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Praise for Marco Missiroli and Devotion

‘Devotion thrilled me (I read it in one sitting), made me think, and moved me deeply. It manages to be as deep as any literature, and as irresistible as any gossip. It is a brilliant work by a brilliant writer’

Jonathan Safran Foer

‘The book about infidelity that has shaken up Italy’

The Times

‘Missiroli’s erotically charged novel is currently being made into a Netflix series, but this intimate and ultimately moving analysis of desire and the long-term legacy of betrayal deserves to be read – moving seamlessly between perspectives, we’re brought up close to the lives of its sympathetically imagined characters in a way that’s completely absorbing’

Daily Mail

‘An absolute scorcher … Clever structured with characters criss-crossing through one another’s lives and the streets of Milan, with the second half of the book taking place nine years later, Devotion teems with pain and pleasure, blood, sweat, and semen … Its descriptions of gory fight scenes between both dogs and men pulse with a kind of brutal machismo I’m not sure you’d find in an English novel today … Read Devotion before the end of the year. Books are almost always better than their TV adaptations’

Evening Standard

‘A gripping novel exploring the tensions in an apparently idyllic marriage, where a couple in their thirties is tested by their attraction to others, and by their own accumulation of desires and disappointments’

Financial Times

‘A must-read … Marco Missiroli, with intelligence and empathy, considers how and why such people might find themselves wandering beyond the boundaries of promises they have made … This subtle novel has been lauded as a revealing study in marital infidelity, but it also moves beyond the theme of fidelity in traditional marriage to explore different kinds of sexual fidelity. And it touches on more abstract notions of loyalty and betrayal, including the idea of faithfulness to a family, an idea, a place, or a sense of one’s true self’

Sydney Morning Herald

‘A writer of pure excellence’

Emmanuel Carrère

‘Missiroli cuts right through to the darkness of our inner lives’

Roberto Saviano

‘Powerful, delicate, exquisite’

Claudio Magris

‘Masterful: Missiroli’s words are fire … The ending – chilling – is just as good as that of Joyce’s The Dead’

Corriere della Sera

‘You’ll feel like taking refuge in the pages of this book and never leaving its confines’

La Stampa

‘With all-encompassing writing, Marco Missiroli opens the rooms of his characters and the streets of Milan, the thoughts and the concealed desires, makes dialogue and silences reverberate with the spontaneity of great narrators’

Il Foglio



To Maddalena, again
To Silvia Missiroli
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That’s how we know we’re alive: we’re wrong.

Philip Roth, American Pastoral (1997)



‘Your wife followed me.’

‘My wife?’

‘Yes. Here.’ Sofia stared at him. ‘Professor?’

He was watching the classroom door.

‘I think she’s in the courtyard.’

Carlo Pentecoste moved towards the window and recognised Margherita by her crimson coat, worn since the second day of spring. She was sitting on the low wall reading a book – still the Némirowsky – one leg crossed over the other, guarding her bag with one hand. It was the end of March, yet an unexpected light fog was passing through Milan.

Carlo turned towards his students. Sofia was taking her place in the second row and had pulled out her notebook and her almonds as usual. She looked younger than her twenty-two years, with her small face and the gentle movements that softened the unexpected curve of her hips. She looked at him with the same worry as when the Dean had called them into his office: they had been caught by a first-year in the ground-floor bathroom, his body covering hers, hands stroking neck. Something like that, anyway, because the fresher’s version of the story had been one thing, then another, then several – all lending strength to the rumour that Professor Pentecoste and one of his students had had ‘a close encounter of questionable nature’.

He didn’t start the lesson. Instead, he put on his coat and left the classroom, took the stairs to the hall, stopped, and turned towards the bathroom. He’d come back there to clear things up, first with one of his colleagues, then again with the Dean. Both times he’d performed a re-enactment of what he referred to as ‘the misunderstanding’: entering the men’s bathroom, pissing, stepping out into the shared area, the washing of the hands, of the face, the drying, hearing a thud from the women’s toilet, noticing the door slightly ajar and finding his student, Sofia Casadei, almost unconscious. What did he mean by ‘almost’? Well, he’d leaned over her and called her name several times, helping her to sit up and to her feet – he’d shown the Dean how – propping her up against the wall for a second. It had all been no more than a couple of minutes, then the girl had felt better and he’d helped her to the sinks: he’d never even noticed the first-year student.

