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Praise for Still Life:

‘Exquisite … There are not enough superlatives to contain the magnitude and beauty of this novel’

Sunday Independent


‘Criss-crossing between London and Florence and covering almost eight decades, Winman’s pages teem with boisterous, exuberant life … The novel has verve, charm and tremendous heart; its most poignant scenes, set during the 1966 flooding of Florence, recall the darkest hours of last year’s pandemic’

Sunday Times

‘A joyous, summery ode to love, art and poetry’

Mail on Sunday

‘Glorious … This luscious and clever book is at first glance simply a rollicking summer read, a Forster-lite romance bursting with pressed violets and sleeper trains and Baedeker and people playing Beethoven. It’s enough to make a Merchant Ivory fan squeal with delight. Yet Winman is playing a serious game as she traces the march of progress in post-war Europe through her brave, transgressive characters … at least for those who love unconventionally, Europe has become a more welcoming and beautiful place’

The Times

‘Touching, witty and very evocative of a post-war world’

Independent

‘Will resonate long after this particular moment in time. It is timeless, not trendy; proactive, not reactive. Her previous novels have shown Winman as one of the greatest chroniclers of grief … In Still Life, [Winman] emerges now as the great narrator of hope’

Helen Cullen, Irish Times

‘Still Life is a tonic for wanderlust and a cure for loneliness. It’s that rare, affectionate novel that makes one feel grateful to have been carried along’

The Washington Post

‘Utterly beguiling’

Stella Magazine

‘A gorgeous, generous story of kind hearts and kindred spirits redefining the meaning of family and friendship … [A] hopeful, happy, intensely humane novel’

Daily Mirror

‘Winman’s sweeping Still Life is a parade of small stories, intimate connections and complex characters whose lives illuminate the tedium and cataclysms of the twentieth century … Sentence after sentence, character by character, Still Life becomes poetry’

New York Times Book Review

‘Still Life is simultaneously expansive and intimate, … A truly spectacular achievement. I’ve never read anything quite like it’

Karen Joy Fowler, author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselve

‘An utterly beautiful story, so generous, rich, deeply moving and filled with hope. Sarah Winman is one of the greatest storytellers of our time’

Joanna Cannon, author of The Trouble with Goats and Sheep

‘The sheer joy in Sarah Winman’s storytelling is completely infectious. I’ve loved spending time with this unforgettable cast of characters’

Graham Norton, author of Home Stretch

‘Embodies the full generosity of the human spirit.’

Rachel Joyce, author of The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry

‘Four-course nourishment for all Winman fans, it harnesses big-hearted storytelling to a dizzying historical sweep to celebrate love in all the available colours’

Patrick Gale, author of Take Nothing With You

‘THE most beautiful book … it will stay with me a long time’

Sara Cox, BBC Two’s Between The Covers

‘Readers will want to prolong the pleasure of Still Life for as long as possible … bolsters the heart and soul’

Donal Ryan, author of From a Low and Quiet Sea




Dedication

For Mum

For Patsy

For Stella Rudolph (1942-2020)




Epigraph

‘Two people pulling each other into Salvation is the only theme I find worthwhile.’

E. M. Forster, Commonplace Book

‘One of the primary objects of the enlightened traveller in Italy is usually to form some acquaintance with its treasures of art. Even those whose usual avocations are of the most prosaic nature unconsciously become admirers of poetry and art in Italy. The traveller here finds them so interwoven with scenes of everyday life, that he encounters their influence at every step, and involuntarily becomes susceptible to their power.’

Karl Baedeker, ITALY: Handbook for Travellers, 1899
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Somewhere in the Tuscan hills, two English spinsters, Evelyn Skinner and a Margaret someone, were eating a late lunch on the terrace of a modest albergo. It was the second of August. A beautiful summer’s day, if only you could forget there was a war on. One sat in shade, the other in light, due to the angle of the sun and the vine-strewn trellis overhead. They were served a reduced menu but celebrated the Allied advance with large glasses of Chianti. Overhead, a low-flying bomber cast them momentarily in shadow. They picked up their binoculars and studied the markings. Ours, they said, and waved.

This rabbit’s delicious, said Evelyn and she caught the eye of the proprietor, who was smoking by the doorway. She said, Coniglio buonissimo, signore!

The signore put his cigarette in his mouth and raised his arm – part salute, part wave, one couldn’t be sure.

Do you think he’s a Fascist? said Margaret quietly.

No, I don’t think so, said Evelyn. Although Italians are quite indecisive politically. Always have been.

I heard they’re shooting them now, the Fascists.

Everyone’s shooting everyone, said Evelyn.

A shell screamed to their right and exploded on a distant hill, uprooting a cluster of small cypress trees.

One of theirs, said Margaret and she held on to the table to protect her camera and wine glass from the shock waves.

I heard they found the Botticelli, said Evelyn.

Which one? said Margaret.

Primavera.

Oh, thank God, said Margaret.

And Giotto’s Madonna from the Uffizi. Rubens’ Nymphs and Satyrs and one more – Evelyn thought hard – Ah, yes, she said. Supper at Emmaus.

The Pontormo! Any news about his Deposition?

No, not yet, said Evelyn, pulling a small bone from her mouth.

In the distance, the sky suddenly flared with artillery fire. Evelyn looked up and said, I never thought I’d see this again at my age.

Aren’t we the same age?

No. Older.

You are?

Yes. Eight years. Approaching sixty-four.

Are you really?

Yes, she said and poured out more wine. I pity the swallows, though, she added.

They’re swifts, said Margaret.

Are you sure?

Yes, said Margaret. The squealers are swifts, and she sat back and made an awful sound which was nothing like a swift.

Swift, said Margaret, emphasising her point. The swallow is, of course, the Florentine bird, she said. It’s a Passeriform, a perching bird, but the swift is not. Because of its legs. Weak feet, long wingspan. It belongs to the order of Apodiformes. Apodiformes meaning ‘footless’ in Greek. The house martin, however, is a Passeriform.

Dear God, thought Evelyn. Will this not end?

Swallows, continued Margaret, have a forked tail and a red head. And about an eight-year life expectancy. 

That’s depressing. Not even double digits. Do you think swallow years are like dog years? said Evelyn.

No, I don’t think so. Never heard as much. Swifts are dark brown but appear blackish in flight. There they are again! screamed Margaret. Over there!

Where?

There! You have to keep up, they’re very nippy. They do everything on the wing!

Suddenly, out from the clouds, two falcons swooped in and ripped the swift violently in half.

Margaret gasped.

Did everything on the wing, said Evelyn as she watched the falcons disappear behind the trees. This is a lovely drop of classico, she said. Have I said that already?

You have actually, said Margaret tersely.

Oh. Well I’m saying it again. A year of occupation has not diminished the quality, and she caught the proprietor’s eye and pointed to her glass. Buonissimo, signore!

The signore took the cigarette out of his mouth, smiled and again raised his arm.

