrets. It was once her childhood home, and here she came to be confined by the council of the Bishop of Volterra with the absolute consent of her parents. It may have been less about her religious outlook than that she had disobeyed her parents’ implacable wish for her to enter the convent and chastely serve God. She remained true to her more ancient goddess, and wanted to marry the man she loved. For such defiance and impiety she had been imprisoned and punished, and was now to be tried and tortured, despite her youth and charm, her intelligence and beauty.

Late, however, on the very eve of her terrible fate being acted out, something extraordinary happened. Permitted to walk only in her garden, closely watched, to offer a last prayer to her own deity, a freak storm suddenly rose up and whipped along the ridge, clenching the landscape in its fist and razing the house to the ground. Perhaps it was the same storm that gobbled one of those tiny churches, a kilometre or two away.

But sheltered in moonlight in the doorway of an outbuilding, the girl – and only the girl – walked free! Free to escape into the night, and the storm, and to her lover. This ancient house and land, its near neighbour new and buttressed against the medieval ruin, has been known ever since as the Casa al Vento – the House of the Wind.


PART ONE
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20 JANUARY 2007, SAN FRANCISCO

In the calendar of seasons and times, January is Janus-headed: the patron month of gateways and doors, of looking forwards and backwards. Back over what has been, what brings us to this point; ahead to what may be, anticipating the dreams of future days.

Perhaps today, laughing and circling the date on her calendar with a bright pen, Madeline Moretti had given some thought to this, at least unconsciously. She’d certainly been revising in her mind Christopher’s favourite foods – his preference for salads and seafood, his enjoyment of full-bodied red wines more than champagne, his very British love of crumpets (accompanied with quince jelly!) instead of croissants, his funny thing for rose Turkish delight and dates dipped in dark melted chocolate – so that when she opened the cupboard tomorrow on his first morning in San Francisco she would be able to supply his most eccentric wish effortlessly, with dainties that had been shipped in anywhere from Maine to the Napa Valley, from London to Provence, ‘from silken Samarcand to cedar’d Lebanon’.

She had dwelled a long time on the question of the bed linen, remembering how much comment some pale green sheets in a luxurious Venice hotel room last September had drawn from him; how he liked plain things rather than patterns. This had propelled her onto the streetcar at the end of her long working day yesterday, from her office near the Ferry Building through the Financial District towards Union Square – out into the cold and the crowds searching for bargains in the sales – to buy something new and lavish. Scheuer had amply supplied her needs with something smooth and blanched and with a heavy thread count, which had cost her a week’s wages. What did the expense matter? She hadn’t seen him in four months, and everything must be – would be – perfect.

Aside from these retrospective thoughts, Madeline hadn’t had time to look backwards today. In high spirits, which were a feature of her personality, she had sprung from a light sleep at seven and kept going without a break all day. It was an ordinary Saturday with an above ordinary workload: collect her dry cleaning, fold away the exercise bike, tidy away the music on the piano into the stool, mend the broken tie-back on the bathroom curtains, get gas for her car, some white tulips from Jimena’s shop for the table. The maid had been yesterday, had swept, vacuumed and polished within an inch of the little apartment’s being, and there was nothing more to do. But Madeline did most of it again. When her cellphone rang she let its answer service dismiss her girlfriends while she lit scented candles in the living room, plumped cushions on the sofa and tidied the last of her work suits into her closet.

The moment for lunch came and went, but Maddie had no appetite for food. She had an hour’s paperwork to do for her law firm and knew she couldn’t relax into her looming time off until it was emailed back to her boss, the good-natured but very precise Samantha. Her mother and sister would drop by around three, and she wanted to wash her hair before that.

Madeline thought her face was really nothing special, and her tall, light frame actually rather unseductive, but her thick mane of dark curls was Christopher’s delight, and though no one ever knew how much effort it took to untangle them, she needed an hour to make sure every spiralling lock was glossy and perfect. This would be the last opportunity for such lavish care, as the flight from London came in late tonight.

It was already five minutes to the hour, however, when she pushed the ‘Send’ button on her Vaio, got up from her hyper-neat desk in the corner of the sitting area and walked to the street-facing window. She checked for any sign of her mother’s car in the tree-lined avenue below. Having overlooked breakfast as well as lunch, she was faintly light-headed, and anxious she hadn’t yet showered. Nevertheless she felt that serene pleasure that comes when everything is very nearly in order, when pains taken for another person’s pleasure are just about invisible, and when work can be packed away, to look forward to the thrill of a reunion with someone you quite literally adore, in a quantifiable number of hours.

Her disproportionately expensive apartment on Broadway, at the lower end of Pacific Heights, was tiny and, technically, facing in almost the wrong direction, away from the water; but she felt it was worth such a slice of her wages because, thanks to a shorter neighbouring building, it offered up one unexpectedly lovely side view of San Francisco Bay, courtesy of a small balcony. From here a week or two ago, on a fog-free night, it had given her a glimpse of the meteor shower just visible over the dark expanse of ocean to the north and west, in the clear California sky.

Now she noticed it was oddly dark for close to three o’clock. The skyline offered several colours: the stippled dove greys of the clouds, deep slate grey of the facing hills and a pale lemon yellow of shrinking light in between, all dissolving into the muted steel that was now the water. The city was trapped between two weather fronts. The morning had kept faith with the foregoing week of almost unbroken sun – a Californian winter that was mild, crisp, bright – but Madeline saw that a change was coming. The fog would roll in and a new weather cycle would begin. What a shame, with Chris’s arrival only hours away. She grinned at the irony of his arriving in California to find English weather.

They were late. How uncharacteristic. It must be Barbara. Her older sister was sharply clever, usually well organised and a shrewd judge of character. Maddie was relishing the prospect of hearing her vivid sense of humour relate her first impressions of her future brother-in-law. But Barbara felt no reluctance in claiming the right to her own life and needs, when occasion demanded. She could be relied on to have lost track of time on a cherished Saturday, to cram in a clandestine cigarette, away from their mother, or to share some gossip about the latest scandals in the Castro with Drew, her gay neighbour and best friend. Dinner at the family home tomorrow night was one thing, but Madeline rather resented that they were coming today, breaking into that air of sanctity she wanted to create in the countdown to Christopher’s arrival. She didn’t want to speak to anyone; wished to focus only on him. But her fairer side acknowledged it was natural for her mother to be overeager to meet the Englishman who’d changed her daughter’s life so completely in one short year of post-grad study abroad.

