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      On a morning in June a retired judge sat at his desk on the second floor of a house in Hampstead and read a line in his wife’s calendar.

      July 19. Redentore. JE remind E.

      She had written it the previous November. She had died in April. He had not meant to open her calendar that morning, and I am not sure he could have told you how it came to be on the screen in front of him. It had been waiting since November to remind him of something, and it did.

      His name is Edward Harcourt. He is seventy-three. He sat as a judge of the High Court for nineteen years, and was at the Bar for twenty-six years before that, and before that he was a young man who did what was expected of him at Oxford and did it well. Before that again he was the son of a London cab driver and a woman who could hardly spell, in a flat in Stamford Hill. He retired at sixty-eight. His colleagues thought that early. His wife thought it right. He did not look at the question closely.

      He was married to Eleanor for forty years, and I should say at once that it was a good marriage. I say it now because you will be tempted later to think of the forty years as a kind of waiting room and of the week in Venice as the thing that mattered. That is wrong, and I would like to stop it before it starts. He loved his wife. What happened in Venice was real as well. The one does not make the other smaller.

      The Redentore is a festival in Venice, on the third Saturday in July. In 1996 Eleanor had asked him for something there, on the steps of a church, after midnight, with the fireworks going down to smoke over the water. If one of them was ever left to do it alone, she said, they were to go back. He said that he would. He was not a man who said that and did not mean it.

      So in the third week of July, three months after the funeral, he went.

      Three months is a decent interval. He thought so, and I think most of the people who knew him would have said the same. I will come back to it.

      But I am not going to begin in Hampstead, or in Venice. I am going to begin fifty-one years earlier, in the courtyard of a small pensione in Urbino, where a young Englishman is sitting on a low wall beside a fig tree, in his jacket, in the July sun, with no idea what it can do to him. In a minute a girl of twenty-one will be sent up the stairs with a glass of tamarindo.

      She is the one who should tell you about him. She knew him first.
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      He arrived on a Wednesday morning and by the afternoon he was ill.

      Lucia’s mother found him at half past two in the courtyard, on the low wall by the fig tree. He had his jacket on. It was thirty-four degrees in the shade and there was no shade on the wall. He was shivering and very pale, and when she came out of the kitchen door he stood up, because a woman had come into the courtyard.

      Her mother sat him down again with a hand on his shoulder. Then she took him upstairs to the room at the end of the first-floor corridor and sent Lucia for the gassosa and the tamarindo.

      Lucia mixed it herself. The syrup went in first, very dark, two spoons in the bottom of the glass. Then the gassosa, poured slowly down the inside so that it would not cloud. Her mother swore by it for sun and foolishness together. Her mother was right about most things and Lucia had never known her wrong about this one.

      She put the glass on a tray with a damp cloth folded beside it and two oranges. The oranges were not strictly necessary. They seemed to be what the tray wanted.

      He was sitting on the edge of the bed with his shoes still on. When she came in he began to get up again.

      ‘Please,’ she said, and he sat.

      ‘Tamarindo.’ She put the tray on the chair beside him. ‘It will help.’

      He drank all of it without a question. Either he was more unwell than he looked, she thought, or he was used to doing as he was told. She decided it was probably both.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry. This is a great deal of trouble.’

      ‘It is a glass.’

      ‘All the same.’

      

      He slept through the rest of Wednesday and most of Thursday. She took up water at intervals, and the gassosa again, and at seven in the evening a thin broth her mother had made, of which he managed half. Every time she came in he apologised. He did it briefly and without fuss and he never once left it out. Every time she told him it was not necessary, and every time he thanked her for telling him.

      ‘He says sorry for the broth,’ she told her mother in the kitchen. ‘He says sorry for the stairs. We have taken in the politest invalid in Italy.’

      Her mother was scraping a pan. ‘Somebody brought him up,’ she said.

      By Thursday afternoon some colour had come back to him and he had moved out to the little veranda beyond his window, with a book open on his knee. He was not reading it.

      The veranda looked south over the roofs to the valley. Late in the day the light went gold on the brick and the swifts came in low over the roofline, screaming. That was July in Urbino, the swifts and the heat coming up off the stones at evening. Lucia had lived with both for twenty-one years and had stopped hearing the one or smelling the other.