Evelyn sat back and placed her napkin on the table. The two women had known one another for seven years. They’d been lovers briefly in the beginning, after which desire had given way to a shared interest in the Tuscan proto-Renaissance – a satisfactory turn of events for Evelyn, less so for Margaret someone. She’d thrown herself into ornithology. Luckily, for Evelyn, the advent of war prevented further pursuit, until Rome that is. Two weeks after the Allies had entered the city, she’d opened the front door of her aunt’s villa on Via Magento only to be confronted by the unexpected. Surprise! said Margaret. You can’t get away from me that easily!

Surprise wasn’t the word that had come to Evelyn’s mind.

Evelyn stood up and stretched her legs. Been sitting too long, she said, brushing crumbs off her linen slacks. She was a striking presence at full height, with intelligent eyes, as quick to the conundrum as they were to the joke. Ten years before, she had committed her greying thatch to blonde and had never looked back. She walked over to the signore and in perfect Italian asked for a cigarette. She placed it between her lips and steadied his hand as she leant towards the flame. Grazie, she whispered, and he pressed the packet firmly into her palm and motioned for her to take it. She thanked him again and moved back to the table.

Stop, said Margaret.

What?

The light on your face. How green your eyes are! Turn a little to me. Stay like that.

Margaret, for God’s sake.

Do it. Don’t move, and Margaret picked up her camera and fiddled with the aperture setting.

Evelyn drew on the cigarette theatrically (click) and blew smoke into the late-afternoon sky (click), noticing the shift of colour, the lowering of the sun, a lone swift nervously circling. She moved a curl of hair away from her frown (click).

What’s eating you, dear chum?

Mosquitoes, probably.

I hear a touch of Maud Lin, said Margaret. Thoughts?

What is old, d’you think?

Cabin fever talking, said Margaret. We can’t advance, we can only retreat.

That’s old, said Evelyn.

And German mines, silly!

I just want to get into Florence. Do something. Be useful.

The proprietor came over and cleared their plates from the table. He asked them in Italian if they would like a coffee and grappa and they said, How lovely and he told them not to go wandering again, and he told them his wife would go up to their room later and close the shutters. Oh, and would they like some figs?

Oh sì, sì. Grazie.

Evelyn watched him depart.

Margaret said, I’ve been meaning to ask you. Robin Metcalfe told me you met Forster.

Who?

Him with a View.

Evelyn smiled. Oh, very good.

The way Robin Metcalfe tells it, you and Forster were best friends.

How ridiculous! I met him across a dining table, if you must know, over dinners of boiled beef, at the ghastly Pensione Simi. We were an impoverished little ship on the banks of the Arno, desperately seeking the real Italy. And yet at the helm was a cockney landlady, bless her soul.

Cockney?

Yes.

Why a cockney?

I don’t know.

I mean, why in Florence?

I never asked.

Now you would, said Margaret.

Now I certainly would, said Evelyn and she took a cigarette and placed it between her lips.

Probably came over as a nanny, said Margaret.

Yes. Probably, said Evelyn, opening the matchbox.

Or a governess. That’ll be it, said Margaret.

Evelyn struck a match and inhaled.

Did you know he was writing a book? asked Margaret.

Good Lord no. He was a recent scholar, if I remember rightly. Covered in the afterbirth of graduation – shy, awkward, you know the type. Entering the world with no experience at all.

Weren’t we all like that?

Yes, I suppose we were, said Evelyn and she picked up a fig and pressed her thumbs against the soft, yielding skin. I suppose we were, she repeated quietly.

She tore the fruit in half and glanced down at the erotic sight of its vivid flesh. She blushed and would blame it on the shift to evening light, on the effect of the wine and the grappa and the cigarettes, but in her heart, in the unseen, most guarded part of her, a memory undid her, slowly – very slowly – like a zip.

Strangely charismatic, though, she said, surfacing into the present.

Forster was? said Margaret.

When he was alone, yes. But his mother’s presence suffocated him. Every reprimand was pressure applied to the pillow. Odd relationship. That’s what I remember most. Her with a parasol and smelling salts, and him with a well-thumbed Baedeker and an ill-fitting suit.

Margaret reached for Evelyn’s cigarette.

I remember he’d appear in quiet moments. You wouldn’t hear him, just see him. Tall and lanky in the corner. Or in the drawing room with a notebook. Scribbling away. Simply observing.

Isn’t that how it starts? said Margaret, handing back the cigarette.

What?

A book.

Yes. I suppose so.

Those little moments that nobody else notices. Little sacred moments of the everyday. She picked up her camera (click). Like that moment (click). Or that.

Good God, will you stop now, Margaret? What’s got into you?

Margaret lowered the camera. You don’t see what I see, she said seductively.

You have something in your teeth.

Why didn’t you say?

I did. Just now.

Margaret turned away and hid her mouth behind her hand. She ran her tongue back and forth across her incisors.

Better? she said, baring them.

Yes, said Evelyn.

Margaret suddenly swapped the position of the ashtray and figs and wine glass. She altered the aperture (click). She moved a wine glass, the packet of cigarettes (click) (click) (click) (click).

I was twenty-one when I first came to Florence, said Evelyn. Did I say?

Yes, I think we all knew that, said Margaret.

Oh.

Evelyn continued: The landlady at the Simi had a maid who did a little of everything. She could always be found in the dining room, in the corner as we ate. Always watching. Waiting to serve, waiting to clear. Working us out.

(Click.)

She was eye-catching, said Evelyn. Astute. Pretty.

(Click.)

Margaret sat back down. How pretty? she asked.

She was a Leonardo, said Evelyn.

Which one?

Lady with an Ermine.

Oh, said Margaret, raising an eyebrow.

Not in attire, of course – mostly black and white in the evenings, white during breakfast service. Very buttoned up, but those were the times, of course. We all were, I suppose – but her skin and eyes. The drape of hair across her forehead. The blush on her cheeks.

It seems you were quite taken with her?

Everyone was taken with her, said Evelyn.

Even Forster?

No, dear. He’s a queer.

Evelyn paused the story. She flicked ash off her cigarette and Margaret watched her intently.

He wasn’t there the night I’m thinking of, continued Evelyn. The night of my birthday. He hadn’t arrived yet.

What was her name? interrupted Margaret.

I don’t rem—

Oh let’s give her a name—

—let’s not—

Something like Beatrice!

For God’s sake, Margaret! It’s not about a name. It’s about a moment. That’s all. It’s not about her name.

Apologees, said Margaret, leaning back theatrically and retreating with the remains of her grappa. Continuez, she said.

Evelyn continued: She knew my birthday was approaching because it had been the talk of our group for days, and although she spoke little English, she understood what we said. A curious worldliness. Saying nothing but understanding everything. And she asked the cockney signora if she could take over the cooking that particular night, to give us all – me really – a feast like no other. The cockney signora was thrilled, of course, and retired early.

Which was no great loss, said Margaret.

None at all, qualified Evelyn. I remember my feelings of excitement as I came down the stairs and—

Weren’t you travelling with anyone? interrupted Margaret.