Or even on one short evening, she thought. She understood the cast of his mind, the sensitivity and playfulness of his character from a single evening. The rest was all affirmation.

She’d gone off dreamily to dinner at the Oxford Union that previous January (was it only a year ago?), in a chic black dress draped with a skimpy pashmina and her best black heels, despite the chilly air and hint of ice on the cobbles. Who on earth could wear Louboutins on the medieval pavements of Oxford? Pride before a fall, her grandmother would have cautioned. And sure enough, coming out a few hours later, beautiful unanticipated snow flurries were painting a fairytale landscape, making a white frozen ground. Her East Coast education had never quite inured her to the surprise pleasure of snow, and the Californian girl had laughed aloud, enchanted by the shapes and swirling movement. But there was no walking home now. Too late to hail a taxi easily; too far to walk to get one from the rank on Gloucester Green, in conditions like this. She’d shouted to a friend in a group behind her to phone for one, and almost lost her footing. This was the cue for a man in white tie and formal scarf, who suddenly appeared at her side. He was grinning, seemingly amused by her wide-eyed reaction to the weather. With exactly as many words as were necessary to introduce himself, final year medical student Christopher Taylor hoisted the lady elegantly on a shoulder and carried her back over the cobbles, past the bemused porters and right to her stairs at New College.

Though it was far from her longest journey, she later thought, it surely rated as among the most significant of her life.

She was still laughing, brushing snow off her shoes in her mind when an intrusive sense of the present brought to her notice the cry of the gulls, wheeling and taking refuge under the eaves of some buildings in her middle distance. The wind must have been rising steadily over the Bay. She glanced at the clock on the wall, and though the hands had hardly shifted she felt irritable. She was habitually good-natured, but her time was being broken into, and her hair still unwashed. Everything was suspended until her mother and sister had been and approved the decorative order of her apartment, had some coffee and biscotti, and left her to her own quiet rituals of preparation again.

Her thoughts were disturbed by the buzz of the intercom. They’d arrived and parked unseen. She pressed a button to bring them up, unclicked her lock and swung towards the kitchen to flick on the La Gaggia. The greeting called over her shoulder to the visitors at her doorway merged seamlessly with one to the voice on the other end of her telephone, which had rung simultaneously in the kitchen. She spoke casually – the only half-phrase she would remember passing her lips that day – without turning at all to collect her mother’s kiss.

And then a door closed.

A bitter chill from across the Bay accompanied Madeline Moretti to the bed she had freshly made up early that day, of finest linen. No words passed between them as Barbara unbuttoned her sister’s collar, freed her from the simple cream wool dress, which fell to her feet, and unpinned her hair. Madeline was surely unaware of her darkly ironic shadowing of the rhythms of so many young women on this date, over so many previous centuries: but she couldn’t turn round, couldn’t speak or look to either side – her eyes staring straight ahead, unseeing – until her head was on the pillow and her bruised eyelids closed, a prelude to a drugged sleep of haunted dreams. To everything else in the world around her, she was dead.

The phone call just after three o’clock that afternoon – past eleven at night in England – had bolted the door to her future and left her a prisoner of the past; had changed her life unutterably. There would be no flight to meet that evening, no lazy Sunday brunch to enjoy, no cupboard of delights to open, no overnight at the wineries, no week of holiday to begin. There would be no Christopher to collect.

Her bed was a shroud, her mind numb in half-sleep. She could still hear his mother’s soft English voice in a dull misfit tone, a cracked bell, words related without sense. They were words about his last overnight shift as the most junior of doctors at the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford, before the journey that would bring him to see her and meet her family here; about a car full of teenagers travelling back from an all-night party in the city, the driver drunk and overtaking another car on the bypass, leaping the barrier, catching Chris head-on, coming back home in the early morning to college to sleep for a few hours, before he was to pack and fly to Maddie. It was a collection of clauses, but for her they were words without sound or meaning in a rational world; words she had no expectation could ever be meant for her, yet could never erase.

St Agnes’ moon had set.
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20 JANUARY 1347, SANTO PIETRO IN CELLOLE, NEAR CHIUSDINO, TUSCANY

Now, past the hour of three, the air had the taste of snow. Hurrying back from the abbey along the riverside path, Mia saw a frozen hare limp across the icy ground just in front of her, away into the scant cover of the bare willow trees and weeping pears. But if the wind kept up and the snow continued to fall, the creature would soon be well camouflaged.

It was not usual, even on a January day. Their home nestled in a valley of such beauty and shelter that it was known as the Valle Serena – the Valley of Tranquillity. While the proud hill town of Chiusdino a mile or two to the west could often be covered with snow pricked into quilted patterns by the Tuscan roof tiles, in their world below everything was mild. Winter was kinder, the bustle of life wilfully hushed. But not on this day, when the weather had turned and the villa was brimming with pilgrims and guests waiting out the conditions for a fairer road south.

The chill in the air thrilled the girl. She wondered if, on such a day, one might glimpse a unicorn, or some other wild and mystical creature, in the magical woods that bordered her home. Aunt Jacquetta may think that only wild boar and deer, and at times a few wolves, inhabited the woodland, but Aunt Jacquetta didn’t know all the answers.

Mia tucked her dark braid under her hood and wrapped her mantle tightly around her, protecting the delicate cuttings of plantain, which had been the reason for her errand. A few days before, a pilgrim had arrived asking to rest with them, unable to walk the extra miles to the Cistercian brothers’ famed abbey and from thence up the hillside of Montesiepi to the sacred shrine of Galgano Guidotti, a local knight turned holy man. The pilgrim’s foot was badly bruised and misshapen. He had come far along the Via Francigena, like many before him; a man with pale eyes and skin, straw-coloured hair, and fine clothes tailored in a northern land. Though he was plainly in pain, he never lost his gentle manners, this man who must be in search of redemption and the purification of his soul. Aunt Jacquetta recognised the need for the unusual variety of plantain grown by the monks, to halt the inflammation and treat the bruise that had changed the colour of his skin beyond recognition. This had granted Mia the chance for a breath of air by herself in her mission to Fra Silvestro at the monastery, to ask for a little of the herb, with its strange, thread-like foliage, from his still room. Though the brothers would be busy with preparations for the holy feast day of Agnes tomorrow and would not welcome the disturbance, no one knew better how to grow the healthiest specimens in his garden of simples than Fra Silvestro.

