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  Chapter 1
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The City


The man stepped back before she asked him to. 
That was the first strange thing. The street was narrow but not impossibly so, a stone corridor climbing toward the old quarter with enough room for two people to pass if they angled their shoulders and made a small mutual effort. The man coming toward her was broad, suited, carrying a newspaper folded under his arm and the general air of someone whose time was accounted for.
In Naples, a man like that would have kept walking. Would have let her step aside, would have passed without acknowledgment, would have taken the middle of the narrow street as his right because he was larger and had somewhere to be and she was simply a woman in the way.
Here, he stopped.
He stopped and he looked at her, and something crossed his face that she couldn't immediately name, something that was neither impatience nor the condescending goodwill of a man doing a favour. He simply stepped back. He flattened himself against the old stone with the casual deliberateness of someone completing a natural sequence, and he held out his hand in the brief gesture of a man showing someone to a table. After you. Obviously.
Fiora stared at him.
She stood where she was. Her feet hadn't moved.
"After you," he said.
She looked at the street. It was wide enough. She looked at him. He held her gaze pleasantly.
She walked forward. She felt the faint residual warmth of the wall he'd vacated, and the stranger sensation of having been given something she hadn't asked for and couldn't identify.
At the top of the street she stopped.
Boh. The Neapolitan word for: I have no explanation for this and I decline to look for one.
She filed it away and kept walking into a city that had already decided, apparently, to be something she didn't understand.

      [image: ]She had spent thirty-nine of the forty minutes driving in from the ferry terminal deciding she was going to hate Valleria.
It wasn't a decision based on evidence. She hadn't seen enough yet. But she'd learned young that if you decided to hate something before it could disappoint you, the disappointment had nowhere to land. Her mother had called it brutta abitudine. An ugly habit. Fiora called it strategy.
She packed her Naples apartment in two days. There hadn't been much to pack. Books. Clothes. A photograph of her mother wrapped in a grey cardigan and placed at the top of the box. The accounting textbooks she'd kept because she'd worked too hard for them to abandon. A coffee maker that was older than it should be and worked better than it deserved to.
Three years in a narrow second-floor flat in Quartiere Ferriera, and when she handed the key to the landlord's letterbox and stood in the street with her boxes, she felt precisely nothing. Which was either maturity or damage, and she had decided some time ago not to spend energy distinguishing between the two.
Renato had come to help and spent most of the time standing in doorways saying things like are you sure you want to take that. Gavino had come too and fallen asleep on her couch, which was how he managed most things that required waiting.
Their father had stayed home and prayed, which was how Gennaro Cretella managed everything: the big things and the small things and the in-between things, all of it given to God with the pragmatic faith of a man who had done what he could and was setting the rest down.
Three friends had said andiamo insieme when circumstances changed and not followed through. A job she hadn't loved. A city she could read perfectly. An apartment comfortable the way a coat was comfortable when it almost fit: fine, functional, close enough that you stopped noticing you'd wanted something better.
She had also, she understood now that she was leaving it, been safe in Naples in a way that she'd confused with being free. She knew the corners. She knew the rules. She knew which men to walk past without looking and which cafés to avoid in the evenings and how to carry herself in Quartiere Ferriera in a way that communicated competence rather than vulnerability. This knowledge had felt like power. Perhaps it was. But it was the power of someone who had memorised a cage and called the memorisation freedom.
She locked the apartment door and left without looking back.
Then they came around the coastal bend and the city appeared, and she spent one full second reconsidering.
It was white and gold against the water, climbing the hillside in layers like someone had stacked centuries on top of each other and called it architecture. The harbour caught the afternoon light and threw it back at the sea in pieces. The bell tower of the old quarter glowed. Jasmine spilled from a hundred iron balconies and reached the car window before the city itself did.
She made her face neutral. "Fancy," she said.
Her father glanced over from the driver's seat. Gennaro Cretella had been having the experience of not knowing if she was being sarcastic for twenty-three years. He returned his eyes to the road. "It's a good city. Old families. Old money. Different from Naples."
"Everything's different from Naples," Fiora said. "That's not a compliment to either place."
In the backseat, Renato was eating pistachios he hadn't offered to share. Gavino was asleep with his mouth open and a small damp circle forming on the window. This was the Cretella family in transit: Gennaro quiet and purposeful, Renato eating, Gavino unconscious, and Fiora watching everything with eyes her father had once described as troppo attenti. Too attentive. As if attention were a flaw.
She watched the city as they descended toward it.
Naples had texture even in its beautiful parts. Three thousand years of making do had given it a roughness you could feel on your palms, a chipped glaze over the gold. Valleria looked like it had never made do. The streets she saw now were clean, pale stone, wrought iron trailing bougainvillea in colours that had no business being that saturated in late summer. A man walked a small dog with the unhurried ease of a man who had nowhere to be and had made his peace with this. Two older women sat outside a café with espressos. No graffiti. No shouting. No one scanning the corners.
The apartment was on the fourth floor of a building in the Quartiere Basso. Two bedrooms, a kitchen with a courtyard window, a shower that ran hot on the first attempt. Gennaro stood in the living room with the look of a man who had arrived somewhere and wasn't entirely sure he deserved to.
"The Pellegrinis arranged it," he said.
Fiora was already checking the hot water.
She took the smaller bedroom without being asked. The window looked down on a courtyard where a fig tree grew out of a crack in the stone, heavy with fruit no one had bothered to pick. A cat sat beneath it with the expression of an animal that had long since resolved all of its philosophical questions.
From the living room she could hear Renato telling their father this was an opportunity, telling him they had a chance here to build something, telling him if he did good work the Pellegrinis would notice. Renato said these things with the conviction of someone narrating his own story into existence. She had grown up listening to him do it. It worked, occasionally. The narration preceded the reality often enough to be a reasonable strategy.
She went to unpack.
The small bedroom smelled of the family who had been here before them: something floral, not unpleasant, overlaid with the stone-and-plaster smell common to all old buildings in all Italian cities, the smell of walls that had absorbed a hundred years of living. She opened the window and let the courtyard air in, which was cooler and smelled of the fig tree and the cool mineral smell of stone that rarely saw the sun.
Unpacking took twenty minutes. Clothes hung or folded. Books on the narrow shelf above the desk. Her mother's photograph on the desk itself, grey cardigan unwrapped carefully, set in the corner of the shelf where it would catch the morning light.
At the window, she stood for a moment and looked at the courtyard below. The cat hadn't moved.
It was on her third trip to the kitchen for a glass of water that she passed her father standing in the hallway with his rosary in both hands, lips moving. She kept walking. Some things didn't need witnessing.
The city was strange. Her father was praying. Renato was narrating. Gavino had woken up long enough to find the television and go back to sleep in front of it.
And a man on a narrow street had flattened himself against a wall to let her through.
Fiora lay in the dark of the small bedroom and thought about it for longer than she intended, turning it over the way she turned over things that didn't fit, which was the same thing as deciding they mattered.






