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A te che sei sempre presente anche se non fisicamente ma con la tua energia che mi aiuta ad andare avanti.

Ti voglio un bene immenso. 

Ciao Mamma.
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PREFACE
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I wrote this novel because I wanted to feel good.

Not in the therapeutic sense — not with that quality of writing that processes traumas and transforms them into narrative and calls the result healing. In the precise sense of the word: I wanted to write something that made me feel good while I was writing it, that had people I liked inside it, situations that amused me, a mystery I genuinely wanted to solve.

Rosa came before everything else. A dead old Calabrian woman who sits on someone else's sofa and comments. I wasn't asking for more. The novel grew around her with the same naturalness with which things grow that already know where they want to go.

The dead, in this book, are not frightening. They are uncomfortable, intrusive, gossipy. They know things they shouldn't know and say them at the wrong moment. They hide behind sofas. They approve or disapprove with that quality of silence that is already a judgement.

Toronto and Calabria are not backdrops — they are the same thing seen from a hundred years apart. The same stubbornness, the same sense of duty, the same quality of person who doesn't let difficult things go because they know that difficult things are the most important ones.

This is a novel about what one inherits without having chosen it. About what one carries without knowing it. About what breaks when there are finally two of you.

And about a grandmother who approves.

Enjoy the read.

KARMEN-ITA
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CHAPTER 1
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Seat 24F had a broken armrest, a perfect view of the right wing and the peculiarity of being located exactly halfway between the noise of the engines and the relative silence of the central cabin, at that precise point where the two sounds neutralised each other and produced something that was neither one nor the other but a kind of low, constant hum that Stefania found, against all logic, profoundly reassuring. She already knew it when she had sat down — she had checked the number three times before settling in, as she always did, as she had always done since she was eleven years old and her aunt Carmela had explained to her with the seriousness of someone transmitting ancient knowledge that seats near the emergency exits gave better chances of survival in the event of an accident. Her aunt Carmela had died at sixty-two falling down the stairs of her own home, in Naples, on a Tuesday morning in March, in a domestic accident that had nothing to do with emergency exits or with any other kind of aeronautical precaution. Stefania had nonetheless continued to choose 24F, because certain habits are not abandoned simply because the logic that generated them has proved flawed, and because 24F had that view of the wing that she liked, even if she could not have explained exactly why she liked looking at a piece of metal in the dark at ten thousand metres above the Atlantic.

It was two in the morning, Italian time, which meant that in Toronto it was eight in the evening of the day before, which meant that she was flying backwards in time with the slightly unreal sensation she always had when crossing time zones — that sensation of being in a moment that belongs neither to the place one is coming from nor to the place one is going to, a suspended moment that exists only for the duration of the flight and then disappears without leaving a trace. Outside the window there was the flat and total darkness of the ocean, interrupted every now and then by some very distant light that could be a ship or a reflection or simply an optical illusion produced by the eye that searches for shapes in the dark because that is what eyes do, they search for shapes, they search for meaning, they search for something to hold on to even when there is nothing. Stefania had learned to distrust that tendency. She had learned, over the course of twenty-seven years of daily practice, to distinguish what was really there from what the brain constructed to fill the gaps, and the distinction was not always simple but was always necessary, it was the most necessary thing she knew.

She had slept the first three hours of the flight with her head resting against the cold glass and the plane's tinfoil pillow folded in four under her cheek, a light and discontinuous sleep of the kind that does not truly rest but keeps exhaustion at bay enough to arrive at the destination without collapsing. She had woken when the flight attendant had brought the dinner trays around — pasta in tomato sauce with the consistency of rubber and a packaged dessert she did not open — and had eaten the pasta because she was hungry and because refusing food on a plane always seemed to her a gesture of disproportionate ingratitude relative to the situation, then she had watched for twenty minutes a film she had abandoned because the protagonist had a certain expression around the eyes that reminded her of Marco Pellegrini, with whom she had gone out for four months the previous year and who did not deserve to occupy even one second of her time on a transatlantic flight bound for Toronto. She had turned off the screen, put the headphones back in the pocket of the seat in front, and had looked out of the window at the darkness of the Atlantic with the quiet resignation of someone who still has five hours ahead and has already exhausted the alternatives.

Toronto. Six months. A contract signed three weeks earlier on a glass table in a Milan office where the air conditioning was too cold and the coffee from the machine was too hot and the project manager had explained to her for twenty minutes the characteristics of the building in the tone of someone convinced they are recounting something extraordinary while she nodded and took notes and thought that in the end it was always the same story — old building, complicated history, nobody had touched it in years, they needed someone who knew how to read what was beneath the surfaces. They needed her, in other words, which was what they always needed, which was the reason she had chosen that job and not another, which was the reason why at twenty-seven she had already worked in six different cities and had no intention of stopping. Moving was simple. Moving was clean. Moving meant not staying long enough in one place to accumulate complications, to let things settle around her with the inexorable slowness with which things always settle when one stays still too long.

Six months was the limit she had set herself. Six months, the contract, and then she would see. Perhaps Milan, perhaps something else, perhaps one of those opportunities that always arrive when one is in the middle of something else and that one must be ready to seize without too much hesitation. Her mother had told her, when she had announced she was leaving, that it was impossible to build a life by moving continuously, and Stefania had replied that she was building exactly the life she wanted to build, and her mother had made that three-second pause she always made when she disagreed but had decided not to insist, and then they had talked about other things for another ten minutes and had hung up with the shared and unspoken sensation of having left the important things exactly where they were, intact and unresolved, as they had been doing for years with a competence that in other contexts might have been called elegance.

The man in 24E had fallen asleep immediately after takeoff with a U-shaped pillow around his neck and his mouth slightly open, and was still sleeping with the satisfying regularity of someone who has no problem sleeping on a plane, no problem with anything probably, the kind of person Stefania observed with a curiosity devoid of envy because she would not have wanted to be him but found it interesting that he existed. The woman in 24D had watched three episodes of a television series with headphones pressed over her ears and then had fallen asleep too with the screen still on, projecting blue light onto her face with the hypnotic cadence of an action scene nobody was watching. Stefania was the only one awake in her row, perhaps one of the few awake in that section of the cabin, and there was something in that nocturnal high-altitude solitude that she did not mind — that sensation of being the only conscious person in a place where everyone else had temporarily relinquished awareness, as if the world were on pause and she were the only one who knew it.