He had confided to Mia that the secret lay in planting his garden according to the moon. ‘The first quarter of the waxing moon, child, for the leafy herbs and plants that bear no seeds in fruits.’ And indeed, it seemed to work, for he always had a plentiful surplus from the warm months, which he dried out carefully for winter use. The potency of just a few dried leaves was such that, in a day or so, all would be well and the pilgrims’ road would carry him away again.

Mia’s pattens were just starting to slip on the icy track when she came in sight of the villa of Santo Pietro, a home of simple beauty and purity looked after by her aunt. Sometimes the gossip among the servants made her believe the house must have belonged to her father, a man she never recalled meeting. Sometimes it seemed as if the Church must have owned the house, and that her aunt was only the custodian. But it had been Maria Maddalena’s home since she was a little girl of six, and she remembered no other. For more than seven years she had been shaped by the rhythms and spirit of the house. It smelled, even in winter, of the beautiful iris that grew in masses over the hills of the Tuscan countryside: its delicate scent escaped from the linen press and the laundry room, the kitchen, the chests of clothes and the vats of soap being prepared in the outhouse from the crushed powder of the rhizomes and pure cow’s milk, and even from their own small still room where it would be used in her aunt’s recipe for aqua vitae. And Mia knew it well as her medicine, to help her breathe when she sometimes struggled to get air.

Mia came through the door of the scullery and found the sweet-tempered Alba – prettiest and youngest of the maids – with water still scalding for a guest to wash. She gestured whether she might have some, and showed her the plantain to explain. Alba and her aunt were the two dear souls who always understood Mia best, and never made her feel awkward or simple. For Mia never spoke, and had not done so since she first arrived at Santo Pietro. Her hearing was sound, and no one knew if her muteness were an affliction from God or a choice self-imposed by the girl, but she had contrived an excellent way of communicating to her two favourite people, and to Fra Silvestro in particular at the abbey.

‘How do you want me to prepare it, Maria?’ Alba asked patiently.

Mia indicated the use of three leaves only, in the smallest amount of water, then pointed to the linen and demonstrated rolling it up in her hands.

‘It’s to make a strong steeping for a linen wrap, around the signor’s foot?’ she asked. ‘And not too much water?’

Mia nodded with vigour and tapped her on the wrist, showing her the leaves once more. She mimed taking the leaves from the basin and back against the linen bandage, then gestured with a winding motion.

‘I’m to keep the leaves and place them back inside the hot wet wrap, to remain against the swelling,’ Alba said. ‘And that’s the advice of the tonsured one!’ she smiled, perfectly interpreting Mia’s hand patting the top of her own head to indicate Fra Silvestro.

Mia laughed soundlessly, and hugged her.

‘Don’t forget the vigil of Holy Agnes, Maria Maddalena,’ Alba’s voice followed her as she slipped through the scullery door into the kitchen. ‘To bed with you tonight and no supper; nor turn round to look at a thing!’

Mia smiled at her, and pinched her lips between her fingers.

‘That’s right,’ she agreed. ‘No talking!’ And they both laughed, the one warmly and the other soundlessly.

Alba had told Mia of the ritual of St Agnes for the first time this year, now that she was almost fourteen, and ready to think of husbands, perhaps. All the servant girls knew that a maiden – if she kept silent vigil all the day long and went supperless to bed without looking behind her – might be granted a dream by fair St Agnes of the man she would marry. It was said he would appear to her in her sleep and offer her a feast, with a pledge of his undying love. But if a single word escaped, or she forgot the ritual and glanced backwards, all the charm was fled, and Agnes would be deaf to all entreaty. No vision would come! Mia had no idea that a man might exist for her – who would match with a girl who was mute, and whose father was unknown to her? – but she would act out the ritual, if only to please Alba.

The sound of bells from the abbey carried in the still air. Together with the fading light, this told Mia it was near four. She must light the tapers, and then find Aunt Jacquetta to sit with her and read her lesson. Today she must do abacus, not her favourite; she would read or do Latin translation more willingly. Though perhaps as the villa had guests in overplus – one couple even willing to stay in garden rooms that were used only in the summer months – she might help with the meal tonight and do some chores in the house, rather than study.

She had started down the hallway to find her aunt when she heard her name called from the door of the solar in the opposite direction.

‘Maria Maddalena! I hope you have just come from Loredana’s kitchen, and helped her wash the capons? And Giulietta was looking for you earlier, too, to help her in the laundry. And you were so long about your errand to the monastery that you weren’t here for the bread-making. Have you been dwelling this whole afternoon inside your own imagination, ma donna mia?’

Her aunt’s voice was tempered with humour, despite the pretence of being cross. Mia knew she was permitted to laugh as soon as her aunt mentioned capons! This list of hers – the duties of housework longer than a skein of wool – was her aunt’s favourite tease to her niece. It came on the back of an advice book by Signor Certaldo as to the management of wives and daughters. From weaving purses and embroidering silk, to sieving and cooking and darning socks, a young woman was to be as gentle upstairs as she was to be ready to roll up her sleeves below. And though boys must be fed well, it mattered not how girls were fed, as long as they had sufficient but did not get fat. Mia’s young aunt, though, was fiercely independent, and raised her niece in similar vein. Free of artifice and without the pressure of parents keen to betroth her well, neither was concerned to follow the book of advice. They had strong affections and lived simple, good lives, being kind to others. That was all the advice Aunt Jacquetta wanted to pass on to Mia. She came forward to embrace the girl.

‘Have you brought plantago from the monks?’

Mia’s hands told her aunt that the herb was with Alba, and in preparation for its way above stairs to the guest’s chamber.