  
  Chapter 2
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The Café


She found him on the second morning. 
Not deliberately. She'd gone out early, before anyone needed anything from her, walking the commercial district with her notebook open, writing down the price of bread, coffee, produce, because in any new city the price of things told you roughly where you stood. She went through three streets, noted the bread, the coffee, the produce. The numbers settled into a map in her head. Reasonable. Manageable.
The café was marble counter, old espresso machine, a pastry case with the good ones already gone by nine. She came in and took in the details automatically, the way she always did: the smell of old stone and espresso grounds and the faint sweetness of a cornetto just out of the oven, the acoustic of a low-ceilinged room that absorbed conversation and gave back something warmer. She sat at a table toward the back. Not the window. Window tables required a certain comfort with being looked at that she hadn't established yet.
She noticed him because he was doing what she did: not reading his phone but appearing to. Perhaps thirty, dark coat, back to the wall, eyes moving at intervals around the room while the rest of him stayed completely still. A jaw carved rather than soft. Dark eyes.
She noted him. Told herself she'd dismissed him. Ordered an espresso.
She had not dismissed him.
What happened next was this:
She went to the counter to pay. The barista glanced past her at the room and said, "Covered."
She turned around.
The white-haired man at the table nearest hers was writing in a notebook with a pen that cost more than her shoes, and did not look up.
"I'd like to pay for my own coffee," she said.
"He's already settled it, signorina."
"Then refund it to him and take mine."
The barista's hands went flat on the counter. Patient hands. The hands of a man who had had this conversation before and knew which way it ended. "I can't do that."
"Of course you can."
"Signorina." Not unkindly. Finished.
She turned and walked to the white-haired man's table. He looked up.
"I don't know you," she said.
"No," he agreed.
"So what do you want?"
Something crossed his face. Not offense. Closer to the expression of a person who has asked someone to try a food and watched them pull back without tasting it.
"Nothing, signorina."
"Men don't pay for strangers' coffee because they want nothing."
An older woman at the next table, small and compact, cornetto half-eaten in front of her, made a sound. Not quite a laugh.
The white-haired man said, "Where are you from?"
"Naples."
He nodded slowly, as if this explained a great deal. "Sit down."
"I don't want to sit down."
"Just for a moment."
She sat down. In Naples, remaining standing over a seated man while refusing his hospitality was a statement. Here she had no idea what it was, which was its own problem.
"In Valleria," he





OEBPS/cover.png





OEBPS/images/696506b9-7f6e-4ec7-b2fd-557b1b9695f8.png





OEBPS/images/3c97841e-3b80-4465-98ae-b2efe640521e.png