      She came out for the tray and found him watching the swifts, with the book shut now. She looked where he was looking. It was only the wall opposite, with the sun on it. For a few seconds she saw it as if nobody had ever shown it to her. It was an odd thing to happen on a Thursday.

      She did not say anything and neither did he. They stood and looked at the same piece of wall.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I was supposed to be seeing things. I had a list.’

      She picked up the tray. ‘The Palazzo Ducale will still be there tomorrow.’

      He turned his head. ‘Is this your family’s place?’

      ‘My parents’.’

      He nodded slowly and went back to the swifts. She had the impression that he had put what she said away somewhere careful, where he would be able to find it.

      

      On Friday he was well enough to walk.

      Not far. Lucia was clear about that and her mother was clearer. She took him down the Via Mazzini to the piazza in the morning while it was still cool, and showed him the Palazzo Ducale from outside, and then, because he asked, from inside.

      She found herself explaining it in a mixture of Italian and English that she had never tried before. Her English was good. She had been reading the English novelists since she was fifteen, Forster and Lawrence and Woolf. Nobody had told her to. They had been on a shelf in the town library and she had been curious. But a novel was one thing. Telling an Englishman about the studiolo in his own language was another. The walls of inlaid wood, the cupboard doors standing half open, the lute and the books and the squirrel, none of it real, all of it wood. She had known that room since she was a child and had never once had to say what was in it.

      He asked good questions. They were not a tourist’s. He wanted to know why Federico da Montefeltro had wanted windows made of wood, in a room that already had real ones, and she found that she did not know. Or rather she knew three things, and when she tried to put them into English they would not stand in a line. She stood in the studiolo with the morning coming in through the real windows above the false ones and sorted them out loud, one after another, and told him which one she believed.

      He listened. He did not nod to hurry her along, and he did not look at the walls while she talked. He looked at her and waited, and when she had finished he waited a little longer, in case there was more.

      She had met people who listened well. She had not met many.

      

      There were three more days.

      She took him up to the belvedere, where the towers and the roofs stood against hills that went off in every direction, green going to paler green and then to the colour of the sky. She took him to the house where Raphael was born. It was small and not very interesting and she told him so, and he laughed and agreed with her.

      On the Saturday she took him to the place where her father ate his lunch, a room at the back of a bar, with paper on the tables. Her father was at his table by the wall. Edward stood up when he came over, and shook his hand, and called him signore, and her father looked at Lucia over the Englishman’s shoulder with his eyebrows up. The fagioli were better than anything in a guidebook and cost a third as much. Edward ate as if he had not eaten since Wednesday, which was nearly true, and he knew he had been given something he would not have found on his own. Her father watched him clear the plate and pushed the bread across.

      In the evenings after dinner they sat in the courtyard under the fig tree, where it was cooler. They talked about his law degree and her last year of literature. About Pavese, who was to be her thesis and whom he had never read. About whether the law and a novel were doing the same work from opposite ends. That was his question. She wanted to dismiss it and found she could not.

      He was quieter than anybody she knew. When she said something he would sit with it before he answered. At first she took that for slowness. By the second evening she understood it was the opposite. She changed her mind about him several times over those evenings and was not sure, on the last of them, where it had come to rest. That did not often happen to her.

      

      On the last evening she took him to the walls.

      They went up after dinner, through the gate and up the ramp and out on to the broad walk above the town, where the view opened west towards the hills. It was after eight. The worst of the heat had gone and the sky was in its last hour, going through colours she had no English for and not enough Italian.

      They walked without talking. It was not uncomfortable. She had learned in four days that silences with him did not need filling. Most people she knew needed filling.

      They stopped where the wall turned and you could see both ways, the valley on one side and the hills folding away on the other, and the first lights coming on in the farmhouses below. He put his hands flat on the brick, which was still warm.

      She looked at his hands.

      ‘You’ll go back,’ she said.

      ‘Monday. Fabriano, then Rome, then London.’

      ‘Your pupillage.’

      He turned to her. She had kept the word from the courtyard, the proper English name for the year in chambers he was going home to begin, and she had said it right.

      ‘Yes,’ he said.

      The farmhouses were coming on one by one in the dusk. Each was a single light, small and separate in the dark fields.

      She knew by then what the four days had been. Not what they might have been: she was twenty-one and clear-sighted and not in the habit of confusing the two. What they had been was a conversation of a kind she had never had, in which she had been seen thinking. That is not the same as being seen. She did not want it to end.