‘I shall go to him now, then. But bring some clean linen and your own garments up from the laundry to your chamber, to lessen the burden on Giulietta, with the house so full.’ She smiled at her, knowing of the ritual her niece was pledged in semi-secrecy to follow on Agnes’ Eve. ‘I’ll have Chiara bring hot water to you to wash now, and then we must all help out in the kitchens for the supper tonight. Not everyone is fasting, as you are!’

It was late, in shadowy light cast by a bright full moon, when the poor girl – drooping from many hours of unexpected labour and the noise of too many people – at last lit her taper and started up the stairs to her own attic chamber, overlooking the pilgrims’ way below. Light splashed through the gules of glass on the half-landing and Mia, her mind swimming in thoughts of sweet St Agnes and her lambs, and promises of gentle sorcery, forgot her hunger and the chill wind outside. Catching up the hem of her chemise, she gained the top stair, her lips moving silently in supplication to the saint. Her hand was on the latch of the door and her breathing quiet, in respect for Agnes, when horses were heard on the cobbles below. ‘… Or all the charm is fled,’ she remembered Alba saying. But while she hesitated, a knock came at the doorway. What could she do, with the few servants spoken for in duties, and her aunt ministering to the pilgrim? Unwilling to turn, she slipped backwards down the stair, her hand on the rail and her footing surprisingly sure.

She was there before the second hesitant rap at the knocker. She slid back the bolt from the hasp and was quickly joined by the steward, Cesaré, who helped her pull open the heavy door. She protected her flame from the night wind with her spare hand, and squinted at the surprising amount of light. Silhouetted in front of her were a couple: a young man in fashionable clothing, dirty with travel; and a girl whose face was a mystery to Mia, backlit as she was by the huge moon and the torches retreating along the path to the villa gate.

Mia wondered for only a second who had unlocked it for them. All her senses were drawn to the young woman, framed against the light. In the cold darkness of the hour, she seemed to drink up that brightness: Una raggia, Mia thought, a lady wrought from a ray of light. And completely unafraid, without consultation with Cesaré, she moved her candle to usher them inside.
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LATE JANUARY 2007, SAN FRANCISCO

Immaculately dressed in a black coat and matching tailored suit out of respect for the loss of someone she’d never met, but who meant everything to someone she loved, Isabella Moretti came and went from Madeline’s apartment. She took charge of those invisible duties of making coffee for a stream of shocked visitors and putting floral offerings in vases and food in the overstocked fridge. Amid the incongruous scent of a paradise of lilies and hyacinths and white daffodils, which stole the air in a confined space, she watched her eerily quiet granddaughter. Sometimes they exchanged a few words. Mostly they just sat.

For a week the weather had been as changeable as the seas: heavy storms and rain for a day or so, punctuated with crisp, bright weather and evenings offering up the ethereal beauty of a white plume of fog lit by a breath-taking sunset; then, storms again. The weather seemed able to express an intensity and emotion that her granddaughter could not, and Isabella couldn’t stop her thoughts from drifting back almost twenty-five years.

When Madeline was born, Isabella had arranged to have a birth chart drawn up for her new granddaughter. It wasn’t something she’d have thought of, but was prompted by a dispute over whether the child was born under the sign of Taurus or Gemini. Most newspapers said the first, but at least a journal or two weighed in with the latter. May the twenty-first seemed a day straddling a divide, and Isabella felt a professional should settle it. So she’d been directed to the elderly Signora Angela, a respectable milliner whose hats graced many well-to-do heads on Church feast days, communions and at weddings. As a spirited sideline the Signora was talented at preparing astrological charts, something she’d inherited, she liked to say, from her Etruscan forebears! She was regarded by many as an eccentric, by some as a good angel, others a wise old crone, and at least a few as a strega, or witch. A few sceptics went so far as to call her weak in body and mind. But she was a tough old lady with an odd elegance and energy. She lived on one of the lanes in the North Beach area – a generations-old Italian immigrant, like Isabella herself – and so Isabella had gone to the Signora with Madeline’s birthday details, including her weight and length, and the odd but interesting detail that she’d been born ‘with a true knot in her cord’. The Signora assured her that date and hour were enough.

Seven days later, when she’d returned to collect the chart, the older woman looked at her client so seriously it had almost made Isabella laugh.

‘The child is born on the Pleiades,’ she told her, pulling her down onto a seat at a table strewn with felt and pins and stiffening fabric. ‘They dwell at the very last degree of Taurus, though she is more under the care of gentle Maia, I believe, than ambitious Alcyone. Her moon is also in Taurus – an old moon, before it was born anew in Gemini a day or so later.’

Isabella’s curiosity was satisfied. She rose to go, smiling kindly and feeling that settled the whole interest in the subject for her. But the Signora’s finger, dusty with tailor’s chalk, hesitated in the air, her face alive with such an expression that it puzzled Isabella. She seemed like someone deciding whether to keep closed a wondrous riddle book; and after a moment, she added something.

‘An old moon is an old soul with promises to keep; but mercifully her moon is not at Caput Algol, the Medusa’s head. All of her planets after fiery Mars are travelling retrograde – moving backwards. Her whole chart harks back in time, you understand.’

Isabella didn’t in the least understand, and the mention of the Medusa hardly worked any bright charms on her imagination, but the woman talked on without explanation of either point.

‘The Pleiades are a very significant cluster of stars, Signora Moretti. “The sailing ones”, they are called, or “the doves”, as well as the “guardians of the harvest”. But also they are known as the “weeping women”. The little girl will be progressive, with a shining personality – certainly the cleverest in her class – strong-minded, yet also feminine. Watch her skip lightly through her life without concerns, hardly pausing to look deeply into things and never back over her shoulder, until the day comes early in her young life when she will suffer a terrible bereavement, and do nothing but look back. For some time she will be as a woman locked in stone. Only then will she begin her journey to understand the mystery of who she is. That is when she must travel backwards and become a pilgrim, and she has far to go.’

Then Signora Angela had given Isabella the girl’s horoscope chart, sealed in old-fashioned brown paper, with advice to hold onto it for her and never to yield it up unless the time was right.