He stopped just before heading towards his wife and checked his phone: no, Margherita had not warned him she’d be coming. He continued into the courtyard; she was still sitting there, reading.

‘How did you know I was here?’

‘Your coat is unmistakable.’ He pointed to the classroom’s window.

‘I’m giving my tendons a rest. I was about to come up.’ She closed the book and stood up. ‘You forgot this.’ She handed him a small bottle.

‘You’re here for my antihistamines?’

‘Seeing you in that state last week was enough.’

‘I don’t like you tiring out your leg.’

‘I took the metro.’ She straightened his collar. ‘If I were you I’d hold your class outside – the fog has its charm.’

‘They get distracted.’ He moved his hand to the lower part of her back just as he’d done when they’d first met, at his sister’s dinner party. The curve there teased her athletic body. ‘Do you want to come up? I have to get started.’

Margherita loved his hands; they were not the hands of a teacher. She let him help her with her bag, then walked with him to the entrance.

‘Did you really come here for—’

She cut him off mid-sentence, pointing at the clock and gesturing him to hurry. He smiled at her and headed up.

As soon as she saw him disappear, Margherita let herself rest against the glass door and lowered her head. Why hadn’t she had the courage to accompany him to his classroom? Why hadn’t she had the guts, as her mother said, to cross the threshold and head towards that bathroom? And why was she shaking now? She left, slowly; she didn’t want to go but forced herself to reach the main road. She passed the university gates and buttoned up her coat. She stopped in her tracks and closed her eyes, looking for something to anchor herself to, to contain the dejection; she brought herself to think about the fifty minutes awaiting her, the appointment that made her feel so different every time. Different and threatened. She’d write it down in her diary under Physio but really she meant ’adventure’. She clung to that feeling like an antidote to her insecurity as she left the university behind her and headed to the taxi stand. Her leg had been hurting since she’d woken up. The pain tortured her from pelvis to knee and had first appeared after a jog in the gym three months earlier. Since then, she’d been thinking about the many details that saddened her: gym shoes substituting her high heels, having to give up on visiting potential properties without lifts, not being able to run after a small child.

She pulled out her phone and saw a message from the owner of Corso Concordia: I signed, dear Margherita. Now it’s up to you, and one from her colleague – the agency had received the keys to start the sale. There was a missed call from her mother. She ignored it and kept her phone in her hand, managing not to open Facebook. Every time she looked at Sofia Casadei’s profile there her head swarmed with strange ideas – the café where she worked, the bar where she had breakfast in the morning, her neighbourhood, heading in that vague direction. She reached the taxi queue, gave a driver the FisioLab address, Via Cappuccini 6, and finally relaxed by leaning against the car seat and closing her eyes. The driver suggested taking a longer route – there were roadworks on the inner ring road; she said it was fine and then stopped thinking. She peered out of the window every now and then, at Milan and the people on the pavement and the porters in front of the buildings. Then she remembered her mother; she called her back and got a reply on the first ring. ‘Mum.’

‘I was about to call the plumber.’

‘What happened?’

‘That,’ she took a deep breath, ‘that fucking boiler.’

‘Well, hello.’

‘Oh, you know I’ve always liked swearing, but your father was of the opinion that a woman’s mouth needs to be clean.’ She went quiet. ‘Anyway, I wanted to ask about the property in Via Concordia.’

‘I just got a message.’

‘And?’

‘There’s no lift but it’s interesting. I’m sending Carlo to look at it before putting it up in the agency.’

‘And your leg?’

‘Mum, what would you do if you had a bad feeling?’

‘It’s hurting, I knew it.’

‘What would you do?’

‘What kind of “bad feeling”?’

‘A suspicion.’

‘A suspicion is a piece of evidence.’

