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To my grandmother Agata




Prologue

Awakening, 1980

Until the last of her days, Marisa Ansaldo would always retain a vivid memory of that awakening in early August.

As if it had all happened only yesterday, in her recollection she would see herself again as she plunged her face into the cold water cupped in her hands, shivering with relief. That morning, the air was still. Past the open window, beyond the beach, the sea was silent. While the sunlight progressed across the majolica tiles of the bathroom, she had brushed her hair slowly, taking in with a touch of vanity the success of her new hair colour, almost identical to the golden brown of her youth. Then, without bitterness, she had let her gaze wander over the signs of her years, which were now nearing fifty.

She was in the habit of getting up early even during her holidays at the beach house. She savoured those moments all for herself, in silence, then carried out the string of actions, always the same, that ended in the ritual coffee with which she would wake up her husband.

That day, however, as she tied her light dressing gown around her waist, she had caught Stelvio’s reflection in the wardrobe mirror. He was still in their bed, soundly asleep and covered in sweat. Though it had been a while, she had had a naughty thought. Their desire for each other was no longer what it used to be, but they excused the numbness of their senses by their constant tiredness, their daughter’s always being at home, and Marisa’s mother’s ever-watchful eye making them shy. She had turned around slowly and, in the half-light of the room, had felt the urge to softly touch his naked chest, to stroke his bristly beard. Maybe it was because of the holiday which was only just beginning, or because of that silence thick with intimacy, that a tingling craving for his wiry kisses had pushed to her lips, and a pleasant heat had spread between her thighs.

Passion, as impatient as it once was, had made its appearance.

But at that moment, through the door left ajar, Marisa had heard her mother Letizia dragging her feet along the corridor. So she had smiled to herself, resigned to the missed opportunity, and left the room, casting a glance full of affection towards her husband.

That was the last time Marisa Ansaldo ever felt sensual desire.

The last awakening of the life from before.




1

The Life from Before

But when did it start, the life from before?

When she decided to marry Stelvio Ansaldo, Marisa would have replied without hesitation.

It started at the exact moment she had turned around to look at him, as they were strolling silently in Via del Moro.

‘I want to marry you! Stelvio, let’s get married,’ Marisa said out of the blue, as if challenging him to do something crazy.

He had stared at her, puzzled and amazed. Many questions hovered on his hushed lips, all the ifs, the buts, the whys. But then, the love he felt for this woman, for the dimples that pinned her smile to her cheeks and for her bright and open gaze that could not lie, gave him all the answers he needed. He nodded without saying a word.

The life from before started when he linked his arm through hers, holding her hand in his.

It was a Sunday in November 1956.

Before her marriage to Stelvio, there had been only her family life. The years of her childhood and early youth were gathered together in her memory in rather higgledy-piggledy fashion, like in a black-and-white scrapbook. Gradually, the scenes had started to become less vivid, as time blurred the edges and slowly eroded the details. Those were the years Marisa had spent with her sister, Emma, with their parents. A long string of days that, whether peaceful or noisy, had always felt cosy, like her father holding her tight against his round stomach, which was as big as a watermelon and perennially enveloped in his grocer’s apron.

Marisa could not recall the first time she had laid eyes on Stelvio. He had appeared in her life like an extra in the movies: there, in the background of a film, watched without paying too much attention. Perhaps it had been in early 1954, when Ruggero, the delivery man for the Camastra bakery, had handed in his notice to seek his fortune in Turin. At the time, Marisa had been wrapped up in her thoughts and her work at the family grocery shop, and for a long spell she had not noticed the taciturn young man who came by early in the morning to deliver the bread in Ruggero’s place. Every day before opening, she tidied the items on the shelves, affixed the signs with the various prices and noted down what needed restocking. In the meantime, her father, his apron always immaculate, arranged the perishable items in his new refrigerated counter, of which he was as proud as if it were his own son. When Stelvio arrived, he knocked twice, discreetly, on the window pane of the door, waited for her father to open it and handed him the basket with the ciriola and frusta rolls, then the one with the loaves. Her father always hurried to empty the baskets so that he could hand them back quickly. In the meantime, Stelvio went up to Marisa at the till, to have his delivery note signed. Marisa and Stelvio had only ever exchanged friendly good mornings and thank yous, and this happened every morning except on Sundays.