Isabella Moretti had found herself outside the woman’s door in bafflement, even a little disturbed. She was not especially superstitious. She kept the observances demanded by her Catholic faith out of respect and still more as a matter of tradition, knew the important saints’ days, but she was not devout. Yet in spite of her more rational self, she’d never quite managed to shake off the memory of this strange information, partly because of the starkly serious tone in which it had been delivered. She couldn’t say if this event had ever unconsciously contributed to her special relationship with Maddie, to the way she thought of her as something of a favourite person of hers. This was deserved anyway by the girl’s sheer vitality, her curiosity about and zest for life. Madeline was a child who had never walked, if she could run; never had to be taught that well-chosen language had the power to determine events. Enthusiasm radiated from her and uplifted others. Even at her most determined and reckless – when it was clear she was still young and needed some governance – Maddie was a shining soul, and very easy to love.

But, quite suddenly, remembrance of that day had come back to Isabella with stark clarity. So she stayed even closer to Madeline, which also kept the girl’s endlessly chattering mother away. Isabella’s daughter-in-law was a good person, but completely unable to read the signs or understand the requirements. Her over-cosseting and bustle wasn’t helping her daughter’s quiet grieving process. Perhaps for the first time in her life, Maddie needed some stillness to process the events. The poor child was struck dumb. A ‘weeping one’ indeed, although, Isabella thought ironically, the actual ability to release some tears would be a relief, if only she could do it.

That first week – Maddie’s scheduled vacation time – was drawing to a close. In a benumbed state her only move from her apartment was a seventy-two-hour dash, against everyone but Nonna Isabella’s advice, to London for a funeral she had no stomach to attend. She chose to go out of feeling for Chris’s devastated parents, but declined their invitation to stay with them for a few more days. Madeline understood they needed her as extended access to their lost son, but she just couldn’t help them. Now was not the same as before: those few lovely weekends down on the train from Oxford with Chris, last spring and in the early summer, when his parents had opened their elegant south-west London doors to her, made her welcome and at ease. They had lunched every day on the lawn, only so many months ago; but each hour of the present week was about what would never be again. Winter had a grip on the garden, and Chris was gone. What an extraordinary idea – that he was gone. It was an unbearable weight on her, and the feeling of grief was like cold fingers closing on her throat, choking both tears and words. She must get away from London.

And yet nowhere was there any respite. While others dozed on the overnight flight home to San Francisco, her mind haemorrhaged memories. She tried to recall each feature of Christopher’s face. The dark unmanageable hair, which he’d promised her was genetically engineered never to be tidy, but also never to be thin; the dimple in his squared chin; the strangely long eyelashes she’d teased him about, saying any girl would covet them! And, of course, there was the scar where he’d bitten right through his lower lip as a child. She could see his very physical shoulders and his neck, which were well developed because he rowed for his college; and the mischievous brown eyes, which betrayed a warm humour. She could see the details, but it didn’t add up to his whole face somehow. She had fallen in love with his intelligence, not his face at all; Chris’s being was communicated in a visceral sense of his whole presence more than in any individual features. She could hear him, and possibly smell him too; she remembered his smell. But how he’d looked on their last couple of meetings she couldn’t really recall. His expression evaded her. She couldn’t haul him back, in any way. And by some perverse fate the photos she had were also a little unclear: off angle, or too middle distant. He’d a habit of putting his hand up to obscure the lens in pictures. So for most of the week she’d felt sightless – or at least, unable to see what she wanted to see. She had to live with her mind in sharp pain, though she was herself in a cloudy state.

By Saturday, a week to the day of her receiving the news, and the day after her return from London, Maddie reached a point of paralysing loneliness. It seemed so much more acute in the midst of too many visitors, who had once again taken up their watch in the time-honoured fashion of Italian condolences paid to the family and to friends. Apart from the gentle ministrations of Nonna Isabella, and the firm grip of Barbara, who came and went for just a single visit each day to hug her sister without words, Maddie knew she needed to recapture at least the appearance of normality if she were to survive this strange ordeal. It was a premature widowhood, the jarring sense of sterility she felt in a room set-dressed by sympathisers to resemble a bridal bower. She had to escape for air.

She concentrated on the idea that hard work would be a solace to get her through the days ahead, one at a time. Maddie believed that Samantha would be in the office, despite its being a weekend, and she rang demanding – with as much strength as she could summon up – to be allowed to come in on Monday morning for a normal week of work.

‘Hmm. I think you could have another week.’ Samantha had carefully chosen ‘could’ rather than ‘should’, but however little her employee was revealing to others of her feelings, Samantha realised she’d have suffered too many blows in the last seven days to be functioning soundly, and the work could be both shattering and stressful, even for a strong person.

But Maddie had needs of her own, and stalled her answer. She heard the tone of good sense in Samantha’s voice, but didn’t want to comply.

Samantha guessed some of this, and pushed a little. ‘You’re in a kind of war zone, Maddie. How are you really? Are you eating anything?’

Maddie smiled wanly into the phone, but realised she had to use words. ‘No, not much. But I am breathing,’ she answered softly. ‘I just keep concentrating on breathing. I’d be grateful if my mind were busy.’

Samantha understood the pain. She respected Maddie’s determination, hesitating only for a moment longer. ‘There’s an important briefing in the bull ring, first thing Monday. We’ve reached an interesting stage, and I’d be glad to have you in there.’

Madeline’s voice steadied. ‘See you then.’
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29 JANUARY 2007, SAN FRANCISCO

Madeline Moretti recalled the day of her interview at Harden Hammond Cohen only too well. Staying with her sister for a week of job hunting, she’d left the apartment on that late September day looking beautifully groomed, and giving herself ample time to find the address without rushing. Light rain had been falling, but it soon became heavier and, as she reached the Embarcadero, an autumn breeze had turned into a real wind gathering strength off the water. She remembered the wave of rising panic as her umbrella blew inside out and her hair escaped its combs – not the picture of business-like calm she’d wanted to present. Outside the building, a taxi pulling along kerbside into a puddle had splashed her down, and she felt that luck might be against her. But she’d liked Samantha at once, and soon eased into the meeting, picking her way through tough moral questions like an agile boxer, thrilling at every test of her mind, and cajoling her would-be boss into laughter. Maddie wasn’t arrogant, but she knew she had the place after, at most, ten minutes of energetic discussion about her views on retributive justice. It seemed a perfect fit.