No. Unchaperoned until Rome.

Unchaperoned? How on earth—?

Margaret. Please. We were an unconventional family. Scandal was a rite of passage. May I continue?

Margaret gestured that she may.

Evelyn said, I should have realised that something special was brewing. I walked into the drawing room and there was a hush. Constance Everly was smiling at me and she took my hand and—

Constance Everly?

Yes.

The poet?

Yes. Constance Everly the poet, Margaret.

Evelyn sat back, exhausted. She could never get through a story without interruptions.

And? said Margaret.

And what?

Constance Everly took your hand …?

And. Squeezed. It, said Evelyn.

Why are you talking oddly?

In case you want to interrupt again. I’m leaving gaps. Between. Words. So you can slip in, and not disrupt the—

Oh just tell the bloody story, Evelyn.

Evelyn laughed. She said, Constance led me into the dining room. Candles were on every surface and running down the centre of the tables were small tubs of Parma violets – so rare, that early in the season – and sprigs of rosemary and the smell was intoxicating. This was a room that had been thought about; the effect it would have on those who entered. And there was wine in large earthenware flagons, and fiaschi on the table – bottles wrapped in straw – and the young woman poured out the wine for me and bade me sit. And the other guests followed and gasped at our moment of beauty, of bellezza. Our night, finally, of Italian authenticity and grace. She fed us a simple pappardelle with a ragù—

She probably used the boiled beef, said Margaret.

And rabbit with white beans, and bitter greens that she would have collected from the roadside in Fiesole or Settignano, which she cooked ripassati style with garlic and oil. And when we were all served, out she came from the kitchen and stood in the corner, in the shadows, and watched us eat. Our enjoyment being her enjoyment. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was twenty-one when this moment was presented to me. The gift was beyond my comprehension. Only later did I come to understand what she was offering.

Oh? And what was she offering?

A door into her world. Priceless.

Margaret poured out another glass of grappa and sipped it. Her mouth was tight. She said, You’ve never told me this story before.

Have I not?

I think I’d remember. Why now?

Yes, why now? thought Evelyn and she said, The rabbit.

The rabbit?

Yes.

Have you not had rabbit since?

And the music.

What music?

The Overture to Spontini’s La Vestale. The signore played it this morning. A simple memory of the Teatro Verdi.

And that’s how it ends, is it?

Almost, said Evelyn. After dinner, guests retired as they always did. There was a faint sound of a piano in the background. I told Constance I wanted to stay and give my thanks to the young woman and she went on ahead to the smoking room. And there I stood, between the graveyard of glasses, and the wilting nubs of candles. The maid came out shortly after. I don’t think she noticed me at first. She looked hot and rather distracted. But then she saw me. She picked a violet and handed it to me. Per voi, she said. For me. The evening was for me. I knew that. I thanked her. I took the violet from her hand and left the room. Later, I pressed it in my Baedeker.

Do you still have it?

The Baed—

The violet.

I doubt it. All those years, Margaret. Why would I? Evelyn lit a cigarette and they sat in silence. She could feel Margaret’s gaze haunting her. The blunt edge of her jealousy.

What adventures you’ve had, said Margaret coolly.

The sun was lowering. The shadows lengthened. The temperature surrendered shallowly to the breeze. The sound of a sewing machine coming from indoors: the signora mending sheets. A radio played quietly. A clandestine channel keeping contact between the Allies and the Resistance.

Margaret said, I think I may go in and read. You?

I’ll be here a while longer. Finish the ciggie. Touch more grappa.

Don’t wander off.

I shan’t. I’ll just go to the edge of the road over there. Where I shall stand. Obediently. Hoping for a horse and cart to trample me.

She watched Margaret depart through the doorway. She could feel the tension ease from her shoulders. She got up and downed the grappa and went over to the side of the road. The sudden drone of Allied traffic in the distance made her look towards the edge of land. She raised her binoculars. Cypress hills were already in shadow. It wasn’t cold but the tilt of light, the mauve tinge to the landscape made her shiver. Almost forty-five years ago, she’d fallen in love with a young maid called Livia. The distant rumble of guns sounded like thunder. Brief flashes of artillery split the sky. Of course, she’d kept the bloody violet.

In a wood, somewhere between Staggia Senese and Poggibonsi, Allied troops were waiting to enter Florence. Dusk was looming, and through the trees came the sound of an accordion stolen from a factory near Trieste.

Standing by his jeep, peering into a broken mirror with the lower half of his face covered in soap, was a young man. He was running the blade carefully across his upper lip, avoiding the scar that had risen two years before.

He had blond hair that revealed a hint of red under the early-evening sun. No one in the family knew where the red had come from, both sides being dark, and his father often joked that the winter his son was conceived, he’d eaten his fill of beetroot. You were stained, his father liked to tell him.

His features were his mother’s: straight, slender nose, slightly longer than the required ratio of hairline to bridge, or chin to tip, that would have signified a face in perfect symmetry. Eyebrows at an upward angle conveyed a good listener, and his ears, though not wildly protruding, were definitely alert. When he smiled, which he did often, a dimple appeared in either cheek, which was immediately disarming.

His wife, Peg, said he should’ve been better looking seeing as he’d inherited all his mum’s best bits. She’d meant it as a compliment, but her words danced both ways, hot and cold, kind and cruel, but that was Peg. Unknown to everyone, his apotheosis would come in later years. He would be a fairly handsome middle-aged man. An eye-catching elderly man.

The squeal of birds overhead delighted him. He and they had travelled hundreds of miles north against all odds to arrive at that place in time – swifts at the end of March and him in June – and the catalogue of near misses, or lucky escapes that had accompanied his journey across Africa, Sicily and up the Adriatic would have astonished priests and astrologers alike. Something had been watching over him. Why not a swift?

He looked at his watch and rinsed his face. He threw his pack and rifle into the jeep just as Sergeant Lidlow was coming out of the mess tent.

Where you off to, Temps?

Picking up the captain, Sarge.

Bring us back a bottle or two, will you?

Ulysses turned the ignition and the old jeep caught first time.

He drove into the hills, leaving behind the silhouettes of tanks and men. He passed different Allied divisions, young men like him worn old. The soft light moved with him across the groves and meadows, until the sky held only ripples of pink and the night chasing in from the west. He’d tried to practise ambivalence towards this country, but it was futile. Italy astonished him. Captain Darnley had seen to that. They’d travelled up the country together, mostly reconnaissance, but sometimes mere wandering. Through remote villages, seeking out frescoes and hilltop chapels.

A little over a month before, they’d driven up to Orvieto, a city built on a huge rock overlooking the Paglia Valley. They’d sat on the bonnet of the jeep and drunk red wine out of their canteens as bombers roared overhead towards Mount Cetona, the boundary of Tuscany. They’d stumbled into the cathedral, into the San Brizio chapel, where Luca Signorelli’s masterpiece of the Last Judgement could be found. Neither of them believers, the images had still held them to account.