At the time, Marisa’s head was elsewhere: she was thinking about Francesco Malpighi, her fiancé who had gone to Switzerland two years earlier to work as a waiter at Hotel Bellavista on Lake Geneva. It was a sacrifice, of course. It meant being apart and having to make do with letters; but Marisa’s patient waiting was fuelled by Francesco’s promises. As a consolation, he regularly reminded her that he was there for their future, to save the money they needed to open an elegant café, right there in the square, much smarter than the ones in fashionable Via Veneto. When he managed to come back to Rome for a few days, after they had made love Francesco would describe to Marisa in great detail their future Gran Caffè Malpighi: its Art Nouveau tables and chairs, its pink marble, its stuccoed ceiling, its wrought-iron windows lit from the inside and its musical events in the evening. Francesco had decided that Marisa would not work at the till nor wait tables; they would have employees for that. Instead, she would simply show up from time to time, in her furs, as befitted the proprietress. When she first heard about this plan, Marisa had laughed and objected that she didn’t care if she had to work the till, for she was used to it: she had been working in the family shop since she’d left school and it was not a burden for her. Also, it would be one less salary to pay – a useful saving, especially early on. But Francesco would not hear of it: he wanted to make it up to her for all that waiting and also make amends with her parents, who, after all that time, were quite eager to see her settle down.

Marisa was young, in love and careless. After six months spent apart, Francesco had eventually come to Rome in November 1955, for the funeral of his maternal aunt. Grieving was not their main concern at the time: they were immersed in their passion, which had been fuelled by the long time spent apart.

Then, immediately after Christmas, Marisa received confirmation that she was expecting.

That morning in late December, she had tearfully begged her family doctor to keep the news from her parents. Then she ran back to the shop and explained away her tardiness to her father. Finding yet another excuse, she went downstairs to the small storeroom and started pacing up and down. Shame, fear, and Francesco so far away . . . Overwhelmed and confused, she indulged in a little cry, then delicately splashed her eyes with cold water and told herself that, after all, it was not the end of the world: a wedding could be organised in a matter of weeks. After that, she would go to Switzerland with Francesco and live there for as long as necessary. She had already suggested this course of action several times in the past, but he had always preferred to leave things as they were. At the hotel, he got room and board for free – a double room that he shared with a colleague – and that was a tidy saving. This way, apart from the money he sent to his family, he could add almost his entire salary to his savings at the end of the month. However, a baby changed everything: they had to find a solution, and fast, on any pretext, and never mind if people gossiped.

The following Sunday, Marisa pretended to go to see a friend who had been admitted to the Santo Spirito hospital so that she could call Francesco from the phone box of a city-centre hotel. The operator kept her waiting for ages. Then the man from Hotel Bellavista, who luckily spoke Italian, made her wait even longer as he redirected the call to the restaurant. Marisa prayed to herself that they would hurry up: she didn’t have many tokens left, especially with the emergency surcharge. Eventually Francesco’s voice rang in her ear, on the other end of the line, so beautiful, yet tinged with a worry that pleased her and somewhat relieved the anguish that had been nesting in her stomach for the last two days.

‘Mimì! What happened?’ Francesco had always called her by that nickname: Mimì. He had obviously taken the trouble to immediately run to the phone.

Marisa got straight to the point, since she was running out of tokens, and said, ‘Francesco, something happened. You need to come to Rome; we need to talk.’

‘To Rome? Now? But what happened?’

‘I can’t tell you. But we need to talk.’ Marisa lowered her voice enough for an eloquent affection to soften her tone, as she smiled and added, ‘You need to come soon, but don’t worry. I am well . . . we are well.’

At the other end, under the crackling of the line, Marisa heard a long silence interrupted only by a faraway clinking of crockery.

‘Did you tell anyone?’ Francesco said so quietly that she barely heard him.

Marisa shook her head slowly, caught off guard by the unexpected question. ‘No, of course not.’

‘I’ll come down after New Year, but don’t tell anyone. I’ll see you on Thursday evening at six, at my aunt’s. I’ll wait for you there.’

And before Marisa could even finish whispering, ‘Very well,’ he had already hung up without saying goodbye.

Marisa walked back home, all wrapped up in her wool coat. It had turned colder. A light but persistent wind was flapping the scarf she had tied around her hair and neck. Trams were darting by at regular intervals, but she ignored them, despite the pain in her feet. She was grateful that it was dark already: it meant that she could let her disappointment and dejection spill from her eyes without having to worry about nosy passers-by. Could it be that Francesco had not understood her meaning? And if indeed he had understood her, as she believed, what kind of reaction was that? His sudden aloofness, the coldness of his response, as if the whole matter were some business that just needed taking care of . . . No gentleness. No emotion. Marisa tried hard to understand. He had always been an ambitious man, with clear, defined plans in mind. He did not want for himself the life of his father, a telephone engineer with five children to feed and little means to do so. Hadn’t this been part of the reason Marisa had always liked him so much? Of course, it could not be denied that having a child out of the blue, so ahead of time, changed everything. However, he had been saving for so long, and she too had something set aside in her post office savings account, not to mention the money he would inherit once his aunt’s apartment was sold, since she had died a spinster. Marisa convinced herself that, once they had a chance to talk it through, they would certainly find a solution that would straighten everything out without having to give up too much. Before she eventually got home, she told herself that, after all, Francesco’s coldness was understandable, and she almost felt guilty for not having been able to find a better way to tell him that he was about to become a father.