‘We’re not on Real Crime, Mum.’

‘It’s life, sweetheart.’ She hesitated, then, ‘Do you want to tell me what this is all about?’

‘I’m here, got to go.’

‘Darling,’ she cleared her throat, ‘you can clear up all of your suspicions at the appointment tomorrow.’

‘Oh God.’

Her mother snorted. ‘You’ve been meaning to go for months and I went through a lot of trouble to arrange it for you: half past ten, Via Vigevano 18, ring the F bell.’

‘Remind me again how you talked me into this?’

‘Because Dino Buzzati used to go there. Write it on your hand.’

‘And you write down my mother-in-law’s birthday.’

‘I’m not coming.’

‘Oh yes you are.’

‘Oh no I’m not. And you’re coming by to see your mother sooner or later, but only if you want to.’

Her mother had stayed awake for three days after burying her husband, sitting in the armchair where he used to read the papers on Sunday mornings. Then she’d said, ‘Who am I going to cook for now?’, and for a while she’d refused to talk about that man who had got them both used to routines – flea markets, Tex Willer comics, ‘being proper’. He’d been a man of silences and the mother and daughter had replaced his quietness with constant chatter, bickering with each other, phone calls, a forced kind of liveliness.

She paid the driver and got out in front of FisioLab. She was uncomfortably warm but knew it was due to her impatience. She opened up her bag and checked her swimming costume, body wash, towel, comb. She gave her name at the reception and headed to the changing rooms, put on her swimming costume – she’d bought a new one after realising what type of therapy she’d have to go through – slipped back into her gym shorts, tied up her hair, picked up her phone and earphones and headed out again, worried that the beautician had rushed the job. She picked up the water bottle that the centre gifted its customers and stepped into the gym area of the clinic.

Andrea was always on time and that day was no different. He shook her hand and asked her how the pain had been. She always replied with ‘Ups and downs’, and let herself go to the sound of the privacy screen snapping shut. She’d got used to sharing that space with a serious-looking twenty-six-year-old whose job it was to soothe her chronic inflammation. He asked her to lie down; she touched the band of her shorts and looked at him, he nodded and she removed them. Andrea took the medical equipment and placed it on the inside of her thigh, running it up towards the crotch, applying the appropriate pressure on her pubic region. When this happened, Margherita focused on one corner of the screen, forcing herself to breathe slowly. The warm-up – as he called it – lasted the ten minutes it took her to overcome the embarrassment. Then she’d let go.

The firm touch of Andrea released her every time, the wisdom in his fingers, the low gaze. She averted hers too, except for when – like now – he went to move her costume a little further: it was the instant in which Margherita expected to find some form of forbidden arousal, beyond what would be considered professional. She’d try feeling his tentative fingers as they pressed down on her pubis, looking for the tendon. He’d press with his thumb, his middle finger, sometimes his index, almost digging into the skin. During the first session he’d explained what would happen throughout the therapy: the anti-inflammatory machines, the thinning effect of the hand massages, the exercises she would be expected to do in the gym. She would need twenty-five sessions, on top of check-ups and ultrasounds, for a total of two thousand eight hundred and twenty euros. She could barely afford that; she’d tried with the public health services but felt lost in the unending waits, eventually conceding to the choice that her father would’ve called easy. Easy was paying three thousand euros for a physiotherapist; easy was receiving an Interrail pass as a teenager despite not being among the top students in her class; easy was settling for an estate agent’s job with an architect’s degree. Easy, probably, was mixing up physiotherapy sessions with lust.

And now that she was being touched by her physio with the right intensity in a liminal space, waiting to tell him exactly where the painful spot was, Margherita went back to that place: her husband, the bathroom door, university building 5, ground-floor ladies’ bathroom. That had been the painful spot for the past two months. She avoided the full force of the thought, as she’d learned to do in the past couple of weeks, turning the tables completely. Had she been an affectionate, caring daughter, willing to listen? She could have been infinitely less than she was. Was she a proper estate agent, someone who didn’t abuse her time between visits? She could have easily abused that time. Was she a patient who would never fall for the expertise of three fingers? She could have let go. Every time the thought of that bathroom appeared, she could subvert her own instinct and move away from suspicions.