Darnley said that Sigmund Freud had visited in 1899 and had somehow forgotten Signorelli’s name. This he’d called the mechanism of repression and it became fundamental in Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams. God – but you probably know this already, don’t you, Temps? And not waiting for an answer, Darnley marched out into the crisp June sun, leaving Ulysses giddy in the whirl of information, and in Darnley’s unwavering belief in him.

The road straightened out and from the trees in the distance, a glint of light flickered across his face. He slowed and came to a stop with the engine running. He reached down for his binoculars and saw it was a woman standing by the roadside watching him through hers.

She waved him down with an unlit cigarette, and when the jeep came to a halt, she cried, Oh thank God! Eighth Army?

Just a tiny fraction of it, I’m afraid, said Ulysses, and she held out her hand. I’m Evelyn Skinner.

Private Temper, said Ulysses. Where’ve you come from, Miss Skinner, if you don’t mind me asking?

Rome, she said.

What? Now?

Good Lord, no! From that albergo behind the trees. Came up a week ago with a friend and stopped off in Cortona to assess the damage to the Francesco di Giorgio. Miraculously, untouched. We’ve been waiting ever since.

Waiting for what?

I’m trying to contact the Allied Military Government.

For what purpose, Miss Skinner?

To liaise with the Monuments, Fine Arts and Archives Officers. They know I’m here, but they seem to have abandoned me. I’m an art historian. I thought I could be of use once they’ve located all the works from the museums and churches. They’ve been sequestered around these hills, you know. All the masterpieces. The whole gang – even dear old Cimabue. But I suppose you know that, don’t you?

Ulysses smiled. I did hear a rumour, Miss Skinner.

Do you have a light? she asked.

I wouldn’t recommend it. Look what happened to me, and he pointed to the scar at the corner of his lip. Sniper, he said. A near miss.

Evelyn stared at him.

But it hit you, she said.

But not the important bit, he said, tapping his head. Nearly took my lips off, though. Then where would you be?

Struggling with my plosives, Private Temper. Now light me up. Please.

Ulysses leant across and struck a match.

Thank you, she said, blowing out smoke in a perfect circle. She raised her arm and looked about. See? No snipers. So, do you think you can help me? I’ll be no trouble at all. And my lips, still perfectly intact, will be forever sealed. What do you say?

You’re putting me in a bit of a bind, miss.

Oh, I’m sure you’re no stranger to that.

Do you believe in fate, Miss Skinner?

Fate? It is a gift. According to Dante, anyhow.

A gift? I like that. Come on then, miss, hop in.

Oh, drop the ‘miss’, for God’s sake, said Evelyn, sitting down next to him. My name’s Evelyn. And yours?

Ulysses.

Ulysses! How wonderful! And is there a Penelope waiting for your return?

Nah. Just a Peggy. And I doubt she’s waiting, and he turned the ignition and the jeep pulled away. 

The rogue shelling that had accompanied the afternoon had ceased and a soft, almost believable, peace lay across the wooded hills and hilltop refuges, across the dark symmetry of vines that terraced the slopes.

Ulysses lit a cigarette.

So, said Evelyn, tell me a little—

London. Twenty-four. Married. No kids.

Evelyn laughed. You’ve done this before.

You gotta be quick, right? Could be dead tomorrow. You? 

Kent. Sixty-four. Unmarried. Childless. And what of life before all this?

Globes, he said. Dad made ’em and I sold ’em. Then he died and I just made ’em.

You made the world turn!

Find a Temper & Son globe and you’ll find my mum’s name hidden somewhere on the surface.

A town called …? she asked.

Nora.

How romantic.

Nice, right?

You and Peggy like that?

Nah, me and Peg are the opposite. Left to me, I’d name stars after her. We got married on a bender, only way we could do it. When she woke up and saw the ring, she punched me in the face. Happiest day of my life, though. Then I joined the Army and we’re strangers again.

Don’t you write to one another?

He shook his head. We know what we’re both up to, he said. Thing is, it’s always been us when the others have left. Always that spark when the lights have gone out. Is that love?

Oh, don’t look at me. I’ve not stayed long on that particular horse.

Never?

Once or twice, maybe.

Once is enough. We just need to know what the heart’s capable of, Evelyn.

And do you know what it’s capable of?

I do. Grace and fury.

Evelyn smiled, and drew heavily on her cigarette.

So that – and she pointed to his lip – was Peg and not a sniper.

No, that was definitely a sniper. Look, he said, and he raised his right arm and showed the scar along his wrist. Shrapnel, he said.

He leant towards her and parted his hair. Sniper, he said. He pulled up his trouser leg. Evelyn winced. Artillery fire. That one got infected. And then this, and he unbuttoned his shirt.

Good Lord, said Evelyn. Another near miss?

A lucky escape, he said. There’s a difference.

How so?

It’s all mental. How I see life at that time. This last one was in Trieste, and there’s been nothing since. And now I know I’m not going to die. And I’m a lot happier.

Excuse me? said Evelyn.

Not die here, I mean.

Italy here?

War here, he said. It’s like having a debt hanging over you. You know it’ll be called in, but it’s how it’s gonna get called in that’s the question. What I mean is, all those opportunities to kill me off. I’m still here. There’s a reason for that.

Poor aim might be one, said Evelyn.

You’re funny, Evelyn.

And you’re a very optimistic young man.

I am, he said, I’m glad you noticed that. And he went on to explain that his optimism came from his father, Wilbur, whose wise counsel of ‘Life’s what you make it, son,’ had been firmly entrenched in him from a young age. The man was a dreamer, he said. Had a loser’s luck and a winning smile and was never happy unless he had a churn in his guts that denoted money riding on an outcome. A feeling he often equated to love.

But then one day it happened for real. He walked into the pub, stood on a table and declared he’d fallen head over heels and everyone thought she’d be some tidy young thing, but she wasn’t. She was almost as old as him, slipping down the other side of fifty. Tired, kind face with the keenest blue eyes that looked at him as if he was a meadow of wildflowers. And two months later – against all odds – she told him they were having a child, a first for both.

The most beautiful words in the world, said Ulysses.

Having a child? said Evelyn.

Against. All. Odds.

This recognition of double luck – wife, and kid incubating – brought back a familiar taste to Wilbur Temper, like sucking on a coin.

And his palms are tingling, said Ulysses, the soles of his feet too, and he knows this feeling because it’s a winning feeling and you can never let a winning feeling pass because that would go against nature. So, he goes to my mum and explains what he needs to do. Last time, she says. Last time, he promises.

Now, his mate Cressy has told him about this illegal greyhound meeting out in Essex, all hush-hush and big money and they go out there together and study form and he scribbles in his notebook a beautiful constellation of numbers, subtractions, additions, an algebraic formula of luck. Last race. Everything on the black. That’s what he used to say. All or nothing. And he places life and savings on a tan and white dog called Ulysses’ Boy at 100-1.