It was in that moment, in that vigilant and suspended silence, that she raised her eyes toward the window and saw the woman on the wing.

She was not standing, she was not clinging to the edge with the cinematic desperation of someone trying not to fall — she was sitting, with her back straight and her hands composed in her lap, with the precise and almost formal posture of someone waiting for something they already know will come. She wore a dark dress that the darkness of the ocean rendered almost black, with long sleeves and a high collar that belonged to no recent fashion, and her hair was gathered in a way that Stefania could not define with precision — not ancient in the sense of costume, not modern in the sense of habit, something in between that eluded categorisation as certain things elude it that exist outside the time in which one tries to place them. She was looking toward the window. She was looking at Stefania with the quiet concentration of someone who has all the time in the world, which in a certain sense was exactly the situation.

Stefania did not move. She kept her eyes on the window and let her vision stabilise, let the brain finish its verification work — not a reflection, not an optical illusion, not something produced by exhaustion and darkness and the five hours of flight already accumulated. She was there, with the same discreet solidity with which the metal of the wing was there and the darkness of the ocean and the hum of the engines, and she was looking at Stefania with an expression that was not threatening and was not reassuring but was something more neutral and more ancient, something that resembled waiting. Then, slowly, with a precision that excluded any casualness, she tilted her head to one side — that gesture of dogs when they hear a sound they do not recognise, that gesture of someone trying to understand something that does not easily allow itself to be understood — and raised a hand and waved at her. Not a broad gesture, not a theatrical greeting — a small and deliberate movement, the kind of wave one gives to someone one knows, to someone one expected to see.

Stefania lowered the beige plastic blind with two fingers, slowly, without jerking it, and turned toward the aisle. The man in 24E was sleeping. The woman in 24D was sleeping. The flight attendant was at the back of the cabin collecting the dinner trays with the automatic movements of someone who has done that thing thousands of times. Nobody had seen anything, because nobody ever saw anything, and this was a fact with which Stefania had learned to live with the same pragmatic resignation with which one lives with bad weather — complaining about it changed nothing, and complaining had never been a habit of hers.

She opened her shoulder bag — the worn one, the one her mother called a disgrace and that she had been using for six years because everything fit into it without fuss — and took out the notebook. She had a rule: when she saw something, she wrote it down. Not to remember it, because she always remembered it with a precision she would have sincerely preferred not to have, but to stop thinking about it — writing was like closing a door, nothing disappeared but at least it was not standing in the middle of the corridor cluttering everything else. She wrote: Woman. Right wing. Dark dress, high collar, hair gathered. Waved at me. She stopped, looked at what she had written, then added on a separate line: She doesn't seem angry. It was the most important detail, always, the one that established the difference between a manageable evening and a complicated one. Not all of them were angry — most were not — but the angry ones were the worst, and learning to distinguish them quickly, over the years, had saved her more than one situation that would otherwise have become difficult to explain.

She closed the notebook. She ordered a coffee from the flight attendant passing with the trolley, drank it slowly in the darkness of the cabin with the noise of the engines around her and the blind lowered over the window, and did not raise it again for the rest of the flight. Some doors, once closed, are better left closed at least until landing.

The plane touched down at six forty-seven in the morning, Toronto time, with that sequence of sounds and sensations that Stefania knew by heart — the change of pressure in the ears, the noise of the wheels touching the runway, the deceleration that pushes the body forward with a gentle and inexorable force, then the progressive slowing and finally the relative silence of taxiing toward the gate, with the engines reduced to a low murmur and the passengers waking and stretching and beginning to check their phones with the urgency of someone who has spent eight hours disconnected from the world and fears having missed something fundamental. Stefania already had her phone in her hand but was not looking at it — she was looking out of the window, the one with the blind still lowered that she had raised only when she had felt the wheels touch the runway, and she was looking at Toronto at dawn with the same methodical attention with which she always looked at new places, trying to understand before even knowing what she was looking for.

The sky was grey, that compact and uniform grey that is not the grey of imminent rain but the grey of a place that has decided not to make promises about the weather, that prefers neutrality to optimism and considers both equally provisional. Pearson Airport extended around the runway with the orderly vastness of great North American infrastructures — space, all that space that European cities do not allow themselves, that horizontal generosity that always gave Stefania a strange sensation, not exactly discomfort but something similar to the vertigo one feels when one is accustomed to narrow spaces and suddenly there are no more nearby walls to rest one's gaze against. Milan was compact, dense, every building pressed against the next with the familiarity of people who have lived together too long to maintain distances. Toronto, even just from the plane, seemed like a place that had decided to breathe.

When the doors opened and the queue began to move, Stefania took her shoulder bag, checked that the notebook was in the outer pocket where she always put it, and followed the flow of passengers toward the exit with the patience of someone who has learned that hurrying in an airport never changes anything of substance. The man from 24E was in front of her and moving with the satisfied slowness of someone who has no urgent place to be, and Stefania followed him without irritation, looking at the nape of his neck where the U-shaped pillow had left a red mark, thinking about nothing in particular, letting the mind stay empty a few more minutes before Toronto began to fill it.

The corridor toward passport control was long and lit with that flat and democratic artificial light of airports the world over, that light that does no favours to anyone and treats everyone with the same benevolent indifference, and Stefania walked along it looking at the bilingual signs — English and French, not English and Italian, which was obvious but which reminded her physically that she was in a new place with new rules and new reference points, that the work of orientation had only just begun. At the passport control queue she waited eleven minutes — she counted them, as she always did, as she did with everything that could be counted because counting was a way of keeping the mind anchored to something measurable while the rest of the world did as it pleased. The officer looked at her passport, asked her two questions about the reason for the trip and the length of the stay, noted something in the computer with the neutral expression of someone who has done that thing ten thousand times and will do it ten thousand more, and returned the document with a gesture that was simultaneously a dismissal and a welcome.

At baggage reclaim she waited for the bordeaux suitcase with the orange ribbon tied to the handle — an infallible system suggested by Giulia three years earlier, never abandoned, one of those practical pieces of advice that prove so useful they become habits without one noticing the exact moment it happened. The suitcase arrived after seven minutes, she caught it from the conveyor belt, settled it on the trolley, and headed toward the exit through the customs area where a sniffer dog ignored her completely with the professional dignity of someone who has more important things to think about.