The days until the Thursday after New Year’s Day felt never-ending to Marisa. To justify her gloomy mood, she invented a story that she had come down with a light flu: a slight temperature, a burning in her throat, and a headache that would not go away. She readily accepted the therapy of hot milk and honey lavished on her by her mother and the hours of bed rest imposed by her father. Thus she ended up spending a long time in her room, which she once used to share with her older sister Emma, who had got married two years earlier. Emma had never wanted anything to do with the family business: at fourteen she had gone to work in a dressmaker’s shop because she wanted to become a modiste, and, since she was talented, in early 1951 her parents had given her the money to open a small ladieswear boutique in Via Pinerolo. Then Emma had met Emanuele Bassevi, a Jewish textile entrepreneur who, for her sake, had severed all ties with his own family, accepting to be shunned by the uncompromising social circle in which he moved and to bear the pain of having to hear his father curse him from his deathbed. Despite everything Emma and Emanuele had been through, their relationship was now untroubled. They had called their firstborn Donato, like his late paternal grandfather. Choosing that name had felt to Emanuele like a way to make amends for the wrongs he had inflicted on a father who, until his marriage with Emma, had loved him dearly and never made him want for anything. During the years of her engagement with Francesco, Marisa had dreamed of a similar bond, capable of withstanding all troubles and sorrows.

When Thursday afternoon finally came around, Marisa said that she was feeling better and that she was going to Clelia, her hairdresser, to have her hair set, although she had actually already washed and styled it herself. Clelia was also a dear friend, so Marisa asked her to cover for her and got on a tram headed for Porta Maggiore. She was an hour early but tried knocking nonetheless: at first a hesitant rap with her knuckles, then a firmer tap.

Francesco came to the door. He was in his shirtsleeves, the first three buttons of his shirt undone and his cuffs rolled up. He greeted Marisa with no joy on his face. ‘Come on in,’ was all he said, stepping to one side. Paralysed with embarrassment, Marisa did not even have the instinct to stretch her arms for a hug.

They had already been in that apartment several times over the past two years, given that, before passing, Zia Costantina had been spending more time in the sanatorium than at home. They had been going there in secret to be together ever since the day Marisa had decided to yield to him: since they loved each other, she did not want him to go looking elsewhere for what she herself could give him. After the very first afternoon they’d spent in Costantina’s ostentatious bedroom, Marisa had already known, with even more certainty than before, that Francesco Malpighi was the only man for her. Seeing him lie next to her, his eyes full of her, had made her dispense with any modesty, with any common sense. She had been happy there; and yet, on this Thursday evening, Marisa felt that the walls covered in amaranth and the furniture dressed up with knick-knacks oppressed her and made breathing more difficult.

Francesco pointed to the drinks trolley. ‘Do you want a drop of something?’

As Marisa shook her head slowly, he motioned her to sit down. She did so without even realising, sitting on the high-backed sofa with golden trim and limp worn-out cushions that made her sink into it more than she expected. She was still wearing her coat and clutching the handles of her bag with both hands.

All of a sudden, that virile, slender figure that knew how to preserve its elegance even when working hard, that body which Marisa had known with all the senses nature had gifted her, became unfamiliar to her. Francesco was still standing, his posture stiff, his hands in his pockets, his distance deliberate. He was frowning; his face was turned towards her and yet he had not looked at her at all, not even when his eyes actually rested on her. Like a blind man, he was standing in front of her without seeing her. Or rather, without wanting to see her.

Instead of despair, surprisingly, Marisa felt a great calm rise inside. She had been readying herself for tears, for pleas. She had already understood how the whole thing was going to play out: she had known ever since the day of the call, there, in that phone box at the hotel. She had been gathering the strength she needed to face that moment as if it were a battle, but instead her heart had now calmed down, her breathing had relaxed and she was staring right into his face, waiting.

‘I was planning on coming down in February to talk to you, Mimì,’ Francesco said, spreading his elbows out a little, though without taking his hands out of his pockets.

Marisa listened patiently.

‘So much has changed . . . ’ he continued. ‘What can I say?’ Marisa’s silence and her still gaze fixed on him were starting to make him nervous. ‘Time, distance . . . I always loved you, but things change.’ His tone was slightly upset, as if he were answering questions Marisa had never asked. ‘You must understand, Mimì!’

Marisa took a long, deep breath. ‘This is your child too, though.’ She spoke slowly, with no emphasis.

‘I know, I know.’ Francesco nodded vigorously, looking vaguely annoyed. He pulled his hands out of his pockets and waved his palms around, as if to signify his despair, to show it to her. ‘I wanted to tell you in another way, at another time . . . ’

‘Tell me what?’

Without even the shadow of shame in his voice, Francesco confessed, ‘I’m engaged to someone else, in Switzerland.’