Three weeks later she’d arrived for her first day with a hangover from too many celebratory Margaritas with Barbara the night before, having spent half the night in her own bathroom and then half the morning throwing up in Harden Hammond Cohen’s comfortable rest room. Yet she’d managed to charm the tough new partner, David Cohen, with a savvy appreciation of the artwork in his office, and make herself invaluable to old-school New Englander and the firm’s trial lawyer, Charles Hammond, by finishing an article he was writing for the New York Times, when he was suddenly called away to court. A quiet series of victories despite the headache – and every day since had been plain sailing.

Until today. Today she felt empty. She’d pushed everyone away, refusing to share her private emotions with friends or cry to a soul. Perhaps she hadn’t even started to grieve. Today, she was exhausted. And she needed to be focused and prove she could still do her job as relentlessly as Samantha did hers.

This was a law firm where no one left before six at the earliest: no one wished to. Though the partners were not ungenerous, extremely high wages here would have been the wages of sin. Samantha’s was a human rights firm, unquestionably one of the best on the West Coast, attracting grudging admiration from even their grittiest foes. Anyone with a tale of blatant sexism or abuse in the workplace, or serious corporate negligence, or deserving of workers’ compensation, would knock on their door. The New Jersey daughter of community-minded parents, and educated at Harvard, Samantha herself seemed sewn from gentle threads, but she was a terrier who would fight to the death if her spirit was engaged and her sense of injustice aroused. She had a reputation that had reached some ears in Washington, and she relied on her team of stand-out youngsters to hold the fort regularly while she was away on advisory committees or lobbying for legal reforms in the workplace.

Anyone focused on their career opportunity would almost have worked here without a pay cheque, without expectation of financial gain, without incentive other than to watch and learn. This was a life-changing place of work, a firm acquiring an extraordinary name for its dedication to changing the lives of people with apparently ordinary names. Chris had remarked to Madeline that they ‘sounded like dangerous lefties’ from the city that had given the world the UN. But her faith in his values had been repaid when he declared himself ready to up sticks and come to live right there with her, in this city – her city – with her dangerous lefty colleagues. Chris sounded intrigued with her view of the ocean and her life and her law office, so she started out buoyant, and remained so every day from that first when she’d got the nod from Samantha.

Except for today. Clouds had no silver linings, but only promised rain.

Getting out of her exquisite sheets early on this Monday morning, Maddie felt sick about facing others. She had no real understanding of the kind of semi-madness overwhelming her in her unvoiced grief; she could only promise herself to try not to let the world outside break her any more than it had done. She would concentrate on surviving, follow her feet and see where they took her. She had no other designs, no future plans.

An early morning phone call had broken into her half-sleep with Samantha’s voice full of an urgency and excitement Maddie envied.

‘The documents we’ve been waiting for from Stormtree are on their way to our offices in San Jose. We’ll have them tomorrow morning. There’s a meeting today at nine to bring everyone up to speed and brainstorm some aspects of the case, so I’m taking you at your word that you’re ready to get straight in.’

There was no pause for breath. Maddie realised Samantha had rung with this news to try to enthuse her – and more than a week or two ago, it would have – but today she had to work much harder to care about anything at all.

Aware that she’d said ‘for sure’ without vigour – but which would, she hoped, be read by Samantha as tiredness – she put the phone down and embarked on the meaningless rituals of coffee, shower, bed-making, dress for the office, in something of a haze. Her window revealed a foggy drizzle and she fished for suitable shoes, trying not to react emotionally at seeing the black Louboutins positioned at the front of her closet. She scooped them to the side, grabbed her running shoes and shoved smarter chocolate pumps into her tote, picked up an oversized document case, her umbrella and purse, and closed her door on the hothouse full of flowers.

It was still early enough for the grey of the city fog to be lying in the street, and it seemed to move with her as she walked around the corner and headed downhill towards Union Street, unable to view the sea behind the wall of fog. She ran for the bus from Cow Hollow that would take her down to Union Square, and wondered where her head had been when the journey was suddenly over and it was time to switch for the streetcar to her office. On a nice day she’d have walked: not today, when she could barely muster the strength to stand in the crowded public transport.

She tried to use the short walk along the Embarcadero to get hold of the implications of Samantha’s news. The California Superior Court must have finally forced Stormtree Components Inc. to release almost ten years of documents – including the crucial in-house memos – which had been subpoenaed months ago. Aware of the threat of such disclosures, Stormtree had been stalling ever since Maddie had joined the firm. Samantha was surely jubilant that after so many months of legal gymnastics on the part of Stormtree’s lawyers, the Court had finally lost patience and ordered them to deliver the material – or face charges of contempt.

But once they’d picked over the minutiae of this tonnage of paper, would they find within it that one small piece of information they sought? Was there anything that could indisputably prove Stormtree had been aware of the toxicity of their materials, but refused to do anything about it to protect the workers? Assuming such a paper trail might have even existed, could something so sensitive have escaped a paper shredder? The idea that the company was bound to be at least partially aware of its negligence was what had catapulted Samantha into the fray to take them on, years before Maddie had become part of the team. Samantha and David were in no doubt that the varied critical illnesses and numerous fatalities of about two hundred workers, employed by Stormtree all around the US to assemble electronics and motherboards for computers, were more than just an embarrassment for the corporation. They deserved far more, they believed, than just a hands-up apology and plea of ignorance about the chemical poisons used in production. Stormtree surely knew, Samantha believed. It was literally inconceivable that they could have been blind to – and uninterested in – the growing catalogue of sick workers in their cohort. But now the test results and recommendations from Stormtree’s in-house scientists would be on their table, and they would go a long way to proving, or disproving, Samantha’s hunch. What would it all yield?