Outside the airport the Toronto air hit her with a freshness that was not cold in the winter sense but something more subtle, a temperature that in Italy she would have called cool and that here seemed simply the normal temperature of a place that does not apologise for its climate. There was something in the air that she could not identify immediately — not a precise smell, not something recognisable, but a quality of the air itself, a cleanliness that had inside it something woody and distant, as if the city were close enough to something wild to carry a trace of it even into the centre of the airport. She understood only later, much later, that it was simply the space — the quantity of space there was all around, that vastness that changes the quality of the air as it changes the quality of the light, that renders it more open, less dense, less laden with everything that narrow spaces accumulate over time.

The taxis were queued in front of the exit with the orderly patience of things that know they are necessary, and Stefania took the first in the line without negotiating and without checking any app, which were two things she would have done automatically in Milan and that made no sense to do here because the rules were different and learning new rules always began with abandoning the old ones, even those that seemed universal. The driver had short grey hair and a badge on the dashboard that said Dmitri, and when Stefania gave him the address he typed it into the sat-nav without commenting, without asking where she was from, without asking any of the questions that Italian taxi drivers considered an integral part of the service and that Stefania had always found simultaneously charming and exhausting. Dmitri was evidently a man who respected other people's silence, and Stefania appreciated it in silence, which was the most appropriate way to appreciate something of that kind.

The radio was tuned to something that resembled jazz but had inside it something more electronic, a sound she could not classify with precision and that she let go unclassified, resting her head against the window glass — same gesture as on the plane, same posture, as if the journey were not yet entirely over — and watching Toronto scroll past outside as the city woke around her with the orderly slowness of a place that has no need to make noise to prove it exists. The streets were wide, much wider than what she was used to, with pavements that could have contained three Milanese pavements and trees planted at regular intervals along the edges with that methodical care that betrays urban planning that has thought about the future instead of limiting itself to managing the present. The buildings were low in the outskirts and grew gradually toward the centre, with a progression that had something logical and almost didactic about it, as if the city wanted to explain itself to newcomers instead of leaving them to discover everything alone.

Corso Italia was to the west of the centre, and the taxi reached it through streets that changed character every few blocks with the ease of a city that has welcomed enough different people to have stopped being surprised by itself. Stefania looked out of the window with the methodical attention she reserved for new places, searching for the details that tell what tourist guides do not — the type of shops, the type of people on the pavements, the type of trees, the type of light that filtered between the buildings at that specific moment of that specific morning. When the taxi turned into Corso Italia she immediately recognised something that was not nostalgia but resembled it — the signs in Italian, the colours of the facades, a certain quality of the neighbourhood's air that had inside it something familiar without being identical to anything precise. It was the kind of familiarity produced by places that have tried to remember something else for long enough to become something of their own, something that is neither the original place nor the new place but a third thing that exists only there, in that specific combination of memory and adaptation.

The taxi stopped in front of a three-storey building with a red brick facade and an external wrought-iron staircase leading to the first floor, and Stefania got out, paid, thanked Dmitri who nodded without smiling with the efficiency of someone whose mind is already on the next client, and stood for a moment on the pavement with the bordeaux suitcase beside her and the shoulder bag on her shoulder looking at the building before going in. It was a building from the fifties, probably, with some subsequent poorly executed intervention — the ground floor windows had been replaced at the wrong moment with something too modern that clashed with the rest, and there was a drainpipe on the left side that had needed attention for at least two seasons, perhaps three. She noted it with the automatic part of the brain that always noted these things, that part that never switched off entirely even when it was not technically on duty, and then she climbed the stairs, found the letterbox with her name written by hand on a laminated piece of paper — Ferretti S. — and stopped for a moment to look at it. The landlord was the kind of person who laminated pieces of paper. It was a piece of information. She did not yet know what to do with it, but it was a piece of information.

The apartment was on the second floor, door C, and the key was under the doormat where they had told her it would be, a questionable security solution but evidently well-established in a neighbourhood that had decided to trust its inhabitants with a generosity that Stefania found simultaneously naive and touching. She opened the door and went in, and stood still on the threshold for a moment before moving, as she always did with new places — that initial moment of listening that was not superstition but method, the way one takes the measure of a space before beginning to live in it. The apartment was small but not claustrophobic, with a ceiling high enough to compensate for the reduced square footage and a proportion between height and surface that worked, that had that quality of spaces designed by someone who understood how people move inside rooms. The light came in from the window at the back — the one that looked onto the internal courtyard with the leafless tree — and had the grey and diffuse quality of the Toronto sky, a light that did not dazzle and did not dramatise but illuminated everything with the same equanimity, without strong shadows and without excessive contrasts.

There was a mustard-coloured sofa she would never have chosen, with cushions arranged with the slightly obsessive symmetry of someone who wants to make a good impression without having a particularly developed taste. A kitchen table with two chairs that clearly came from different places — one with light wood legs, the other with black metal legs — placed together with the pragmatism of someone who has solved a problem without worrying too much about aesthetics. A small and functional kitchen with white wall units and a four-burner hob of which one probably did not work, she could tell from the position of the knob that had that slight tilt of knobs that are never used. And then the bookcase — an empty bookcase against the living room wall, tall almost to the ceiling, with light wood shelves and the solid structure of a piece of furniture that had been bought to last. It was the most encouraging thing she had seen since landing. Empty bookcases were possibilities, they were places where things could still go in any direction, they were the only kind of emptiness she found genuinely optimistic.

She left the suitcase in the middle of the living room without opening it, sat down on the mustard-coloured sofa with the bag still on her shoulder, and stayed still listening to the silence of the apartment with the same attention with which she had listened at the threshold. It was a clean silence — not in the acoustic sense, because from the street came the normal sounds of a neighbourhood that was waking up, voices and engines and someone moving something heavy somewhere to the left — but in the sense that truly mattered to her, that sense she had learned to use over the years with the precision of a calibrated instrument. The apartment was free. There was nobody who should not have been there, none of those subtle presences one feels before even seeing them, none of those sensations she had learned to recognise as the signature of someone who had not entirely gone away. It was just an apartment with a mustard-coloured sofa and an empty bookcase and a window that looked onto a leafless tree, and this was already, all things considered, an excellent start.