Marisa let her astonishment show only through a tiny movement of her eyebrows.

‘The proprietor’s daughter. Do you understand what that means for someone like me?’ Francesco’s words had burst out of his lips. Leaning slightly over Marisa, he put his hands back into his pockets. ‘The proprietor’s daughter, Mimì!’

Marisa barely nodded. ‘The proprietress . . . ’ she said, the corner of her lip bent in a bitter smile.

Silence fell between them, disturbed only by the ticking of the grandfather clock. All of a sudden Marisa felt the need to think about something else, and let her gaze wander towards the round side table. A fine white porcelain statuette towered on it, next to an empty crystal vase; the statuette portrayed a pretty yet melancholy lady swinging, though forever still, on a swing hanging from a blooming branch blanketed with a compact layer of dust. Marisa felt sorry for Zia Costantina, who perhaps, over many years, had had no other company than the banality of these ornaments. Never before, during her previous visits, had she sensed the solitude of old age oozing from these walls.

‘And what about me, now? What should I do?’ Marisa asked without looking at Francesco, her eyes fixed on the pretty lady. She saw that his hand was now coming out of his pocket, with hesitation.

‘Here’s the address of a trusted woman, in Garbatella. Go there next Thursday afternoon, at around two, and she’ll tell you what to do.’

Marisa raised her eyes to the object he was handing to her with no embarrassment, almost brusquely. It was a cinema ticket, crumpled and folded in two, on which someone had jotted down an address in an unsteady hand Marisa had never seen before. She stared again at Francesco’s face, as if to make sure that it was actually him, the man she had planned to spend the rest of her life with, the man she had laughed with in their intimacy, mouth against mouth, passion shaking them from the inside. She didn’t move. Francesco reached forward to grab her wrist and forced the ticket into her palm. It was the first time he had touched her since she’d arrived. The roughness of this act made Marisa pull her arm back with a start as she stood up, the piece of paper falling to the floor.

‘Mimì, you must understand,’ Francesco said again, pleading petulantly as he bent down to pick it up.

‘What must I understand?’ Marisa whispered.

‘You’re ruining me!’

Marisa moved further away. ‘Go back to Switzerland. I don’t want a single thing from you.’

Francesco grabbed her by her arm, towering over her, his face darkened by a resentment that left Marisa more speechless than his words. ‘Marisa, if this baby is born, everyone will know it’s mine!’

Marisa freed herself from his grip with a resolute motion of her hand. ‘Why, though? You might very well be a cuckold,’ she provoked him, withstanding his gaze.

‘Don’t be silly!’

‘Just like I slept with you, I could’ve also slept with anyone else, couldn’t I?’

Anger streamed out of Francesco’s body with a blast of air from his nostrils. ‘Why are you not thinking?’ he shouted. ‘God! What do we stand to gain by this baby being born?’

Marisa wanted to slap him, but her strength failed her. She picked up the bag that she had set down on the sofa and headed for the door. Francesco held her back once more, pulled her towards himself and bent down to grab something from the pocket of his coat, which was draped over the armchair. Marisa tried to free herself from his grip but failed. This time, Francesco pushed into her hand a small cylinder that had been wrapped tightly in newsprint and sticky tape.

‘They’re Swiss francs, I didn’t have the time to change them. There’s a big bank in Largo Santa Susanna: they’ll exchange them for you in no time.’ Francesco waited a moment, then put the cinema ticket with the address into Marisa’s pocket and added, almost reassuringly, ‘It’s a tidy sum. I’ve already paid the lady in Garbatella – this is for you.’

Marisa stared at the roll of notes. He had prepared it with care, maybe to be discreet or so that it would not encumber him. Or maybe he had thought that, as a grocery shop cashier, she would prefer it that way. All of a sudden, she felt as if she were holding in her hand the boundless baseness of the man she had given everything to.

‘You’re a smart woman,’ he whispered to her with renewed gentleness, slowly easing his grip on her arm, as if wanting to give her some time to recover her good judgement before letting her go.

Staring at Francesco, Marisa read in the dark rings under his eyes the stress he had been through over the past few days: his anguish, his sleep troubled by a cowardly fear, his nagging conscience. He had found no other defence from it all than to hone his spitefulness.

‘If I’d been a smart woman, I wouldn’t be here today,’ Marisa said evenly. She slowly pulled the cinema ticket out of her pocket and laid it in his hand, almost delicately, together with the small cylinder of notes. She lingered with her fingers wrapped around his so that he too would have enough time to feel all the weight of his insignificance, there in his palm. She wanted to tell him to never show his face again, but she knew that there was no need.

Marisa turned her back on him and felt his eyes follow her as she opened the door to the apartment and walked out.

She left him there, in Zia Costantina’s dusty home.