Andrea asked her if the pain stopped in the exact spot he was massaging. All she had to say was ‘A little more to the right’ to realise her fantasy. Andrea would’ve slipped a little to the right and the effect would’ve been immediate: pleasure, for God’s sake.

‘A little more to the left,’ she said.

He moved. ‘Does the pain get worse at night?’

‘Depends on the day.’

‘Are you doing your exercises?’

‘Depends on the day.’ She shifted her weight on the bed. ‘I’m usually a very committed woman.’

‘All women say that.’

‘All women?’

‘Then they back down.’

‘How so?’

‘They don’t actually face the issue.’ He pushed a little harder. ‘It’s got thicker in this spot – can you feel it?’

She fell quiet. She was all the women that crowded that place: the outfit bought for the occasion, the pearls on her ears and the flat in the city centre, a questionable husband, the lure of temptation.

‘I can feel you love your job, Andrea.’

He lessened the pressure.

‘I mean, you’re very good. Do they all tell you you’re very good?’

‘It happens.’ He moved away and around the bed, massaged the lower part of her leg with his fingers and made his way back up, slowly.

Margherita felt him move closer to her groin, harpooning the tendon inch by inch. She allowed herself to think about his skills in bed. Brutal, maybe; definitely inexperienced. For a moment she thought of the two empty properties she could’ve taken him to: Viale Sabotino 3, the flat they couldn’t rent because of the excessive property fees, and Via Bazzini 18, the three-roomer with a small hot tub.

‘More to the right,’ she suddenly gasped, surprising herself.

He slowed down. ‘To the right?’

‘Just a little.’

He knew that it was the wrong direction. He was already pinching the tendon between his fingertips, holding the precise painful spot. More to the right was risky, except for a subtle move: lowering his little finger to feel the warmth, the moistness, the difference to the touch, then raising it again, without ever interrupting his work. He’d never done it, but his colleagues had shown him the exact execution needed to maintain the professional façade. Every time a new case of adductor tendonitis showed up and the patient was interesting, they’d squabble over who’d get her.

Margherita was his patient because of her seeming invisibility. A pretty woman, almost muted. Yet she’d revealed a body full of surprises: and not for the muscular harmony, or sensual strong legs, or smooth hips; the revelation was in how she offered her tendon and joints and all of herself for those fifty minutes of therapeutic tension. He loved the silences of that woman, which allowed him to focus on his work: Margherita gave the impression of not having any thoughts until she suddenly had several. So he never looked at her, almost scared of surprising her during one of those flashes of her mind. He preferred taking in her scent: she had a smell of something he’d never encountered – almost milky – and it stuck to him until he got into the shower.

He checked his watch, five minutes left. He helped her flex her leg and asked her where the pain got worse when she did so, realised he needed to loosen a small hamstring contracture. He rested her ankle on his shoulder and pressed on the underside of her thigh, pinching the muscle group, digging in once he felt the knot. He heard her moan as she’d done during their first sessions: it was definitely a moan and not a yelp. Be patient, he told her, and dug in once more to hear that moan which suggested something else entirely. Was he just like his colleagues? He moved, light and fast, until his arm started going numb. He rested her leg back onto the bed. ‘Go use the elliptical machine for a while, then Alice will help you with your exercises.’

‘Alice?’

‘I need to leave early today. But you need to come in again tomorrow, there’s an inflammation here I don’t like.’

‘So soon?’

‘If you can make it, yes.’

She thought about it. ‘I can do nine.’ She lifted her back and let her legs dangle. ‘Where are you off to this afternoon?’

He started opening the screen.

‘I’m sorry, you’re right, it’s none of my business.’ She slipped her shorts back on. ‘It’s just that a free afternoon in Milan is unheard of.’

‘Not that free.’

‘Really?’ Margherita grimaced with embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t help myself.’ She slid past him, setting herself on the elliptical in the machine area of the gym.