She got up, opened the suitcase, took out the toiletry bag and went to the bathroom. The shower was small but the water pressure was good, and Stefania stayed under the hot water longer than necessary, letting the journey wash away along with the exhaustion and the darkness of the Atlantic and the terrible coffee from the plane, letting Toronto begin from the beginning, clean, without the weight of everything that had come before.

She slept until eleven forty with the precision of someone whose sleep is trained to time zones and woke to the grey light of Toronto coming in through the courtyard window and the leafless tree that was still there, motionless, with the same promising shape as before. She dressed without thinking too much about it — dark jeans, anthracite grey roll-neck jumper, shoes with reinforced soles that she always wore on building sites and that she had learned to wear outside building sites too because they were comfortable and because the distinction between inside and outside work had never been something she particularly cared about. She found the moka pot in a kitchen cupboard along with a box of Earl Grey tea and a jar of crystallised honey that must have been at least two years old, and made the coffee with the silent concentration of someone who considers that operation serious enough not to be distracted while performing it. The coffee was acceptable. It was not Milan, it was not Naples, it was not any of the Italian cities where coffee was a matter of identity before it was a matter of taste, but it was coffee, and in Toronto at eleven forty on the first day it was more than enough.

She drank standing at the courtyard window, looking at the tree. It was a maple, she understood from the shape of the branches — a Canadian maple, obviously, which was almost too symbolic to be coincidental but which was there regardless of any symbolic consideration, with its exposed winter structure and its promise of leaves that would arrive when they arrived, without hurry and without needing to be encouraged. Stefania had always found leafless trees more honest than those in bloom — they showed the true structure, the one that held everything else up, the one that existed even when there was nothing beautiful to show. It was the same principle she applied to buildings: what truly mattered was always beneath the surface, always in the structure, always in what held and not in what decorated.

She rinsed the cup, left it on the edge of the sink, took her shoulder bag and went out.

Corso Italia in the early afternoon had a rhythm that Stefania immediately recognised as the rhythm of neighbourhoods that have no need to prove anything to anyone — slow, regular, with that quality of quiet self-sufficiency produced by places that have existed long enough to have stopped worrying about how they appear to the eyes of those arriving from outside. There were grocery shops with crates of fruit and vegetables displayed on the pavement despite the cold, arranged with that slightly obsessive care that Stefania associated with shopkeepers from southern Italy and that had evidently crossed the ocean along with the people who had brought it. A butcher's with the name written in Italian and English on the same sign, the two languages side by side with the naturalness of someone who uses both without thinking about it. A pharmacy, a bank, a religious articles shop with a Madonna of Pompei in the window next to a dark wood rosary and a Toronto postcard with the CN Tower in the background, three things that in Italy would never have shared the same window and that here coexisted with the serenity of someone who has long since stopped finding contradictions problematic.

She walked without a precise direction, letting the neighbourhood come to her instead of going to it, which was the method she preferred for learning a new place — not the map, not the planned route, not the list of things to see, but the slow walk that lets things reveal themselves in the order in which they want to reveal themselves, that allows the place to tell its own story instead of being interrogated. She heard the voices of shopkeepers greeting each other through open doors in an Italian mixed with English and a few words of dialect she could not identify with precision but that had inside it something southern in the rhythm and the vowels, something ancient that had resisted the ocean and the decades and assimilation with the same silent stubbornness with which certain plants grow through concrete. She smelled fresh bread from a bakery she could not find but that must have been somewhere to the left, hidden in a side street or an internal courtyard, one of those places that exist for those who already know them and have no need to be found by anyone else. She felt Toronto beneath her feet with the concrete solidity of a city that has existed long enough to have stopped worrying about seeming something it is not.

The bar was called Caffè Roma and stood halfway along a block, with chairs stacked outside on the pavement despite the cold and a window fogged by the internal warmth that let through only silhouettes and lights. Stefania went in driven by a combination of curiosity and that physical need for coffee that manifests itself every early afternoon with the punctuality of a standing appointment. Inside it was small and warm, with a dark wood counter and cups hanging on hooks above the coffee machine and a blackboard on the wall with prices written by hand in Italian and English, and there were three occupied tables — one with an elderly man reading an Italian newspaper with the concentration of someone who has no intention of being disturbed, one with two middle-aged women talking in low voices in a dialect that Stefania recognised as Calabrian, one with a young man with headphones and a laptop doing what young men with headphones and laptops do in bars the world over.

The barista was a man in his fifties with short white hair and the hands of someone who has done that work for enough years to have incorporated it into the body, and when Stefania approached the counter he looked at her with the quick and discreet assessment of someone accustomed to reading people in a few seconds and asked her, in Italian, what she would have.

Stefania ordered a coffee, and he nodded with the satisfaction of someone who has received the right answer, and prepared the coffee with the precise speed of someone who does not need to think about it, and placed it in front of her on the counter with a gesture that was simultaneously professional and hospitable, the gesture of someone who considers coffee a serious matter and treats accordingly those who order it.

— First time in Toronto? — he asked, without stopping wiping the counter with a white cloth.

— Yes — said Stefania. — Work. Six months.

He nodded again, as if six months were an answer he had already heard many times and had learned not to comment on. — The neighbourhood is quiet — he said. — The people are decent. If you need anything, ask.

It was the kind of phrase that in Italy could have been courtesy of circumstance or a genuine offer, impossible to distinguish without knowing the person. Here, in the tone with which he had said it, it seemed simply true — practical information offered without ulterior motives, the way one gives directions. Stefania thanked him, drank the coffee — which was surprisingly good, much better than she had expected, with a creaminess that had nothing to envy from mid-range Italian bars — and stayed at the counter a few more minutes listening to the two women at the table talking about the son of one of them who had bought a house in the wrong neighbourhood and about how the other's husband understood nothing about property prices, a conversation that could have taken place identically in any bar in any city in southern Italy and that here, in Toronto, had that slightly surreal quality of familiar things in unexpected contexts.

She left after twenty minutes with the warm sensation of coffee in her stomach and something more difficult to name — a kind of initial orientation, that first calibration one makes with a new place when one begins to understand not what it is but how it works, which is always the most important thing. She resumed walking, more slowly than before, letting the afternoon consume itself around her with its grey and diffuse light that never changed in intensity but changed in quality, becoming denser and darker toward four without there being a precise moment at which one could say that sunset had begun. She explored the side streets of Corso Italia with the quiet methodicalness of someone who is not in a hurry and is not afraid of getting lost, because getting lost in a new neighbourhood had always been the most efficient method she knew for truly learning it — not the map, not the route, but the controlled disorientation that forces one to look instead of follow.