Marisa caught the tram back home. She was feeling weighed down by a tiredness the like of which she had never experienced before. She was sitting in a window seat, her eyes obstinately fixed on the road, since she could not bear even the thought of meeting someone else’s gaze. Rather than desperation, it was shame that was making her feel annihilated. Not for what she had done: that child was the fruit of a love that had been genuine on her part. And not even for what would happen when the circumstances eventually forced her to confess to her parents what was going on. What she felt was shame for herself, for having let her naivety, her blind trust in a man she had understood nothing about, cast her into that operetta. There she was, Marisa Balestrieri, just like a heroine in a Raffaello Matarazzo melodrama, the kind of film she and her mother always enjoyed watching at the cinema. She thought back to all the times she had judged those silly, gullible girls with the scorn of a modern woman who did not get how one might not recognise such an obvious deception. ‘How stupid,’ she had commented time and time again, between scenes. ‘How stupid,’ she was now repeating to herself as the tram rattled homeward.

Though she was trying to recover some clarity of mind, Marisa could not even glimpse a solution that did not come paired with sorrow. Francesco had suggested his own solution, but what was right for him would be unacceptable to her. Morals had nothing to do with it: she did not want to get rid of this child, because she loved it already. She had started loving it as soon as she had first suspected its existence and her love had not wavered for a single moment, not even now that the feelings that had connected her to its father were crumbling apart. She felt like a city shelled during wartime: on the surface there was only destruction, but a cherished life was sheltering in her womb like a treasure. All that uncertainty was wearing her down, though. What could she expect from her parents? How could she face the disappointment in her father’s eyes, her father who endlessly praised her to his customers, full of pride? Marisa felt capable of withstanding her mother’s screeches, her tears and her accusations. But Ettore Balestrieri’s sorrow, no: the mere idea made the ground give way under her feet.

Perhaps to postpone having to meet her parents’ gaze, even if just for a short while, she got off the tram two stops before hers and, walking briskly, went to find some comfort in the embrace of her dearest friend, Maria Elena Frau. While her friend’s husband listened to the news on the wireless in the dining room, Marisa whispered everything to Maria Elena as they sat in her kitchen and they both wept over the misfortune that had befallen Marisa. Maria Elena supportively poured a stream of curses at Malpighi, whom, to be quite frank, she had never really liked, and promised to always remain by Marisa’s side. She did not judge her, Maria Elena repeated over and over, and Marisa could count on her for anything.

To avoid being too late for dinner, Marisa stayed at Maria Elena’s only for half an hour, then she walked the rest of the way home. When Marisa got in, her mother was so incensed over her tardiness that she did not even notice that her daughter’s hair was not set. Letizia scolded Marisa harshly, while she mumbled one excuse or another: having them wait around for her without even letting them know that she was running late was simply disrespectful. Then she left her to have her dinner on her own, since they had already eaten. As Marisa forced herself to swallow a few spoonfuls of cold, overcooked pasta in a clear broth, her father poked his head through the door, unbeknownst to Letizia.

‘Is something the matter with you?’ Ettore asked softly, with solicitude.

‘Of course not . . . ’ Marisa said with a smile. ‘I popped into Maria Elena’s for a chat and lost track of time.’

Ettore nodded, then disappeared again.

Meanwhile, on the Fraus’ telephone, Maria Elena was recounting to her sister Ivana, who lived right opposite the Balestrieris, the tragedy that had struck poor Marisa – in strictest confidence, of course, and merely to soothe her own uneasiness. On whether Marisa had been asking for it or not, they were both in agreement: as a matter of fact, before meeting Marisa, Francesco Malpighi had had a reputation as a womaniser and one struggled to believe that a smart girl like her had failed to take this information into account. After all, being pretty and coming from a respectable family did not necessarily translate into preferential treatment. Before hanging up, they both sighed in unison to signify how certain consequences were inevitable, when a woman became too uninhibited. Less than twenty-four hours later, Marisa, the grocer’s daughter, had officially become a notorious woman.

The following day, the Balestrieris gathered at Emma’s for the traditional Epiphany meal. Marisa decided to say nothing for the moment so that her parents might at least enjoy what was left of the holidays. God only knew when they would be able to gather in peace around a table again, after the trouble she had got herself into. Marisa also decided not to worry too much and instead poured all her affection onto her nephew. It was already becoming natural to her to behave as if she had a new-found intimacy with babies, as if an ancestral wisdom was rising from within her as she sat him comfortably in his high chair so that he could not hurt himself. Marisa was already talking more gently to him as she stroked his velvety skin, smiling as if she was feeling an imminent joy and even wondering if she too would have a boy. Marisa was determined not to devote even a fleeting thought to Francesco Malpighi: she was certain that she could easily excise him from her head and yet, from time to time, a pain that was almost physical and pulsated in her chest threatened to thaw into inconsolable tears that she could hardly hold back.