Andrea looked at her for a while longer, then headed to the changing room. He got dressed quickly, no longer thinking about her or any of his patients as he left FisioLab. He used to carry the bodies with him: how to fix them, how long it would take him, how to optimise each session. Then he’d learned to let them go, walking through the residential streets of Milan around Via Cappuccini, the sudden bustling of Corso Buenos Aires, the angry traffic of the ring road, Milano la complicata. Difficult was the adjective his teachers and everyone else had used to describe him since he was very young. Difficult: doesn’t talk much. Difficult: doesn’t listen. Difficult: he hit a classmate. Difficult: he abandoned his dog out of the blue. Difficult: never had a girlfriend, then too many, and the wrong kind. Difficult: Andrea Manfredi. And when his mother had said that her son was as difficult as Milan – difficult only when first glimpsed – he knew what it meant to be seen.

Now he needed this ‘belonging’, brushing past Villa Invernizzi and the improbable flamingos in its fountain, under the display of smog-blackened art nouveau buildings, walking back along the streets that ended up in Porta Venezia, with the queers and the blacks and the bourgeois all muddled together, following the tracks on Viale Piave, covered in fresh grass. He followed them for a mile – he had this habit of wandering with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched, almost elegantly – reached Piazza Tricolore and took the number 9 to Porta Romana, a working-class neighbourhood before it became cool. He’d grown up there. For twenty-three years his parents had run the newsagent’s in front of the church of Sant’Andrea. He’d studied for his physiotherapy degree in the newsagent’s, working from dawn for six summers in a row and two full winters. He’d learned to carefully check the returns and carried out his personal aesthetic on the shelves: he’d slip in an intruder between the magazines, a Marvel comic or an animal special or a Panini album. His father let him do so, then tidied it up. His father was always tidying up, and today was no different: he was bent over a crate, stacking the Urania sci-fi books with care, to be sold for two euros apiece.

‘I’m not coming,’ he said, as he saw Andrea arrive.

‘He’s stubborn.’ His mother stepped out of the newsagent’s and gestured to him. Andrea took his father by the arm and helped him up. His eyes were watery and Andrea held him there as his mother handed over the folder with the medical documents.

‘Let me know.’

They crossed the road and brushed past the church, huddled to each other as if cold, then the old man said, again, ‘I’m not coming.’

‘It took us two months to book this.’

‘You sound like your mother.’

‘It’s just a check-up.’

‘Don’t insist.’

‘Do it your way, then.’

He’d been doing it is his way since the customers of Bar Rock had found him on the ground in front of the shop, holding his left arm and moaning about the pain in his chest; he’d left the hospital with three bypasses, blaming the Vatican – not the Pope, but the bishops – and Inter – not Moratti, but the players – for his heart failure. Then he’d said ‘The newsagent’s.’ And the doctors had agreed with him: only sleeping four hours per night most of his life had undermined the myocardium. So he’d started sleeping an extra hour, stopped ranting at the Sunday football on TV, stopped overdoing it, only taking four drags of his wife’s Marlboro. He’d stopped being the breadwinner way before the change in priorities. Andrea would be fine. Maria would be fine. He had that single order: listen to no one but himself.

‘Dad, give it a rest and go get checked.’

‘Get another dog and leave me alone.’

Andrea followed him to the bench by the swings, half a step behind. They sat down. The sun was weakened by the fog and his father buttoned his polo shirt all the way up, drowning in his jeans, his legs swinging like pendulums.

‘A nice German shepherd, and you’ll be fine.’

On the bench opposite them, a girl was holding a leather backpack. She fished something out of the bag and took a bite. Andrea was watching her; she seemed sad.

‘Or maybe a Maremmano.’ His father straightened his back, grabbed his shoulder.

‘Why don’t you get one?’

‘So you’ll stop looking after me.’ His father kept holding his shoulder.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘The stool in the shop stiffens my joints.’