She found a second-hand bookshop with books displayed in wooden crates outside the door, half in English and half in Italian, and stopped to browse them for a quarter of an hour without buying anything but with the satisfaction of someone who has found a place they will return to visit. She found a hardware shop with a window full of objects no longer seen in Italian hardware shops, replaced by large-scale retail, and that here still existed with the tranquillity of things that do not know they are anachronistic. She found an alley with murals — not the tourist murals of cities that sell themselves as creative, but real murals, made by someone who had something to say and had chosen that wall to say it, with colours faded by time and edges that blended into the stone as if they had always been there. She looked at them for a long time, trying to understand what they told, and understood only in part, which was probably the right part.

She was heading back toward the apartment when she turned into a street she had not taken on the way out — not by mistake, not exactly, but with that kind of lateral impulse that sometimes led her to deviate from the planned route without a reason she could clearly articulate. It was a narrow street, narrower than the others, with buildings closer on either side and less light filtering from above, and it had that quality of silence that Stefania had noticed before in other places — not the absence of noise, because Corso Italia was less than a hundred metres away and could be heard perfectly well, but something more active, as if the silence were a deliberate choice of the place rather than a casual circumstance. She stopped in the middle of the street without knowing exactly why she had stopped, with the shoulder bag on her shoulder and her hands in her pockets and the physical, precise, unmistakable sensation of being in a place that had a history that was not finished.

She saw nothing. There was nothing to see — a normal street, normal buildings, a streetlamp switching on ahead of the dark, an orange cat sitting on a first-floor windowsill looking at her with the indifferent superiority of cats the world over. She saw nothing, but she felt something, and the difference between seeing and feeling was a distinction she had learned to respect over the years because they were two different things, they produced different information, and confusing them was the kind of mistake one paid for dearly. What she felt was not a presence in the sense in which she knew presences — it did not have that specific quality, that subtle signature she always recognised. It was something more diffuse, more ancient, like the trace of something that had been there for a very long time and had left an imprint in the place itself before even leaving one in the people. Like the smell of a fire extinguished hours ago that remains in the air even when there is nothing left burning.

She stood still for a moment, listening. The orange cat looked at her. Corso Italia made noise a hundred metres away. The street was silent with its deliberate silence. Then she took out the notebook, opened the page where she had written Toronto. Day 1. and below The apartment is fine. Tomorrow the building site. and wrote a third line, brief, without comment: Side street, west of Corso Italia. Something. She closed the notebook, put her hands back in her pockets, and walked back toward the apartment without turning around.

Some things were better left for the following day. The building site started Monday morning, and Monday morning was tomorrow, and tomorrow was soon enough to begin to understand.
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She woke at six fifteen without an alarm, which was one of the things her body did when it had something important the following day — it calibrated sleep with the automatic precision of an internal clock she had never asked for but that had proved more reliable than any external device. She lay still for a moment with her eyes open in the darkness of the bedroom, listening to Toronto waking outside the window with its morning sounds — a lorry somewhere to the left, a door closing, the distant and constant noise of Corso Italia traffic beginning to build with the orderly gradualness of a city that knows how it works and does it without needing instructions. Then she got up, took the dressing gown from the hook behind the door, and went to the kitchen.

She made coffee with the moka pot she had found in the cupboard on the first day, that anonymous and perfectly functional moka pot that had no aesthetic quality whatsoever but produced an acceptable coffee with the regularity of something that has no ambition beyond its own function, which Stefania found in a certain sense admirable. While she waited for it to rise she opened the notebook on the kitchen table and reread the notes from the evening before — the sketch of the ground floor plan, the dotted line parallel to the corridor, the numbers of the measurements she had taken mentally during the previous day's inspection, when she had gone to see the building from outside for the first time. She had an appointment at nine — first official day on site, first day with the team, first day with whoever was the technical manager of the project, of whom she knew only the name — Marco Rinaldi, structural engineer — and a phone number she had not yet used. She had preferred to wait for the building site, which was the right place to begin a working relationship, not a preliminary phone call that would have established hierarchies before even knowing who she was dealing with.

She drank the coffee standing at the courtyard window, looking at the maple that in the early morning darkness was a dark and precise silhouette against the slightly lighter grey of the sky, and thought about the building with that quality of thought she had when something kept working even when she was not actively thinking about it — that subterranean elaboration that produced results without one being able to trace the path that had generated them. The missing space. The bricked-up door that was not in the floor plans. The deliberate silence of Via Margherita that never changed in quality. They were three separate things that had the sensation of not being separate, of being three aspects of something singular that did not yet have the right shape to be seen in its entirety.

She rinsed the cup, left it on the edge of the sink, and went to the bathroom. She turned on the shower tap, waited for the water to reach the right temperature — the boiler had its own timing, she had already understood that on the first day, and it did not change for anyone — and was about to take off the dressing gown when she raised her eyes toward the bathtub and stopped.

The woman was sitting on the edge with her hands in her lap and her back straight, with a kitchen apron over a dark dress and white hair gathered in a low bun that had the quality of hair gathered every morning for decades with the same automatic gesture, without a mirror and without thinking about it. She had not appeared — there had been no precise moment in which she was not there and then was, no visible transition, no effect. She was simply there, with the same naturalness with which the tap was there and the transparent plastic shower curtain and the drop that fell every three seconds with the regularity of a metronome, as if she had always been there and Stefania had simply not noticed her before.

Stefania looked at her with the quick and methodical assessment she had developed over the years — not a conscious analysis, not a list of criteria to tick off, but something more immediate and more physical, an overall reading that produced a response before the mind had finished processing the data. Elderly, seventy years old perhaps somewhat more. Italian, she could tell from the quality of the posture and the type of apron and something more difficult to name, a certain quality of presence that she recognised as Mediterranean without being able to explain exactly why. Not angry — this was the most important piece of information, the one that established everything else, and she understood it immediately with the certainty of things one knows before knowing them. Not angry, not frightened, not lost. She had the expression of someone who has waited long enough and has decided it was time, that slightly irritated patience of someone who has already given more time than necessary and does not intend to give any more.