      She did not say so. If she said it he would have to answer, and every answer open to him was wrong in one way or another. His pupillage was waiting. Her thesis was waiting. Neither of them pretended those were small things.

      What happened next she had not planned, and she did not think he had. The wall was warm under her hand. The light was nearly gone. It was brief and careful, and afterwards they stood with the hills dark round them and did not speak, because nothing was asked of them.

      They walked back down through the gate in the last of the light.

      

      In the morning she took his coffee up at seven. His bag was already by the door and the bed was made, made properly, with the corners turned in. On the tray when she brought it down there was a folded sheet of paper addressed to her mother.

      It was three lines, in Italian, and he had written them with a dictionary. Every word was spelt right. Every word was in its place. He thanked her mother for her kindness to a stranger, and for the tamarindo, and he hoped she would forgive the trouble he had caused. There was nothing else in it at all.

      Her mother read it twice at the kitchen table. Then she put it behind the clock on the dresser, where the important letters went.

      Her mother rang for a taxi to Fabriano. He shook hands with both of them in the courtyard, and with her father, who had come home for it, and then the taxi went down the hill.

      She did not give him her address.

      He did not ask for it.

      

      Five years later she married Marco, who was Venetian and an architect and serious about buildings, and who made her laugh. She had not expected that, and it turned out to matter more than anything she had known to look for. They were married in 1979 in the church at the top of the hill where her parents had been married. The next year they moved to Venice, to an apartment in Cannaregio that was his, four flights up, which she made her own a little at a time and without a plan.

      She thought of the English student now and then, in July mostly. She did not regret him. The four days had been what they were and had ended when they had to, and she had never wished them otherwise.

      The letter stayed behind the clock in Urbino until her mother died.

      What Lucia kept was not him, or not only him. It was the courtyard in the evenings, and a conversation that went wherever it wanted because both of them were paying attention, and something she had not known about herself before that week and never lost afterwards: that she could be seen thinking, and that it was nothing, and certainly not a thing to be careful of.

      She kept that close and saw no reason not to. Years later, in Venice, on certain evenings in July when the sun went gold on the brick across the rio, she would stop at the kitchen window with a cloth in her hand and look at the wall opposite for a while, as if somebody had just shown it to her.
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          HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. JUNE.

        

      

    

    
      The thyme had got into the sage.

      It had happened at the corner of the herb bed nearest the kitchen door, some time in May, and neither plant was the better for it. The climbing rose on the back wall had gone a foot too far along the trellis as well. The gardener came on Thursdays. He kept the beds tidy and the lawn cut and he did not notice that kind of thing, because he had never needed to. Eleanor had always noticed it for him.

      Edward stood at the kitchen window with his coffee and looked at the corner of the bed. He had looked at it on a good many mornings since April. He had done nothing about it, because he was not a gardener and had never pretended to be. To do something about it he would have had to tell a man he hardly knew what his wife had wanted, and he did not know where to begin.

      It was a Thursday. At half past eight the gardener’s van came into the street and he watched the man unload his barrow and his rake and go round by the side gate. He went straight past the corner of the herb bed to the lawn, as he always did, and began on the edges. Edward stood at the window and watched him do the whole of the lawn. He could have gone out. He had his hand on the back door at one point. He took it away again.

      He drank his coffee standing up. That was new. Eleanor had taken hers at the kitchen table, and in forty years he had sat with her. Drinking it standing, she said, was a way of not being in the room. He had never taken a side on the question. Now he stood every morning at the window and had not asked himself why.

      It was the second week of June. The house was a tall Edwardian house on a street off Willow Road, four storeys, with the heath at the end of the road. They had bought it in 1991, the year he took silk, and it had always been too big for two people. Now it was a great deal too big for one. Every few years they had talked about finding somewhere smaller, and they had never done it.

      The top floor had been kept for a possibility. In time, without anyone saying so, it became Eleanor’s study. Her desk was up there, and her books, and on the wall above the desk a photograph of a schoolroom in Varanasi that she had framed in 2003. He had not been up the last flight of stairs since the week after the funeral.

      
      The kitchen table held a week of post in three piles.

      He was a prompt correspondent. The bench had required it and the Bar had required it before the bench. Since April the letters had been the one thing he managed well. 
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