Andrea stared at his own hands. They were large and smooth, his ring finger longer than his index. He rubbed them together; he always did when he was unsure about something. He looked at his father, still clutching his shoulder, out of the corner of his eye. He tried ignoring him, looked towards the sad girl and realised she was looking at him too; in the background, South American nannies were chatting over by the swings. He brought his hands to his face. They still smelled of Margherita. He lowered them. ‘Where is this stiffness, then?’

‘Mrs Venuti doesn’t buy the Corriere della Sera any more, her husband reads it online.’

‘Your shoulder?’

‘You need to sell the newsagent’s as soon as I’m gone.’

‘Just the shoulder?’

‘The neck a little, too.’

‘Lean back and keep your arms by your sides.’

‘You sell the shop, you hear me?’

‘Do as I tell you.’

His father didn’t move and Andrea moved behind the bench, helped him lie against its back and, as he started massaging him, he felt how light he was and was scared of hurting him. They had the same nose, but it was the eyes – the same evasive expression – that gave away the fact they were father and son.

Sofia looked away from them and finished eating her almonds, picked up her backpack and slid it over her shoulders. She’d left halfway through Pentecoste’s lesson, had taken the 91 and got off as soon as she’d spotted the Ravizza park from the tram’s window. She’d been longing for open spaces ever since she’d left Rimini. Six months earlier she’d arrived at Milano Centrale station, tortured by a yearning and knowing that her life would change. But here she was, still at square one: a twenty-two-year-old bound to the suburbs, making regretful choices.

She set off over the grass, reached the road with a last glance back at the old man and the young man massaging him, the fog blotting them out. She continued slowly. Porta Romana was a neighbourhood that made her feel at ease, with its low-roofed houses and its small shops. When she passed the church she stopped, admitted to herself that she would’ve liked to apologise to Pentecoste. Walking up to his desk in front of her classmates had exposed him even further. She would’ve liked to confess that his wife hadn’t followed her and that they’d shared part of the route by coincidence. But what would she have said if he’d asked her why she’d lied to him? She didn’t know herself.

When she’d noticed Pentecoste’s wife on the metro, Sofia had blended in with the other passengers and kept an eye on her, keeping her distance until they’d reached the university. She’d seen her sit in the yard and had gone to the classroom, telling the professor that little lie. And as she did, she’d felt a sense of retribution. After the bathroom misunderstanding he’d kept her at a distance, hadn’t even given her the chance to have a proper conversation after their meeting with the Dean, not even about the second short story she’d handed in almost two months earlier. He’d left her only with the feedback about her first – insubstantial, he thought.

‘Insubstantial?’

‘Insubstantial.’

That’s why she had given him the second story, seven pages, handwritten, in which she told what had happened with her mother in the Fiat Punto. She’d called it ‘How Things Are’. When she’d handed it to the professor, he’d said that he didn’t accept unsolicited submissions. She stood there, papers in hand, left them on his desk, keeping watch for the entire lesson until he’d picked them up with his books and laptop, stuffing them into his bag, avoiding her gaze, just like when they’d been called to the Dean’s office. He’d never deigned to give her a hint of complicity, even though he knew everything depended on what she’d say. She’d stuck to her script: the sudden illness, him helping her to her feet. The Dean had repeated that there would be no consequences, he wouldn’t even have gone this far if not for Pentecoste’s insistence.

In order to agree on that shared lie, she’d met up with the professor two days earlier in a café in the Chinese quarter. They’d fine-tuned the details of the events, with natural sequences and gestures and timings. They’d planned it, rehearsed it, and spent the rest of the time making small talk. When they’d left – he paid for both of them – she’d walked along the road leading to the Cimitero Monumentale, had taken out her phone and stopped the recorder. She wore her earphones and listened to it once, twice, three times. Having decided to record the meeting meant one thing: the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. Protection, prevention, defence against a reality that hosted constant persecutions. It was her family’s obsession. Numbers will get you ahead in life, not books: three-year degree in Tourism & Economics. Keep up ballet, a famous company might hire you. Stay away from older boys. Milan will be a waste of your time. Holding on to the fifty-one minutes and thirty-seven seconds of the recording were proof that she was also this. There was one detail, however, that kept bringing her back to herself: the timbre of Pentecoste’s voice. The sweet cadence, his barely open Os, his timid laugh turning into a hearty one – they excited her. Maybe she was this instead, finding pleasure in lingering over the twenty-one-minute mark.