The shower continued to run behind the transparent plastic curtain with its constant and neutral noise. Stefania stood still with the dressing gown still on and looked at the woman on the edge of the bathtub, and the woman looked at Stefania with that direct and unembarrassed assessment of someone who has no reason to pretend not to be looking, and for a moment neither of them said anything, which was a different kind of silence from the deliberate silence of Via Margherita — more alive, more charged, the silence of two people measuring each other before deciding how to proceed.

Then Stefania said — with the neutral tone she always used at first contact, the one that was neither encouraging nor discouraging but simply open, that left the other the choice of how to proceed — good morning.

The woman on the edge of the bathtub nodded with the slow and precise satisfaction of someone who has received confirmation of something they already knew, something they had been waiting to hear for long enough to have stopped wondering whether it would come. — Good morning — she said, in an Italian that had inside it something Calabrian in the rhythm and the vowels, something ancient and layered that Stefania recognised as the kind of Italian spoken when Italian is not the first language but has become the everyday language through decades of daily use, deposited on top of something else that never entirely disappears even after fifty years and an ocean of distance. — Finally. I was waiting for you.

— How long? — asked Stefania, which was a practical question and not a rhetorical one — knowing how long they had been waiting was always useful information, it said something about the urgency and the patience and how much time there was before the situation became complicated.

— Since you arrived — said the woman, with the tone of someone who considers that a complete answer and not a vague one. — I saw when you took the taxi from the airport. That driver goes too fast, for the record.

Stefania was silent for a moment, processing. — He was driving at normal speed — she said finally.

— For me it was too fast — said the woman, with the tone of someone who considers that a definitive answer and not a subjective opinion open to discussion. Then she added, with the same naturalness with which she had said everything else: — My name is Rosa. Rinaldi Rosa, born Critelli. From Crotone, even though my husband was from Catanzaro and for forty years tried to convince me that Catanzaro was better, without ever succeeding, because some things do not change even with forty years of marriage and the superiority of Crotone over Catanzaro is one of those things. I died last year, November, a Tuesday. — She paused briefly, not melancholically but reflectively, like someone remembering a logistical detail. — It was not a particularly beautiful Tuesday, but one does not choose.

— I'm sorry — said Stefania, which was the automatic response and also, in that case, the genuine one.

— Don't be sorry — said Rosa, with a simplicity that was not indifference but something more elaborate, the peace of someone who has had time to arrange things in the right perspective. — I'm here, aren't I? It didn't go so badly after all.

The shower continued to run. Stefania looked at the transparent plastic curtain, then looked at Rosa, then looked at the clock on the wall — six forty-two, which meant she still had more than two hours before the building site, which meant she had no practical excuse to hurry that conversation even if part of her would have preferred to. She leaned against the bathroom doorframe with her arms folded and the dressing gown still on, and waited.

Rosa looked around the bathroom with the slow and systematic assessment of someone who has kept house for decades and immediately recognises the signs of someone who does not keep it enough, not for lack of will but for lack of time or habit, which are two different things but produce the same result. She looked at the tiles, looked at the tap, looked at the transparent plastic shower curtain with an expression that was not judgement but was the thing immediately preceding judgement, that silent assessment that precedes the verdict. — This bathroom — she said finally, with the measure of someone choosing their words — needs attention.

— It's clean — said Stefania.

— It's clean the way someone cleans who has no time — said Rosa, with the precision of someone who distinguishes between categories and considers that distinction important. — It's not the same thing. Real cleanliness requires time, and time requires that one decides the place where one lives is worth the time one puts into it. It's not a criticism — she added, with the tone of someone doing exactly that but preferring not to call it that. — It's an observation.

— Thank you — said Stefania.

— And that tap — continued Rosa, indicating the sink with a precise and slightly accusatory gesture. — It drips.

— I know.

— Have you told the landlord?

— I arrived three days ago.

— Three days is enough — said Rosa, with the firmness of someone who has a precise threshold for these things and does not negotiate it. — These things get worse if you don't say something straight away. One drop becomes two, two become a problem with the ceiling of the floor below, and then it's trouble for everyone. My husband, God rest his soul, had the habit of putting off small things because he said small things sort themselves out, and nothing sorted itself out in forty years of marriage, so in the end I stopped listening to him on that specific subject even though on other subjects he had his reasons.

Stefania said nothing, which was the most efficient response available at that moment.

Rosa rose from the edge of the bathtub with the dignified slowness of someone who does not admit that getting up requires effort even when it does, and left the bathroom with the naturalness of someone who already knows the apartment, following the corridor toward the living room without hesitation, without looking at signs that were not there. Stefania followed her, mentally switching off the shower that continued to run — she would deal with it later, right now there was other business — and stopped on the living room threshold to watch Rosa looking at the mustard-coloured sofa with the same expression she had had for the tap, that silent and slightly disheartened assessment of someone faced with something they would never have chosen.

— This sofa — said Rosa.

— I know — said Stefania.

— Who chose this colour?

— The landlord.

Rosa nodded with the slowness of someone incorporating information into an already formed picture. — It shows — she said. — People who choose mustard-coloured sofas always have a certain idea of themselves that does not correspond to reality. It's a colour that wants to seem courageous without truly being so. — Then she turned toward the empty bookcase and her expression changed slightly, became more serious, with a quality of disapproval that was different from that of the sofa — deeper, more personal, as if the empty bookcase concerned her in a way the sofa did not. — The bookcase is empty.

— I arrived three days ago — repeated Stefania.

— Books are bought on the first day — said Rosa, with the simplicity of someone stating a natural law. — Before clothes, before food even. A house without books is a place where one sleeps, not a place where one lives. My nephew has a full bookcase — she added, with a satisfaction that was the first genuine satisfaction Stefania had heard from her, beneath everything else. — Three walls. Floor to ceiling. Engineering, history, a few novels he never reads but buys because he thinks he should read them, which is already something, it's already a form of good intention.

Stefania sat down on the kitchen chair, which was the most neutral spot available, and watched Rosa who continued to look around the living room with that systematic assessment that seemed never to end. — Have you eaten? — asked Rosa, turning toward her with the brusqueness of someone changing subject because they have decided it was time.

— I made coffee — said Stefania.