Maddie walked under the shadow of the beautiful glass buildings that had been home to her bosses since they relocated from their traditional turn-of-the-century Bay Area office after the 1989 earthquake. Samantha joked that going more modern and quake proof might be a blessing, given the explosive nature of the cases they so often fought, but despite the appearance of luxury in the new premises, the heart of the old firm stood tall against the wind – almost literally on their high-up floor – as they continued to take on their unusual and pro bono cases. It was this that had so strongly appealed to the idealist in Maddie.

Maddie felt the fog had clung to her clothes, and it seemed to follow her into the lobby and even the elevator as she exchanged running shoes for pumps, and then rose up the ivory tower. She braced herself for the lipstick-immaculate smile of Jacinta Collins – a pout so perfectly applied that Maddie had witnessed it slurp through innumerable luncheons of truffle linguini or spaghetti marinara without a trace of disturbance afterwards. One of the few blondes in an office of varyingly attractive dark-haired women, Jacinta was employed to be PA to both senior partners, though each had a personal aide as well; but Maddie always felt Jacinta’s reach exceeded her grasp, and that she liked to exercise a firm control on all that happened at Harden Hammond Cohen. She was someone to respect more than you might wish to.

Right now the perfect lips had puckered into a drawling look of sympathy at Maddie.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss, Madeline. I didn’t think we’d see you back here for some time yet.’ Her expression of distaste at Maddie’s choice of demure brown suit was not quite stifled. ‘Just look at you! I can see how much you’ve suffered. You’re so brave to come back at all.’

Maddie swayed a little as the extended arms moved towards her in hug formation.

‘Thanks,’ she answered in a woolly voice. Her tone invited no further conversation.

Maddie was rescued from physical contact by the appearance of her equal number, Yamuna Choudhury, who had joined the firm as a junior to Charles Hammond only a few weeks before Maddie. She had been top of her class at Stanford, and oozed the sophistication of a girl who was quietly aware of her unusual beauty. Brought up between California and Jaipur – which her father seemed to own parts of – she sparked Maddie’s admiration for her ability to think deeply, but only to speak if she had something relevant to say. Her smile spoke of her sympathy better than words, as she handed Maddie a slim file of papers that exactly mirrored her own.

‘The latest depositions, and some other documents that will bring you up to date, Maddie. Glad to see you. I’m afraid the gang are in the bull ring already, wanting to start at nine on the dot!’ Yamuna’s efficiency was not devoid of humour and fellow-feeling for the enormous task she knew her colleague faced: to wake herself from shock and be alert for the dramas of the next hour.

‘On the dot,’ Maddie nodded, a little unconvincingly.

The doe-eyed receptionist, Teresa Suarez, who was in her mid-twenties but only seemed about seventeen, waved at Maddie quietly before picking up a tray of coffee. She mouthed ‘Hello’ to communicate respect for her loss without encroaching on her private thoughts. Maddie smiled back, suddenly picking up her pace to hold the huge glass doors leading to the inner sanctum open for her. The grand meeting room beyond was affectionately known as the bull ring, more for the matador-like manoeuvres planned against adversaries within, than because of its shape or size.

As she passed her, Teresa apologised: ‘I put a small mountain of post in your office, Maddie. And I’m sorry to say that your pretty pot plant looks very unwell. I tried to water it while you were away, but I might have done more harm than good.’

‘Don’t worry, Teresa,’ Maddie answered. ‘It’s sweet of you. I’ll take a look.’

She rounded the corner into her own tiny office. Maddie glanced at the small framed print of Oxford on her wall, the neatly arranged files in her own choice of soft colours, the photo frame on the bookshelf behind her desk. What sort of person had inhabited this space, she wondered. Someone she could hardly remember now: a distant relative, a cousin. She wanted to pick up the photo of Christopher so she could look at him before the meeting, but equally, she didn’t want to think of him just now. She glanced instead at the desk and, despite the warning, saw the post stacked high alongside the unmistakable vision of her once beautiful white orchid shrivelling, the waxy leaves turning necrotic from water that had pooled at their base. She didn’t blame Teresa. Few people realised orchids required very little water, and it looked as though hers had been drowned in a mistaken goodwill gesture. But it was the saddest sight, this proud phalaenopsis that Chris had sent for her first day of work four months ago, which had flourished ever since with a succession of flowers on two spikes, now drooping pitifully. She put her briefcase down and considered whether to give in to a tear, but she swallowed hard, tossed her coat onto a chair and threw the orchid into the waste basket. Then she turned deliberately on her heel with the newly acquired paperwork, grabbing freshly sharpened pencils and a yellow pad on her way back out towards the meeting room.

Entering the circular space, with its wonderful view across the landscaped plazas and elevated walkways below, Maddie was aware that the animated chatter of her colleagues abruptly broke at her appearance. She found her place in a spare chair near Samantha’s position under the window and pretended everyone was not trying to avoid her eye.

‘Good morning,’ she said as unemotively as possible. But, she thought, how should you respond to the quiet sympathy of strangers? What was expected? No one had written a conduct book for those who were victims of a failed fairy tale, whom the world seemed to pity but not know how to approach.

The quiet was interrupted by Samantha springing through the glass doors. She seemed in possession of a fine joke, and threw a copy of San Francisco magazine into the centre of the table. She rested a hand very lightly on Maddie’s shoulder as she spoke, before sliding into her seat.

‘Just in case any of you here are in doubt as to the kind of character we’re dealing with at Stormtree, here he is! Fighting his personal war of attrition from the cover of our city’s cherished self-image. Behold the fine, upstanding figure of Mr Pierce Gray, benefactor of the newly refurbished wing of the art gallery – and, of course, none other than the President of his family firm, Stormtree Components!’

‘Inc.!’ laughed the handsome Tyler Washington, the firm’s top paralegal. Tall as a Harlem Globetrotter, his physical presence dominated the table. ‘That man Gray is the consummate press and public relations expert! No jury is ever going to believe he’s not the all-American success story with a heart of gold and a wallet open to every charity.’

‘Yes, except the charity of those who work for him,’ Samantha frowned.