‘Can you bring us half a litre of still water, too, please? You want anything else Sofia? OK, only half a litre, thanks. As I was saying, my parents gave me a chick as a present after the tonsil operation; I was maybe four and I called the chick Alfredo and we kept him at my grandparents’, downstairs, in a box. He was well-behaved and peeped very little and whenever I was alone I’d let him loose in the kitchen and I’d see him trying to jump, to sprint – and what fascinated me the most was putting him back in his box and immediately granting him freedom again. After thirty or so years, I realise that was my interest – the transition between box and kitchen, the precise moment when his tiny feet took up the most timid, but also unstoppable, propulsion, and still not feeling bad about seeing him caged up in his box. I was drawn to his transformation. I’m fascinated by the change rushing through someone that has found an opportunity – do you know what I mean?’

She’d listen to the monologue and stop it at Pentecoste’s propulsion, rewind and listen again. The plosive p and the shy s. Propulsion, peep, Milan, the Master’s she was enrolled in, her job in the café where she was headed now, slipping into the nook between the San Nazaro basilica and the Cederna gardens. During her shifts she blended her lessons on narrative techniques with her pragmatic instincts, sometimes noting ideas on the pad for the customers’ orders. The place was cosy, with its stripped-wood flooring and vegan options on the menu – couscous was their most popular dish – and it paid nine euros an hour, after tax. She’d found the job listing on the university notice board and she’d got it after a two-day trial; they’d asked her to perfect the technique of drawing a heart on the cappuccinos. If she worked six shifts a week, with a few extras, minus rent, she’d be able to pay back part of the seven thousand euros that her dad had paid for her course. She’d earn forty-five euros that day too, tidy up the sesame bars at the till while chatting to Khalil about his family back in Jordan, decorate the specials blackboard with coloured frames, be nice to the customers: this way she’d be able not to imagine her future in a place like that.

When she arrived there were five customers sitting at the small tables; she quickly ate a salmon and avocado toast, then got changed in the closet, tying her apron so it wouldn’t be too tight on her hips, removing her watch and pocketing a small handful of sea salt – her aunt always said that a couple of crystals were enough to ward off bad energies. She walked over to Khalil and tidied his rolled-up shirt sleeves. ‘I still miss Rimini,’ she said, stroking his shoulder.

‘You haven’t been here long.’

‘Six months is long enough.’

‘For Milan?’

‘Can I take the till today?’

They stood next to each other, her on receipts, him at the counter. When no one needed them they’d remain silent, or Khalil would ask her to note down a list of tasks, as he did today. She picked up a Post-it and started writing: Clean window, he replied Put out rubbish, her Arrange breakfast goods, him Revise rota, her Cut fruit, him Pray five times.

‘I thought you were a Christian from Jordan?’

‘You try growing up in a 94 per cent Muslim population and see if you don’t get a little competitive.’

She smiled.

‘Now, Rimini girl, write something of yours and finish that list.’

‘I already wrote something of mine.’

‘Cut the fruit? Very deep of you.’

They heard the door open and she looked up and saw Pentecoste’s wife. She came in, gently closing the door behind her. Sofia went to the coffee machine and asked Khalil if he could take over from her, turned her back to the room, picked up the sponge and started cleaning the counter. The wife moved towards the wall, checking the menu, and ordered a green smoothie.

Khalil asked her small, medium, or large.

‘Small will be fine, thank you.’

‘We’ll bring it over for you.’

Sofia threw the sponge aside and moved the chopping board onto the counter. She took out of the fridge the required apple, fennel, basil, lime, ginger. As she was chopping, she looked round; the wife was sitting down at one of the window seats. She threw the ingredients into the blender and whirred it seven times. She filled the cup, put on its lid and straw, handed it to Khalil and ran to the closet. She leaned against the wall and held her hands together, lifting them to her eyes. She stayed still until she realised she had to go back. When she did, Khalil was changing radio stations. ‘You OK, Sofi?’