Because of the effort of displaying a cheerfulness she was not feeling, the next day Marisa woke up tired and depressed after only a few hours of light sleep that had been unsettled by nightmares. She went down to the shop earlier than usual and got to work, looking for a distraction. Having finished arranging the items on the shelves quite ahead of opening time, she sat at the till to flick through a magazine while her father, whistling happily, put away the bread.

‘Are you well, Signorina Balestrieri?’

Marisa was startled: those words that were not the usual ‘good morning’ and ‘thank you’ sounded as if they had been uttered by a stranger. She raised her eyes to see Stelvio Ansaldo, who had put down his delivery note next to the till and was looking at her with a certain concern in his dark eyes.

Marisa’s instinct was to cut the matter short with a dry, ‘Of course,’ perhaps even sounding a bit surprised. And yet, for some reason, she ended up saying something else. ‘Yes, I’m well, just tired. I had the flu.’

‘So I heard, from Signor Balestrieri,’ Stelvio said, nodding twice, to signify that he had been enquiring about her health.

Marisa signed his delivery note and returned it to him with a faint but polite smile.

Stelvio put the delivery note away carefully, a bit more slowly than usual, then took his leave with a ‘Thank you’ and a ‘See you tomorrow’ that Marisa reciprocated half-heartedly as she went back to her magazine.

At around one, just before closing time, Marisa went upstairs to bring in the bread and help her mother set the table as usual. This time, however, rather than finding her mother busy in the kitchen, Marisa saw that Letizia was sitting at the head of the dining table, her arms resting on its surface and her hands clasped, as if absorbed in prayer. No smell was coming from the kitchen, no impatient gurgling of pans. Letizia was still wearing the suit and high-heeled shoes she had put on to go grocery shopping.

Marisa stopped on the threshold, holding the quarter loaf wrapped in paper tight against her chest.

Her mother slowly looked away from the floral Capodimonte porcelain centrepiece that lay on the table and fixed her gaze on Marisa, with no expression on her face.

Marisa held her breath.

Letizia moved her lips almost imperceptibly. ‘What have you done?’ It was hard to glean the emotion conveyed by her mother’s forcedly low tone. More than astonishment, what was seeping through was wrath caged in frost.

‘I was going to tell you tonight . . . ’ Marisa said evenly, withstanding Letizia’s gaze.

‘Who did you tell?’

‘Only Maria Elena,’ Marisa rushed to say.

‘And don’t you know that she and her sister are terrible gossips?’ Letizia barely raised her tone, as she shook her head in disbelief. ‘Are you that stupid?’

Marisa could only lower her eyes. There was no need to answer.

‘I had to hear it from that woman, the wine-seller . . . ’ Letizia rested her forehead on her palm, her elbow on the table. ‘Every man and his dog have heard about it.’

Marisa walked into the room, set the quarter loaf down on the table, and rested her hands on the back of the chair. Only a few days earlier, her friend’s betrayal would have broken her heart, but now the disappointment had drained her of all energy, including the strength she needed to feel anger.

‘You’ve always been brazen . . . ’ Letizia muttered in a whisper, almost as if talking to herself. ‘Impudent . . . ’ She paused, then added in a stifled voice, ‘But not this! Not this!’

‘I was in love with Francesco!’ That bitter excuse was all Marisa could come up with.

‘What will happen now?’ her mother pressed on, as if Marisa had not even opened her mouth. ‘What will you do now?’

Since she was brazen, Marisa Balestrieri could find no answer but a smile that bore a faint trace of astonishment. The question sounded like a provocation to her: certainly her mother must have known full well that those exact words had been throbbing in her head over the last two days. ‘I don’t know,’ she said with a shrug, shaking her head a little.

‘Ah, you don’t know . . . ’ Letizia parroted her. ‘And didn’t you think about the fact that you come from a respectable family, when you were doing your business with Malpighi?’

Marisa unbuttoned her coat slowly and took it off. ‘No,’ she said as she went to place it on the coat hanger in the hallway. She did not add another word. She simply headed to her room and shut the door behind her.

At first, Marisa sat for a while on the edge of her bed. She had not been expecting any sympathy from her mother. Letizia was like that: rigid and intransigent with herself and others, especially when it came to matters of decency. Marisa had always been puzzled by the fact that Letizia’s marriage to Ettore had been born out of a mutual love that had not been affected by time. Ettore Balestrieri was a good-natured man, jovial and outgoing. Letizia, on the other hand, was reserved, closed-off and concerned with appearances. Had Emma been born only a few months earlier, Marisa would have bet that her parents had had a shotgun wedding. But no, they had met through a mutual friend, they had liked each other and they had fallen in love. They balanced each other out: Ettore smoothed over his wife’s fastidiousness with his measured lightness, and she reciprocated by granting indulgence to him for manners that she found unacceptable in anyone else. Not infrequently, Marisa would hear them laugh from the other side of her bedroom wall, when they were alone in their room. Then, immediately afterwards, her mother’s barely audible voice would feign vexation and order him to be quiet, while her father’s laughter became even deeper.