The rest is folklore. Dog came in first, thus ensuring two things: enough money to set up a modest business in handmade globes, and a memorable name for his sole son and heir.

You were named after a greyhound? said Evelyn.

A winning greyhound, Evelyn. Winning.

The heavy presence of artillery guns and infantry came into sight long before the villa. At the checkpoint, they were waved on through. Along the driveway they could see military guards and Italian civilians placing ‘Off Limits’ signs at every entrance to the ornate building. Captain Darnley was waiting for them outside. He was wiping his glasses on the tail of his shirt. He looked up, squinting at the sound of the jeep. His dark hair had a premature dusting of grey at the sides that made him appear older than his thirty years, and his dark eyes peered out from dark sockets and gave him a perpetual look of sorrow. Rather like the last panda facing extinction. He put his glasses back on and approached the jeep.

Temps! he called. Temps!

Ulysses parked the jeep and got out.

What’s up, sir? he said.

We found a cellar. Jerry must have missed it. We’ve been drinking all bloody day. I think I’ve drunk myself sober.

Not yet you haven’t, sir. Sir, this is Miss Evelyn Skinner. Miss Skinner, Captain Darnley.

They shook hands. A pleasure, Miss Skinner, said Darnley.

Likewise, Captain, said Evelyn.

Miss Skinner’s an art historian, said Ulysses. She’s been trying to contact the Monuments officers through the AMG. I thought there was a good chance they’d be here, sir.

Not yet they’re not, Temps, said Darnley. But fear not, Miss Skinner, we shall get you your contact. But first, follow me. Come on Temps, you too.

He led them towards the villa and said, It’s quite a haul. Only uncovered twenty-four hours ago.

And as they crossed the courtyard and passed the guards, Evelyn said, Are you saying what I think you’re saying, Captain Darnley?

In here, said Darnley, and he pushed open the large wooden Baroque doors into the salone. The stink assaulted them.

Oh my word! said Evelyn, covering her nose.

Sorry Miss Skinner, said Darnley, I should’ve warned you. The Germans like to shit everywhere before they retreat. Watch your step. It’s quite a sewer in here.

It was hard to see anything except for the dark shapes of furniture. The shutters were drawn, and the air was lifeless, and the flies were giddy. Underfoot the sound of broken glass and broken tiles, and brick dust swirled. Wait here, said Darnley as he went across the room to a lamp. He bent down, struck a match, and raised the lamp with a theatrical flourish. The room flared with light, and in the middle, rising out of the stink and gloom, was a large undamaged altar panel.

Oh my, whispered Evelyn.

Ulysses Temper, Miss Evelyn Skinner, I’d like you to meet Pontormo’s Deposition from the Cross.

Do you think they’d let us take it now, Captain Darnley, and save them the trouble? asked Evelyn.

Darnley laughed and said, Shall we ask?

What is it exactly, sir?

One of the great altarpieces portraying the life of Christ, Temps. Isn’t that right, Miss Skinner?

You are correct, Captain. Painted to hang above the altar in the Capponi chapel in the church of Santa Felicità. Completed in 1528. Give or take. The style is what we would call early Mannerist, Ulysses – a break in tradition, that’s all – away from High Renaissance classicism and everything associated with it. You can see it’s a deliberate denial of realistic style, calculated, and artificial. The light – you see – theatrical.

And she went on to explain the difference between a deposition and an entombment. The dreamlike use of colour, the sparseness of the image, the dance.

She said, It’s about feeling, Ulysses, that’s all. People trying to make sense of something they can’t make sense of.

(The faint sound of laughter trespassed on the room.)

It’s simply the dead body of a young man being presented to his mother, said Darnley.

Oldest story in the world, said Evelyn.

Which is?

Grief, Temps. Just a lot of fucking grief.

They ventured into the further reaches of the villa. Military guards and Italian custodians marched past, carrying religious relics and statuary. They stood back as Filippo Lippi’s Annunciation was manoeuvred through as if it was a deckchair.

Darnley stopped outside a small wooden door. Here we are, he said. Worst kept secret in Tuscany. Shall we?

Candles threw light onto the scant edges of the stairwell. There was a strong smell of damp stone and tallow, and the level of oxygen thinned as they made their descent. The staircase eventually levelled out into a vast cellar lit by oil lamps. The floor appeared bloodied where dozens of oak casks had met their fate. Documents and books lay scattered and the ceiling was propped up by timber. A pathway had been cleared through the rubble towards a wall of shelving, which was in fact, a magnificent trompe l’oeil. As they got closer, Ulysses could see the incongruous seam of a door.

Abracadabra, said Darnley.

How many more white rabbits can we expect, Captain?

Hat’s empty now, Miss Skinner. After you. Please.

Darnley opened the door and conversation and music spilled out. The room was a long narrow corridor, Caravaggesque shadows in the corners where the throw of candlelight was simply too weak to penetrate. Broken glass littered the floor and two plundered walls of wine disappeared into the furthest reaches. Smoke hovered above tables occupied by Allied officers and Italian superintendents and the only air came from a grille in the ceiling, where the fug was sucked out in sporadic gasps.

What’ll it be, Miss Skinner? Something red?

Surprise me, said Evelyn.

Darnley went to the rack, flexed his fingers and reached for a bottle. He looked down at the label and gave a thumbs up.

A 1902 Carruades de Lafite. Pauillac! he shouted. Heavenly! (A word he used a lot, which was odd for a man whose idea of the afterlife was oblivion.)

They sat down at an empty table and a private emerged out of the shadows carrying three crystal goblets, a corkscrew and a small plate of thinly cut pecorino cheese.

You see, Miss Skinner. It’s really not much different from the Garrick.

Evelyn laughed.

Darnley did the honours. A neat little pop, the smell of the cork and the comforting glug of the pour.

To what shall we toast? said Darnley. What do you think, Temps?

To this moment, sir.

Oh, very good, said Evelyn.

To this moment.

The conversation went straight to Evelyn and Darnley’s love of Florence. Darnley explained that his father had been – for a short while, at least – vicar at St Mark’s English Church. Halcyon days, he said. Summers in the Uffizi were my education. By the time I left school, he said, I had little interest in anything other than art. Brief stint at Chelsea. Brief stint at the Royal Academy. And here we are. I am a privileged cliché, Miss Skinner—

Oh, I think we’ve all been one of those, Captain—

Unqualified for anything except oenology or the occasional attribution.

And Darnley reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a mottled notebook and a nub of pencil. He said, Do you mind? It’s just notes about wine – memory, you know. Thoughts. Just things.

No, no, indeed, said Evelyn. Go ahead.

Long slim fingers. Hair falling across his brow. Quite childlike. He reminded her of Forster and she leant across to Ulysses and told him so.

Who’s Forster, Evelyn?

What’s what? said Darnley, looking up.

I told Ulysses you reminded me of E. M. Forster.

D’you know him, Miss Skinner?

I bought him his first bombolone and lent him my Baedeker.

Good God! People get engaged for less! and Darnley tapped out a cigarette and offered it over. What was he like? he asked.