But she was staring at the wife who was sipping her smoothie and leafing through one of the magazines, red coat now on the chair. She looked lost in her own thoughts, the tip of the straw grazing her lips.

Khalil waved his hand at her. ‘You OK?’

She nodded and threw out the waste. That was the second time in the same day that she’d seen the professor’s wife, the third in total, if you counted the Master’s opening ceremony. She thought her a handsome woman, still did, with her men’s shirt and pumps coordinated to her careful walk. She gave off that same charm now, her brown fringe covering one eye and her legs coiled one around the other; she reminded her of Virna Lisi. She really liked old films starring Virna Lisi, used to watch them with her mother. She stopped staring at her and picked up the register, integrating it with the returns Khalil had filled in after the breakfast rush. She focused on the orders of semi-skimmed milk – they’d have to order one fewer carton a week – then heard the stool scrape against the wooden floor. She looked up and saw the wife walking towards her. ‘Can I talk to you?’

Sofia put the pen down. ‘Me?’

The wife nodded.

Khalil was watching. ‘You can go.’

Sofia grabbed at her apron, then slid past the till and headed towards the door. The wife thanked Khalil and followed her. They were now on the cobbled yard, a hundred yards from the walls separating them from the university.

‘You’re Sofia, and you’re in Professor Pentecoste’s class.’

She nodded.

‘I wanted to meet you.’ The wife put down her backpack and handbag, moved her hair away from her eyes. Sofia realised it was the eyes that made her look like Virna Lisi, they were laughing even when she wasn’t. ‘I wanted to ask you for your version.’

Two customers brushed against Sofia on their way into the café. ‘My version of what?’

‘Please.’

‘Oh,’ she mumbled, and smoothed out her apron. ‘The professor already said that—’

‘You,’ the wife cut her short. ‘I want to hear you say it.’

‘I felt faint and he helped me.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘And before, before that, what happened?’

The fog had lifted, but looked like it might move back in. ‘Before when?’

‘Before the day in that bathroom.’

‘The usual.’

‘What does the usual mean?’

‘Lessons, sometimes he took us out to give us feedback on our stories.’ A border collie and its owner walked past her. ‘It’s his method.’

‘The Pentecoste method.’

Sofia looked at the border collie, it was sniffing a couple of dogs by the flowerbed. ‘The professor takes us to a place of particular importance and—’

‘He teaches a lesson there.’

‘Yes.’

‘Where did he take you?’

‘The sandwich place.’

‘The Bianciardi one in Brera?’

Sofia nodded.

‘Where else?’

‘Once to the Chinese quarter.’ She let her hands fall along her sides. ‘This feels like an interrogation.’

‘Oh please.’ Pentecoste’s wife tried smiling. ‘Why did he take you there?’

Rimini. Her father and the blue overalls of the hardware store. The base of the yellow lighthouse at the eastern point. Going back. ‘There was a group of us students and the professor wanted us to,’ she cleared her throat, ‘he wanted us to set a story in the area.’

‘So you weren’t alone?’

‘That’s right.’ The lie made her lower her head, she looked at her feet.

‘You’re right, it does feel like an interrogation.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘By the way, I’m Margherita.’ She leaned in to shake her hand.

Sofia took it; the wife’s hand was soft.

‘I needed to have this chat, I hope you understand. Do you understand?’

She nodded, and she wasn’t lying this time. She felt a strange closeness to this woman, who also hadn’t been able to hold back, whose slim figure and hip curve jarred in the most attractive way.

‘Goodbye, then.’ Sofia made to go back inside.

‘Hey …’ The wife had slipped her bag back onto her shoulder.

Sofia looked back at her.

‘Hey, I’m – sorry for being so intrusive.’

Margherita set off, wondering how she’d ended up saying sorry, then confusion took over. She’d messed up her final line. And what did she mean, anyway? The important part was not to have come across as desperate, one of those trembling women, those weak women
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