— Coffee is not eating — said Rosa, with a firmness that admitted no discussion. — Coffee is coffee. Eating is something else. Do you have anything in the house?

— Something.

— What?

— Bread. Cheese. Some fruit.

Rosa looked at her with the expression of someone assessing whether that answer was acceptable and had already decided it was not entirely but that it could be worse. — Eat something before you go out — she said. — One does not go to work without eating, especially on a building site, especially on the first day. The body needs fuel, and the brain needs more fuel than the body, and you need all the brain you have, it seems to me.

— How do you know I'm going to a building site? — asked Stefania.

— I know — said Rosa, with the simplicity of someone who considers that a sufficient answer. Then she sat down on the mustard-coloured sofa — with the same expression of mild disapproval she had had looking at it, as if sitting on something ugly were a concession she was making out of necessity and not by choice — and folded her hands in her lap and looked at Stefania with that direct and unembarrassed assessment she had had from the beginning. — Do you know my nephew? — she asked, with the naturalness of someone asking an obvious question.

Stefania opened her mouth, closed it. — Your nephew — she repeated.

— Marco — said Rosa, with a slightly exaggerated patience, the patience one uses with people who have difficulty keeping up. — Marco Rinaldi. My nephew. Do you know him?

— No — said Stefania. — Not yet.

Rosa nodded slowly, as if that answer confirmed something she had already calculated. — You will meet him today — she said, not as a prediction but as a statement, with the certainty of someone who already knows how things go. — On the building site. He is the structural engineer on the project.

Stefania stood still for a moment, processing. — The structural engineer on the project is called Marco Rinaldi — she said.

— Yes — said Rosa.

— And you are his grandmother.

— Was — said Rosa, with a precision that was not melancholic but accurate, that quality of accuracy of someone who cares about the correctness of terms even when the terms concern herself. — Now I am what I am. But yes, Marco is my nephew, and you will meet him today, and I want you to know certain things before you meet him because certain things are better known in advance.

— What kind of things? — asked Stefania.

Rosa did not answer immediately. She sat still on the sofa with her hands in her lap and an expression that was gathering something, that was deciding where to begin with the care of someone who knows that order matters and does not want to get it wrong. Then she began to speak with the tone of someone describing a person they know better than themselves, that quality of total and slightly obsessive knowledge that accumulates only through years of daily attention, of daily worry, of daily love that has never stopped long enough to become habit.

Marco was thirty-two, she said, even though sometimes he behaved as if he were twenty and sometimes as if he were fifty and rarely as if he were exactly thirty-two. He was tall — one metre eighty-two, one metre eighty-three, depending on the shoes — with dark hair he wore short because as a young man he had worn it long and his mother had told him for years that he looked better with short hair and he had resisted on principle until he was thirty and then had given in and discovered that his mother was right, which had made him feel bad for about a week. He had been a structural engineer for six years, he was good — this Rosa said with the simplicity of someone stating a fact and not a compliment, without emphasis and without displayed pride, with that deeper pride that has no need to show itself — he was good and he knew it, which was sometimes a problem because people who know they are good have a tendency not to listen enough to those who think differently, and Marco had that tendency, he had always had it, since childhood when he did puzzles and accepted suggestions from nobody even when the piece he was trying to fit was clearly the wrong one.

He did not eat when he was tired, said Rosa, with the tone of someone returning to a subject they consider fundamental. When he was tired he forgot to eat, or decided he did not feel like it, or convinced himself that coffee was sufficient — and here Rosa paused and looked at Stefania with an expression that was almost a smile, that quality of affectionate irony of someone recognising a familiar pattern in an unexpected place — and when he did not eat he became difficult, not in the aggressive sense but in the closed sense, that kind of difficult that manifests as silence and as resistance and as that tendency not to listen that he already had in normal conditions and that amplified itself when the body did not have what it needed. His mother knew this and managed it with the strategy of food always available, always in sight, always ready, so that Marco did not have to decide to eat but simply found the food there and ate it without thinking about it.

Stefania obviously was not his mother and had no reason to adopt that strategy, said Rosa, but it was useful to know, it was useful to understand that when Marco became difficult the first question to ask was whether he had eaten, because the answer was often no and the solution was often simple.

Did he have a girlfriend? asked Stefania, which was a practical question — knowing whether there was a girlfriend was useful information for calibrating the kind of professional relationship she was about to build, for understanding the context in which that person moved outside the building site.

Rosa paused. — No — she said, with a brevity that had inside it something longer, something she had decided not to say, at least not now. — Not anymore. For about a year. He doesn't talk about it, which means he still thinks about it, which means he is still in that place where people are when they have not yet decided whether to go forward or go back. — She paused again, then added with the firmness of someone closing a subject: — It is not something that concerns you, for now. It is something I said because you need to understand who you are dealing with, not because you need to do anything about it.

— Understood — said Stefania.

— Good — said Rosa. And then, with the same naturalness with which she had said everything else, as if it were the logical continuation of what she had just said: — Your hair is untidy.

Stefania stood still. — What?

— Your hair — said Rosa, indicating Stefania's head with a precise gesture. — Like that it won't do. On a building site, on the first day, with people who don't know you yet. People judge by appearance, whether one likes it or not, and a woman with untidy hair on a building site has to work twice as hard to be taken seriously. It's not fair, but that's how it is, and knowing how things are is more useful than complaining about how they should be.

— I always wear my hair like this — said Stefania.

— I can see — said Rosa. — That is why I am telling you.

Stefania ate the bread and cheese standing in front of the hob — not because Rosa had told her to, or at least not only for that, but because she was hungry and because she had learned over the years that battles of principle were more useful when they concerned things that truly mattered, and eating bread and cheese before going out was not one of those things. Rosa watched her eat from the sofa with the satisfied expression of someone who has obtained what they wanted without having to insist too much, that quiet satisfaction of someone who knows how to wait and knows how to recognise the moment when the waiting is over.

— Good — said Rosa, when Stefania put the plate on the sink.

— I didn't do it for you — said Stefania.

— I know — said Rosa, with the tone of someone who knows exactly why it was done and has no need to discuss it. — It's fine all the same.