Rather sweet, said Evelyn. He didn’t like Rubens and was quite devoted to his mother.

Could’ve been my twin, said Darnley, lighting up and downing the contents of his glass.

You got time for another drink, Miss Skinner?

All the time in the world, said Evelyn.

And Temps, the music? Something softer to match the wine, please.

Righto, sir, and Ulysses went towards the gramophone. He also commandeered another plate of cheese.

The second bottle was a 1900 Château Margaux accompanied by Joan Merrill singing ‘There Will Never Be Another You’. A singular pairing, all three agreed. Darnley poured out the wine. On the nose was smelt: tobacco, truffles, cedar, strawberry. Glasses were raised. To this moment!

I was twenty-one, said Evelyn. Not that much younger than you, Ulysses. That was my first experience of Florence. Travelling unchaperoned and ready to fall in love.

And did you, Evelyn?

Evelyn paused as she tasted the wine. I did, as it happens, she said. Once with a person and once with the city itself. You have all that to come, Ulysses. Open your heart. Things happen there, if you let them. Wonderful things.

Suddenly, the cellar lurched to the right as the earth above was blasted by artillery fire. Evelyn gasped. Chunks of ceiling fell and extinguished candles, and men reached across to steady their tables, some diving underneath instead. Glasses and bottles were thrown to the floor.

This is bloody tedious! shouted Darnley, cradling his bottle of Margaux.

Ulysses reached across the table for Evelyn’s hands. He began to talk to her, even sing to her. Still singing as the barrage ended. The faint click of a turntable slowing to its inevitable end. The soft fall of white dust in the intervening silence. Darnley laughing.

Out into the night, they breathed air that was fresh and welcome. Darnley settled down in the back, Evelyn in the front, and they pulled away amidst salutes, and drunken soldiers running at their side shouting they’d see them in Florence!

The roads were tree lined, and glimpses of the bright gibbous moon lit their way in the absence of headlights. The dark swallowed them. The overhang of thick trees, and the sloping curve of the road, made them feel they were no longer on the surface of the earth but heading slowly into its muddy, bosky depths. The smell of the air was heavy and verdant. Soon Darnley was in a boozy sleep and the air was perforated by his juddering snores. Ulysses took his foot off the accelerator and they coasted slowly along the shoulder of night.

Evelyn leant back and looked at Darnley’s face. Full of bluster, isn’t he? she said. Look at him. Just a boy really. You’re all just boys. You care for him, don’t you? she said.

I do, Evelyn. I really do, he said, and he pulled over to let an Allied convoy pass. The noise was an assault and they sat back and watched the trucks pass, the pale stony faces of soldiers looking back at them. The sense was one of doom.

They’ll be in the city soon, won’t they? she asked.

Couple of days, tops. Kiwis first. South Africans. Then us.

Will it be bad? she asked.

I ’spect so, he said. It’s always bad.

The last of the dust from the last of the trucks settled. Ulysses lit two cigarettes.

He said, That painting? The Pont—

—ormo, she said. Pontormo’s Deposition?

Yeah, and he handed her a cigarette. Darnley said he studied it before all this and I said what’s to study? It’s just a picture, right?

It is just a picture. And you are right, said Evelyn. Art historians have made gods of men.

So?

So, said Evelyn. 

All this fuss? 

Evelyn laughed. The fuss, as you say, can certainly be exaggerated. But what it’s always about, for me, is response. It’s a painting that demands of us a response. All the best ones do.

What response?

You tell me.

I don’t know what that means.

You were taken with the cloud back there. It drew you in. It interested you.

It looked separate from the picture, said Ulysses.

Noting the drama that’s unfolding below, perhaps. A symbol of heaven? The Holy Spirit? Or a simple reminder that the action is taking place outside. All this is a response, Ulysses. It’s not more complicated than that. Of course, we can then throw in execution of the craft – how well one paints – and the history of the piece, its provenance, and we can come up with value. But always the value for me will be response. How it moves one.

And that makes it worth saving?

I think so. I really do. To make sure it’s around for another generation. Because it is important, Ulysses.

More important than people?

Evelyn let out a long stream of smoke. She said, They go together. It’s what we’ve always done. Left a mark on a cave, or on a page. Showing who we are, sharing our view of the world, the life we’re made to bear. Our turmoil is revealed in those painted faces – sometimes tenderly, sometimes grotesquely, but art becomes a mirror. All the symbolism and the paradox, ours to interpret. That’s how it becomes part of us. And as counterpoint to our suffering, we have beauty. We like beauty, don’t we? Something good on the eye cheers us. Does something to us on a cellular level, makes us feel alive and enriched. Beautiful art opens our eyes to the beauty of the world, Ulysses. It repositions our sight and judgement. Captures forever that which is fleeting. A meagre stain in the corridors of history, that’s all we are. A little mark of scuff. One hundred and fifty years ago Napoleon breathed the same air as we do now. The battalion of time marches on. Art versus humanity is not the question, Ulysses. One doesn’t exist without the other. Art is the antidote. Is that enough to make it important? Well yes, I think it is.

Through the olive trees, the albergo came into sight. Here we are, said Evelyn quietly, and the jeep slowed down and stopped. The ticking sound of a cooling engine. The distant call of an owl. Darnley’s heavy breath.

Look, said Ulysses as a faint light came on in an upper room. Welcome party? he said.

Oh, I doubt that, said Evelyn as she climbed from the jeep. She bent close to Darnley’s ear, and placed her hand on his shoulder. Captain Darnley, she whispered.

He woke, dazed.

It’s time to say goodnight, she said.

Miss Skinner.

No, no. Stay where you are, she said, and she offered her hand. Thank you, she said. For tonight. Keep your head down and stay in the world, if you please.

Darnley smiled. Take care, Miss Skinner. It’s been a pleasure.

Likewise.

And I’ll give the AMG a nudge, I promise.

Thank you, and Evelyn turned to Ulysses. I’m not sure I can say goodbye to you, young man.

Then let’s not, Evelyn.

Ulysses got out of the jeep and offered his hand. She took it in hers.

A gift, right? he said.

A gift, indeed, she said. Dante Alighieri. You’ll meet him in Florence, outside Santa Croce. He looks rather grumpy. Give him my best, though.

Will do.

And stay invincible, she said.

He saluted her. Watched her stomp across the parched grass towards the terrace.

It was too dark for him to see her turn back and look at him, but she did. She watched him get into the jeep, watched him disappear around the curve of the bend. She said something quietly, not a prayer exactly, just a little nod to keep him safe.

In east London, Peggy Temper woke with a thumping head on her. She was an hour late for set-up, had spent most of it over the sink looking for a memory of the night before. The chatter of draymen outside the window and she pulled back the curtain and was dazzled by sunlight. She watched Col offload barrels of ale and he glanced up at her window and she darted back but he saw her, she knew he did.