Charles Hammond smiled quietly to himself from the other side of the circle. Immaculate in his Brooks Brothers style and old-fashioned manners, he rotated the photo of the bespoke-tailored man – perhaps just prematurely greying at thirty-nine or forty – towards himself, and asked his partner, ‘Ah, but have you been invited to his lovely country “cottage”, as he calls it, in the heart and soul of California’s wine country, to taste his much-heralded new vintage Sauvignon? Because, I have to confess, I have had that honour!’

Samantha was mock open-mouthed. ‘Charles, supping with the devil? At “Château Pierce”?’

‘I believe he calls the new release “The Gray Lady”, in honour of the ghost of some scintillating French Château Cabernet Sauvignon from before the war,’ Charles answered. ‘A reminder to his contacts in Bordeaux that they owe some of their own grapes to his grandfather’s viticulture, all those years ago when the French vines were almost wiped out with fungus. They’ve actually gone so far as to give him a bit of their hallowed French earth, for his vines.’

Tyler laughed. ‘The whole of the French wine industry must be aware of the merits of Mr Pierce Gray of Napa Valley. There’s no dirt under his fingernails!’

‘Let’s check for some dirt then, shall we?’ Samantha addressed them all seriously. ‘Tyler, you and Charlotte have some updates to give us on the medical reports?’

The slender blonde sitting beside Tyler Washington was a violet-eyed beauty from Indiana, and also his romantic partner. Charlotte Baxter and her handsome co-worker had come together within a week of her joining Harden Hammond Cohen a few years before, and they mostly managed to keep their personal lives sacred. It was Charlotte – cool in a lace blouse, her hair neatly caught in a chignon – who took over the summary of their research.

‘Absolutely, Samantha. We have almost four hundred requests now from Stormtree workers, or retirees, who have serious illnesses they believe they can lay at their employer’s door. Everyone thinks they have a claim, but some we’ve looked at in detail have nothing to do with this case. One, for instance, had a road traffic accident on the way home …’

Maddie took her eyes off the cover of the magazine to watch Charlotte’s lovely classical face, her earnestness, as she relayed the facts of the people who had suffered from Stormtree’s negligence. Or was it their ignorance? She seemed so impassioned. How could anyone let themselves care so much, and yet function so clinically? Maddie listened as Charlotte was describing someone who blamed the conditions in the ‘clean room’ for making him drowsy and unfocused, giving him a migraine headache, which caused him to drive into the back of a lorry. An excuse? Maddie wondered.

‘So, he wants the injury to be Stormtree’s problem. But, to be brutal, we’re not going there.’ Samantha shook her head. ‘It might even be true, in some way, but we need cast-iron cases. Who are our strongest starters, Charlotte?’

Maddie tried to concentrate and took in more than she would have thought possible as Charlotte presented a summary replete with numbers of cases and statistics. About one hundred and fifty people were involved, some from states other than California. A few were on the East Coast, near Boston and up in Maine, with strong similarities to the cases here. Did Samantha want to focus only on those closest to home? Charlotte asked her.

‘I’d keep them in the basket, Charlotte,’ Charles said. ‘You never know how – or where – things may pan out over time. They could be useful down the line, if we get some intransigence from the California judges …’

Maddie’s eyes flitted around the room, unseeing, then came to rest again on the face of Stormtree in the middle of the table. She heard Samantha agree with Charles, and then there was Tyler’s voice. Charlotte again. Samantha. Now Tyler sounded agitated, and Maddie gave him her attention.

‘We also have twenty-five “probables”, right here in the Golden State. I’d stake my life that they’ve been poisoned by Stormtree Inc. I mean, yeah, we can prove the toxicity in the materials because our own commissioned report states clearly that they demand handling with extreme care. But, there is the crucial onus of proof that Stormtree knew exactly what they were doing. We have to demonstrate that they were just cost-cutting not to do it.’

Can you demonstrate that they knowingly took risks with other people’s lives? thought Maddie. Prove that they didn’t stop to think about how their actions could terminate some people’s dreams? Tear away hopes and happiness, break up families, cause suffering for people on a daily basis? She wanted to say something, but then Yamuna had put down a pencil she’d been toying with so it rapped loudly on the surface, startling Maddie. It was she who spoke.

‘Tyler, I want to be clear. I’m sure I ought to know the answer. But if the toxicity of the heavy metals used in the construction of the motherboards and chips is not in doubt, and these people are definitely sick because of working there, even though they worked in clean rooms, then why is it so important to prove Stormtree knew beforehand? Surely they’re culpable even if they didn’t know the stuff was killing the workers? Isn’t the only important thing that we have to prove the indisputable fact that the illnesses arose from the workplace?’

Samantha held her hand up with quiet authority. ‘Let’s clarify that point. It’s not the metals themselves that are the demons.’

She glanced in sequence at each face, and Maddie felt caught in the current. She looked straight back at her, thinking she was being quizzed, and answered her boss. ‘The poison emanates from ethylene glycol ethers, benzenes, epoxy resins and so on, which are the kinds of solvents that can cause carcinogens.’

Maddie was wondering where that had come from, when she realised Samantha was nodding at her.

‘Correct. All these have been a mainstay of high-tech manufacturing for decades. But,’ she turned to Yamuna, ‘you are right, too. One part of the puzzle for us – a huge part – is in proving beyond reasonable doubt that the cancers and other critical conditions are down to their work environment, which is not straightforward. You can bet Stormtree’s team will claim that the illnesses their workers are suffering from are perfectly natural – within demographic lines.’

‘They all argue that Mexican workers and Hispanics, or whatever other group we’re going out there for, are more likely than richer whites to have a higher instance of liver cancer, or breathing complications, or spontaneous abortions, or children with leukaemia et cetera!’ Charlotte said in frustration.

‘But the point about them having prior knowledge is crucial, Yamuna,’ Samantha went on. ‘The settlement for a mere misdemeanour of, “Oops, gosh, sorry, everyone, we had no idea these developmental toxics could do our workers any serious harm” would be substantially less – almost a goodwill gesture on the part of Stormtree towards its employees. They’ll remind the court that they pay their employees’ health insurance as part of the contract, so they already look like good guys to some. But if they’ve cost-cut, or been negligent, or even just lazy in their checks – to the degree it’s played God with their workers’ lives and health, and that of their families – then, we’re talking serious damages.’
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