Marisa knew that her mother would never forgive her. Emma, perhaps, might eventually understand and maybe even help her, but there were certainly hard times ahead.

She stood up and instinctively started collecting a few of her things. It did not seem so unlikely to her that, now the whole neighbourhood knew, Letizia might ask her to go somewhere else. After all, Letizia herself could go back to looking after the till in the shop.

Marisa was intent on selecting the items she might need from her underwear drawer when her father opened the door without knocking.

‘Come to the other room,’ he said. His tone was flat, impossible to read. However, it was certainly missing his usual tenderness when he addressed Marisa. Then he disappeared without waiting for her.

Marisa followed him unhurriedly.

Her parents were at the dining table: her mother was still sitting at its head, which was unusual, while her father was sitting to her right, a glass of water half-full in front of him that his wife had perhaps fetched out of concern that the news might prove to be too big a shock for him. Letizia was always complaining that Ettore needed to lose some weight or he risked a heart attack. Nonetheless, she did not really want to change anything at all about her husband, and always felt like the luckiest woman in the world.

‘Sit down,’ Ettore ordered with a slight motion of his forefinger without lifting his hand from the table.

Marisa sat in front of him. Her mother was still staring at the centrepiece, sending Marisa a clear message: had it been up to her, Marisa would not be sitting at her table.

Ettore drank a sip of his water. Obviously, not out of actual thirst: he was only playing for time. He put the glass down and clasped his hands, assuming the same pose as Letizia, then rapped the tips of his thumbs one against the other.

‘You need to tell me if you still want to marry Malpighi.’

Marisa was caught off guard. She hesitated and instinctively glanced at her mother, as if looking for help, for a hint. Letizia was sitting as rigid as a statue. ‘But, Papà, Francesco broke up with me,’ Marisa said in a whisper.

‘That is not what I asked. What I asked is whether you want to marry him.’

‘He has someone else, in Switzerland.’

Ettore took another sip of his water. ‘Marisa, if you tell me now that you want to marry him, I’ll take your grandad’s hunting rifle from the other room, get on a train for Switzerland tonight and deliver him to you tomorrow. Dead or alive, as the case might be . . . ’ Ettore cast an expressive glance towards Marisa in which she saw, once again, the tenderness of a father who at that moment could not allow himself to be weak and yet also wanted her to know that he loved her. Despite everything. Ettore did not care about shame; perhaps he did not even know it at all. Perhaps all he cared about was his daughter.

‘No, Papà.’ This time Marisa spoke with no hesitation. ‘I don’t want to see Francesco ever again.’

Letizia scoffed nervously, staring at her husband in disbelief.

‘Then we need to find another solution,’ Ettore said.

‘And what kind of solution do you expect to find?’ Letizia burst out.

Ettore took a deep breath to steady his patience, which his wife continuously put to the test. He leaned back on his chair, crossed his arms over his bulging stomach and then spoke evenly but firmly, in a tone that Marisa had never heard before. ‘Marisa, things are changing, but a bastard child will always lead a wretched life.’

Marisa lowered her eyes, hurt by that harshness which put her in front of an undeniable truth.

They all remained quiet for a moment, though the pause felt never-ending.

‘Maybe she could go to Grottaferrata? Surely Emanuele won’t say no,’ Letizia suggested after some time, staring hopefully at her husband.

‘But why? Are you worried about her belly?’ Ettore asked, annoyed.

‘She can give birth there . . . There are nuns, in Rocca di Papa . . . ’

Marisa was startled and stood up abruptly. ‘I’m not giving my child away to the nuns!’ she shouted. The chair wobbled and fell backwards with a thud as Marisa leaned forward towards her father, her palms on the table. ‘This is my child and I’m keeping it!’

Letizia too stood up. In her heels, she was taller than Marisa by half a head. ‘And what kind of life will it have, with people talking behind its back, eh?’

‘I couldn’t care less about people!’

‘You couldn’t care less about anyone!’

‘Sit down or I’ll throw the both of you out of the house!’ Ettore thundered, slamming his hand hard on the table, his eyes fixed on both of them.

Marisa picked up her chair. They both sat back down, hushed.

Ettore drank in one gulp what was left of his water; if it had instead been a nice glass of Sangiovese, his mood would be much less bleak. He had never paid any mind to the fact that they never had a son. All that worrying about carrying on the family name made him laugh: had he been a Savoy, perhaps there would have been some reason to be concerned, but who could possibly care whether there was one Balestrieri more or less on the face of the earth? He was a little sad that there was no one he could leave his business to, of course. Before Marisa met Malpighi, he had hoped for a son-in-law who might fall in love with his shop just as he had. People even came to his shop from far away; they knew that Ettore only had premium delicacies. He had a practised eye, only chose the best for his customers and knew how to make good deals with vendors, which meant that his prices were always reasonable. Even as far as Porta San Giovanni, everyone knew who Ettore was. His first name was enough, no need to say ‘Balestrieri’. And yet, in that moment, he missed not having a son sitting next to him, someone with whom he could talk it through without falling prey to womanly vexation. Someone who would not insist on trying to blow against a gale. Someone who only cared for Marisa and the baby she was carrying, who was still a Balestrieri, after all.