She went to the mirror and groaned. She wet her fingers and tried to encourage a curl here, a curl there before setting it in a haze of lacquer. A quick flannel wash and a spritz of perfume got her back into clothes and she smoked half a fag to clear her head.

She staggered down the stairs and put the place on edge. In the bar, she said, Don’t say a fucking word, Col, and he didn’t and pushed a neat gin her way. Ta, she said and downed it in one. Oh Christ, she said, and Col kicked the mop bucket her way.

She was a liability, but a good-looking one at least. Her face and gob brought the soldiers in, and even puking her guts up, she did it with style. Her arse bucked at each spasm and offered a sweet glimpse of stocking. Col felt the nudge of an erection push against his Y-fronts. He went down to the cellar to get a bottle of rum. When he came up, she was glass in hand at the optics.

Hair of the dog?

Hair of the dog, she thought; she’d need the whole bleedin’ pelt to get moving this morning. What the fuck was she thinking?

Take it out of me tips, she said and she sat down and lit a cigarette.

He came over and joined her. Good night? he said. She looked at him and laughed.

No one like you, Peggy, he said, and she smiled that smile and the bluebirds sang.

Col? (Oh Christ, what now? That face of hers …)

What, Peg?

This Saturday.

No way, Peg.

I know, I know, but this one’s important.

They’re all important, and Col downed his drink and got up. He said, You’ve got resilience, I’ll say that for you.

That’s a good thing, right?

And Peggy stood up and started to dance in front of him. That’s a good thing, right, Col?

Come on Peg, we’re open. And mind you don’t step on that bloody mess you’re dragging around you.

Peggy stopped and looked behind her. What mess? she said.

Your liver. Now open the bleedin’ door.

The warm morning air sauntered in, bringing with it the stink of brick dust and tarmacadam. Ginny Formiloe, Col’s kid, was coming back from the baker’s holding a loaf of bread tight against her chest like a baby. Ginny waved at her. Peg waved back. Ginny loved Peg, told her that every morning with her funny nasal voice. Ginny was a woman in body and a child in mind. She collected glasses in the pub and sometimes poured a pint, but mostly it was the glasses and the counting out of coins at the end of the night. Sweet, sweet kid, with her strange brain and her mother’s legs and her pretty floral dress. She looked a lot like Col’s wife, and that used to break Col’s heart in the early days. Ginny wasn’t born with the clocks turned back, but something happened, probably that fever when she nearly died. Col’s wife left because of his drinking but really it was because of something else and she got out long before war started. Went up to Scotland to the Outer Hebrides to her sister who farmed. No one said what they really thought, because how bad could it have been to have ended up on a granite rock in the North Atlantic?

Col never did stop drinking when his wife left, but he cut back. Besides, around his daughter his anger turned to mush. He became a soppy drunk, all patriotic songs and teary eyes, because it was just his way.

Ginny stopped at the kerb. She looked left looked right looked left looked right before she crossed. Peggy! she screamed. Peggy opened her arms, and Ginny ran into them. Love you Peggy, she said. Ginny had a strong whiff of the monthlies about her and Peg said, Come on, Ginny, let’s go get you changed.

By the end of the afternoon, Peg was dead on her feet. The pub had turned into a morgue and she took her break outside. She looked up and down the street with its bleached front steps and enough gossip to fill a sewer. She plonked herself down on a chair and faced the sun. Kids as young as eight cycling by and whistling, All right Peg! She raised her arm. Yeah all right, kid, she mimicked. She’d not long closed her eyes when Old Cress came by. She knew it was him blocking the sun, trying to get her attention. Cress was Peg’s rock. Always had been, always would be. He thought her the most beautiful woman alive and he’d do anything for her. Even give her the moon, if he could. (And what would I do with the moon, Cress? Exchange it for the sun. Think big, girl.)

You get home all right? he said.

You brought me home, you silly sod. I might not remember much but I do remember that.

Cress said, You comin’ inside to pull me a pint?

I’m done, and she pointed to the CLOSED sign. Col’s on the taps and I’m sunning, she said.

When he’d gone, Peg pulled her dress above her knees. The sun felt warm on her crotch, made her feel wet and easy, same feeling as when she’d set eyes on American Boy.

He was a good dancer. She’d noticed that first. Better than his mate, though to look at them they could’ve been brothers. Mate peeled away to the bar and Eddie’s eyes latched on to hers. Like stars colliding, he told her. And then they danced celestially till their clothes were wet and their appetites raw and afterwards, in a café on Old Compton Street, they ate a sorry dish of unidentifiable meat and spuds.

Eddie had lovely hair (thick, shiny, dark) and Peg ran her hand through it and said it felt like silk and Eddie blushed because he was still a boy despite his age. Eddie told her he was going to college after the war to take over his father’s business and Peg asked, What business? and he said, Oranges. Peg said she hadn’t tasted an orange in two years and Eddie said he’d have to see about that. Eddie asked if he could see her on Saturday and Peg said, Just try and stop me and Eddie laughed. Eddie had good teeth too. American white. Slight overbite when he kissed her, but nothing that couldn’t be sorted out with practice. Eddie paid the bill and asked if he could come home with her and she said, Not tonight sunshine, and he said, I love your accent and she said, Still not tonight. That was when Eddie mentioned a hotel room on Saturday night and Peg’s knees could’ve given way there and then. I’m gonna treat you like a princess, he said.

Music from the turntable inside. ‘Someday My Prince Will Come’.

Bloody comedian, Col! she shouted, and she stood up and went back into the bar with a black mood descending.

All week, she was up early wiping down tables and checking the optics. She was sober and charming and still put everyone on edge. What’s up with Peg? Fuck knows, said Col, skirting about her as if she was a volcano ready to blow. And yet she didn’t. She just smoked. She did the accounts, placed the orders, took Ginny down to the canal to find the kittens Cress said had been born that week. On Thursday night Peg polished the countertop with another coating of Brasso and Col said it shone like a crystal ball. Col said, I see Saturday night. I see you and wonder boy out on the town.

Peg did a double take at first. What’s that? she said.

You heard, said Col and Peg jumped into his arms and straddled his waist with her good strong legs and he felt that nudge again real hard. All right all right, he said, needing to go down to the cellar to finish himself off.

When Saturday night rolled round, it rolled warm and yellow, and the canal shimmered with a million crazy stars and set the dogs barking.

Clack clack clack Peg’s heels down the stairs. Col smelt her before he saw her, and she smelt French and flowery, all allure. She entered the bar with blue eyes and red lips and blonde hair and skirt tight.

Col said, I hope he’s worth it. And Peg said, He’s an American, Col. He’s worth it.

Col handed Peg a gin and tonic.

You be careful, Peg. Don’t you go falling.

Here’s to falling and being caught, said Peg and she raised her glass.

Here, said Col. Kathleen dropped it in for you.

He pushed an envelope across the bar. Peg opened it and pocketed the money.

He say anything? said Col.

We don’t do letters, Col, you know we don’t. The money says he’s alive and that’s all I want to know. We’ll sort everything else out when he’s back.