Stefania sat down again on the kitchen chair with the notebook in front of her and the pen in her hand, and looked at Rosa with the same methodical attention with which she looked at everything she needed to understand. She still had an hour and a half before the building site, which meant she had time, which meant she could ask the questions she needed to ask instead of putting them off to a moment that might not arrive in the right form. The dead were unpredictable in their availability — some appeared only once and were never seen again, others became constant and almost domestic presences, and understanding which category Rosa fell into was information she needed before even understanding what she wanted.

— Nonna Rosa — she said, with the direct tone she used when she wanted to be clear without being rude. — Why are you here?

Rosa looked at her with that direct and unembarrassed assessment she had had from the beginning. — I told you — she said. — Marco needs to know certain things.

— What does he need to know?

— Many things — said Rosa, with the serenity of someone who does not consider that an evasive answer but an accurate one, the most accurate answer available at that moment. — But not all at once. Important things are said in the right order, otherwise they are not understood. My husband always told stories from the middle, he started from the most interesting part and then went back, and nobody ever understood anything, and then he complained that nobody listened to him. — She paused briefly. — Things have an order. Order matters.

— I understand order — said Stefania. — But I need to know at least the direction. What is it about? The family? The building? Something that happened?

— All three — said Rosa, with the simplicity of someone who considers that a complete answer.

Stefania stood still for a moment, then changed approach. — Why me? — she asked. — Why did you come to me and not to someone else?

Rosa looked at her with an expression that had inside it something more complex than what it showed, that quality of gaze of someone who knows more than they say and has decided how much to say with a precision that is not cruelty but strategy, the strategy of someone who has understood that information given in the wrong order does more harm than good. — Because you see — she said finally, with the same simplicity with which she had said it the first time, that simplicity that was not superficiality but was the form that fundamental truths take when they have no need to be elaborated. — Marco does not see. He has never seen anything, he is not made for seeing, and it is not a failing — it is simply how he is made, the way certain instruments are made for precise things and not for others. You see. So you can do what he cannot do alone.

— What exactly do I have to do? — asked Stefania.

— For now — said Rosa — you need to get to know him. You need to understand what kind of person he is, how he reacts to difficult things, whether he is the kind who faces things or the kind who runs away. My nephew has many qualities but he also has a tendency to pretend that things he does not understand do not exist, he has always had it, and as long as the things he did not understand were small it worked well enough. Now the things he does not understand are large, and pretending no longer works, but he does not know it yet.

— And when will he know? — asked Stefania.

— When you tell him — said Rosa, with the firmness of someone who has already decided how things go and does not consider that an open question.

Stefania was silent for a moment, looking at the open notebook in front of her on which she had not yet written anything. Then she said — with the caution of someone opening a door without knowing what is on the other side: — The building. The one in Via Margherita. Does it have something to do with what Marco needs to know?

Rosa did not answer immediately. She sat still on the sofa with her hands in her lap and an expression that changed slightly, not dramatically but enough to be different, as if that question had touched something the other questions had not touched, something that lay deeper and required more care before being approached. When she spoke her voice was the same — same rhythm, same accent, same quality of layered Italian — but it had inside it something heavier, something that did not belong to the conversation about the tap and the sofa and the hair but to something older and more serious that that conversation had kept covered until that moment.

— The building — said Rosa, slowly — is the reason I am here. It is the reason you are here. It is the reason Marco is here, even though he does not know it and would not be able to believe it if you told him now. — She stopped, as if she were choosing the next words with a care the previous ones had not required. — There are things that happen because someone decided them a very long time ago, before the people who have to live them were born, before those people had the chance to say yes or no. It is not fair — she added, with a sudden frankness that had inside it something personal, something that was not merely an abstract consideration. — It is not fair, and I know it, and I am not saying it is fair. I am saying that is how it is.

— What was decided? — asked Stefania, in a voice that was lower than before without her having decided to lower it.

Rosa looked at her for a long moment, with that assessment that weighed and measured and calculated how much could be said and how much was still too soon to say. Then she opened her mouth, and Stefania prepared herself to hear something vague, something partial, another answer that answered without answering — and instead Rosa said one thing only, with the precision and slowness of someone who has chosen every word before pronouncing it, with the quality of someone who knows that that sentence will change something in the way the other person stands in the world and has decided it was time to change it.

— That building never stopped waiting — said Rosa. — It waited a hundred years. It waited for you. And now that you have arrived, the time it had is over.

Stefania stood still. The sentence was there, in the air of the living room, with the concrete solidity of things said aloud that cannot be put back, that exist in the world independently of what one does afterwards. — What does that mean? — she said, and her voice was steady but had inside it something that was not fear and was not yet fear but was working on it.

But Rosa was no longer there. She did not disappear with an effect, she did not dissolve progressively, she did nothing theatrical — she was there and then she was no longer there, with the same simplicity with which she had appeared, as if presence and absence were two equally natural states between which one passed without need of ceremony. The mustard-coloured sofa was empty. The living room was silent. From the bathroom came the noise of the shower she had forgotten to turn off, and the bathroom tap dripped every three seconds with the regularity of a metronome, and outside the courtyard window the maple was still there with its exposed winter structure and its promise of leaves that would arrive when they arrived.

Stefania sat still on the kitchen chair for a moment she would not have been able to quantify, with the open notebook in front of her and the pen in her hand and Rosa's sentence turning with that quality of sentences that do not allow themselves to be set aside, that install themselves in a precise place in the mind and keep turning regardless of what one is doing, like a song one cannot stop hearing even when one does not want to hear it. That building never stopped waiting. It waited a hundred years. It waited for you. The time it had is over.

She wrote the sentence in the notebook, word for word, with the precise handwriting she used when she wanted something to remain exactly as it was, without interpretations and without additions. She looked at it for a moment. Then she looked at the clock on the wall — seven thirty-two, which meant she was seventeen minutes behind her schedule, which meant Marco would arrive at the building site before her, which was exactly the thing she had wanted to avoid for reasons that now seemed much less important than they had seemed half an hour ago but that remained reasons nonetheless.

She got up, went to the bathroom, turned off the shower, arranged her hair — exactly as she always wore it, with the strands escaping, because some things did not change for any old woman sitting on the edge of a bathtub, dead or alive — took the shoulder bag, the keys, the printed floor plans, and went out. She closed the door, went down the stairs with the quick step of someone recovering minutes, and stepped out into the cold air of Corso Italia with Rosa's sentence still in her head and the building site twelve minutes away on foot and Marco Rinaldi who was probably already there
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