He’s a good boy.

I know he is.

Don’t wait up sunshine, she added.

Peg?

She turned. What? she said.

You’re better than the lot of them.

It was a classy restaurant. Violins played and a waiter flapped out her napkin and laid it in her lap. Even called her madam, which was a bloody cut above. Eddie beamed at her, teeth polished and breath like mint. His handsomeness shot straight to her knickers.

He pushed two boxes across the table.

Open them, he said. So you know I’m serious about you.

Peg felt other tables looking at her. She opened the larger box and lifted out an orange. It was the most perfect orange. She closed her eyes and smelt it. Could’ve bitten into it there and then and when she heard someone laugh it almost ruined the moment.

Next, he said, and she was prepared to feign delight at the little box, but when she opened the lid the brooch was beautiful, so she didn’t have to. Eddie took it from her hand and held it up to the light.

Cameo is shell. Did you know that?

Course I did, said Peg (even though she didn’t).

I didn’t, he said, and he held the brooch to his ear.

Can you hear the sea? she said.

He shook his head. Nope. Just a little voice, he said, screwing up his face.

What’s it say?

Let’s go back to yours, and Eddie laughed.

Peg didn’t laugh.

We can’t, though, Eddie. I told you that. I thought we were going to a hotel.

It was the brooch or a room, he said. And I thought you’d like the brooch.

Peg drank past the borders of romantic and ended up against a wall under a railway arch. It was a monochrome night and shards of moonlight scattered across black cobbles and highlighted glimpses of Peg’s white flesh. Her American soldier was kissing her hard and he’d promised her a room but got her a brooch instead and there they were, up against a wall with a cheap bunch of flowers at her feet.

He was fumbling around, looking for the Western Front, and she said he’d have to go further south to find it.

There we go, she said and he groaned.

She liked the way he said Baby. Liked the way he said, I’ve never met a girl like you, Peg. Liked the way he fucked her. But all she could think of was that he’d promised her a room, and she tried to push the thought aside but the more he kept pounding her into the wall, the more that room came back to taunt her.

You promised me a room, she said.

I know, I know, he said, all busy like. Next time, he said.

I don’t do next time, she suddenly said and dropped her leg.

Stop, she said. I’m done, and she tugged on his rich boy hair.

Jeez Peg! What ya doing?

I said, Stop!

A train passed overhead, and the stones shook. Peg pulled down her skirt and took off across the road.

Peggy! her name echoed across the bricks. The sound of his footsteps after her.

Why can’t we go to yours? he said. You married or something?

No. I’m not ‘married or something’. I live above a pub. Where I work. I’ve told you that a hundred times before. You promised me a room and you’ve suddenly gone cheap.

That brooch wasn’t—

Call me when you’ve booked the sheets, Eddie. But none of this one step away from whore. It’s too close.

She walked down to the canal with a hard as nails look across her face and even the rats steered clear. The bench was empty, and she sat down and lit a cigarette. A drunk stumbled along the towpath and was about to speak to her, but she said, Don’t you fucking dare, and her voice was like a blade, so he didn’t. She could handle herself, always had, and the city never frightened her, especially at night. The canal drew the lonely and the dreamers, and in that moment she was both.

She wanted out of here and American Boy was her out of here. California. New World. New Life. She was cupping that dream in both hands, careful not to spill not even a drop.

She rubbed her foot. She had the start of a bunion like her mum. The woman’d had big bloody chestnuts on the side of her feet; God help her if the similarity was working its way up. She lit a match and looked at her watch. Ten minutes past one. Out of the darkness that familiar face.

Come here often? said Cress.

We’re making a habit of this, she said.

Wanna go home?

Come on then, and he pulled her up and she towered over him. Cressy had once told her that he’d dreamt of being a jockey, on account of his size, but had ended up at the docks. And just once, he’d said, just once he’d’ve liked to ’ave gone on one of them boats.

You don’t have to travel the world to be worldly, she’d said.

You think I’m worldly?

No one worldlier. It’s what’s in here that counts, and she’d pointed to his stomach. Guts is where we love from, she’d said.

They climbed the steps back up to the street.

You love this Yankee fella? he asked but Peg didn’t answer.

Come on girl, you ain’t a kid no more.

Peg stopped and slipped on her shoes. Yeah, I love him. Like I’d die without him.

Blimey, you got it bad.

So don’t ask.

You tell him stuff? said Cress.

I tell him nothing.

Tell him something. Words, Peg. He might not be here forever.

You get told stuff?

Not so much. But words are gold dust to a decrepit old git like me.

You’re not decrepit, she said and opened her handbag. Here, have an orange.

Well, look at that, he said and held it up against the black sky. You know how this came into the world, Peg?

A couple of navels on a dirty weekend?

He laughed.

This here is the love child of a mandarin and a pomelo.

What in fuck’s name’s a pomelo?

Citrus maxima.

You seen one?

Nah. Just read about it. It’s like a large grapefruit with thick skin and a lot of pith.

Bit like Col then, she said as the dark outline of the pub came into sight.

When you seeing him again?

Day after tomorrow.

Well, you tell him stuff, Peg. You give him hope.

A week after the Oltrarno district of Florence had been liberated, Ulysses and Darnley were in the Boboli Gardens behind the Pitti Palace, where they’d been managing a supply convoy all morning. Darnley was standing on a wall overlooking the city. The sound of gunfire ricocheted across the Arno and smoke rose from the streets below. Ulysses was hidden in a bush, gun sight trained on the Belvedere Fort where a Fascist sniper had caused havoc all morning.

You still OK with this, sir?

Yes, yes, said Darnley. I die here, I die happy. OK if I smoke?

Whatever you like. You’re a mere lure.

I am a lure, said Darnley. I’m a lure unto myself, and he laughed and struck a match. This view, he said. Miracle of right time right place. ‘Luce intellettual, piena d’amore.’

What’s that mean, sir?

Light of the mind, full of love.

Nice.

Isn’t it?

One of yours, sir?

No! Dante. The belief that a combination of intellect and beauty can make the world a better place. You see our sniper yet?

Not yet, sir, said Ulysses, wiping sweat out of his eye. Probably having lunch.

Probably, said Darnley, blowing out a long stream of smoke. He said, And there in the centre representing the glory of the city itself—

What are you pointing at, sir?

The cathedral. Brunelleschi’s dome. Ushering in the great period of Renaissance humanism. Built in majesty so those seated below it could receive God. And yet, first and foremost it’s a testament to the order and beauty of the universe. A universe that is responsive and non-judgemental, Temps, and in which mankind has a place: man as the measure of all things. And the poets and artists ran with that conviction. Perspective composition arranged around the human figure. The square and the circle became the bedrock of fifteenth-century architecture and in Vitruvian spirit Leonardo placed man inside both. Science and theology living side by side, Temps. The gift of intellect and artistic achievement as God-given as faith. What a moment for these maverick minds to have come together. Yes, it was short-lived, but so what? The explosion of energy from that time destroyed myths and
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