As he fiddled with the empty glass in his hands, a thought pushed to the front of his mind, a thought that would change his daughter’s life for ever and, in a way, his too.

‘Stelvio Ansaldo,’ he said aloud, convinced that he had not spoken at all.

The two women instinctively looked at each other to check whether at least one of them knew what he was talking about. They found only the same look of astonishment on each other’s faces.

Letizia was seized by a sense of anxiety, fearing that the news might have caused a sudden dementia in Ettore. ‘Who is this Ansaldo?’

‘The delivery boy from Camastra,’ Marisa hurried to explain, frowning.

‘And what has he got to do with all this?’ Letizia asked, starting to lose her patience.

Ettore again raised his eyes to his daughter and, still half-lost in his thoughts, said, ‘The owner of the Camastra bakery told me that her nephew, Ruggero, hasn’t had much luck up north. He’s not happy and wants his old job back.’ He paused briefly, then added, ‘She said that she’s sorry to have to let Stelvio go because he’s a good worker, but she can’t say no to her nephew and so she’s asked me to help her find another position for the young man.’

‘So?’ The more Letizia heard, the less she could make any sense of it.

Marisa, however, was starting to get the gist of it.

‘I’ve been thinking about getting some help for a while,’ Ettore continued, ‘maybe part-time, and I was thinking about Stelvio. He’s capable, honest, polite and hardworking.’

‘But I don’t want Stelvio Ansaldo!’ Marisa cried out in horror.

Letizia was startled. ‘Are you really talking about giving your daughter to the errand boy?’ Had Letizia not been afraid that the neighbours might hear her, she would have screamed.

Ettore opened his arms. ‘She gave herself to a scoundrel and now she can’t give herself to the errand boy?’

His wife covered her mouth with her hand. ‘You’re crazy!’

‘You two find another solution, then,’ he replied, opening his arms as if beckoning guests to partake in a banquet. ‘The fact that your daughter is pregnant is now known as far as Via Merulana, you’ve said so yourself. What do you think? That young men will be queuing up to marry her now?’

Marisa finally gave way to exasperated tears, her elbows on the table and her fingers clutching her hair.

‘But who is this . . . Ansaldo?’ All of a sudden, Letizia seemed somewhat less ill-disposed to the idea, as she cautiously made her enquiry. ‘Do you know his family?’

‘What family? When his parents were evacuated after the San Lorenzo bombing, they settled in the shacks by the Felice aqueduct. However, within two years they were both dead. The priests took Stelvio in for a couple of years – he was just a kid – then found him a job and put him out. He rents a room from some acquaintances of the Camastras.’

‘Lord,’ Letizia muttered. But the invocation that had come to her lips was not compassion for Stelvio Ansaldo’s misfortunes.

Ettore stood up, his chair screeching noisily on the marble floor. He looked at his daughter, who was crying, shaken by sobs, her head bent.

‘That boy is sweet on you,’ he told her. ‘You never noticed because he’s a respectful young man. As a father, I pretended not to notice either, since he’s always been polite. After all, it’s not his fault you’re so beautiful,’ Ettore said with an expressive sigh. ‘I don’t see any other solution,’ he said conclusively. ‘And now I’m going to bed to rest. You two have killed my appetite.’

Over the following hours, and through the following night, Marisa did not even take into consideration the solution that her father had suggested. She was struggling even to believe that he had actually uttered those words. Rather, she thought it absurd that he, who was so loyal and honest, could indeed consider stooping to that kind of scheming. And yet, her father’s silence during the afternoon, and over dinner, had been more than eloquent. He really did not see any other solution.

Her mother was not looking at her or talking to her. She had closed the shutters in every room, feeling pursued by gossip even within the walls of her own home. The wireless, which usually brought them together for an hour or so after dinner, stayed silent. Everyone was facing dejection in their own way, and the air was so heavy that even breathing felt hard.

Marisa tossed and turned in her bed, unable to fall asleep. She was pondering how she might make a new life for herself and her child without crushing her family under the weight of her shame. She could go far away and find a job, but the thought of leaving her loved ones behind broke her heart. Moreover, she knew that a fatherless child would be followed by shame wherever she might go. ‘What have I done? What have I done?’ As she repeated this question over and over to herself, her anger and desperation were so overpowering that she could have ripped her pillow to shreds.

All of a sudden, Marisa started yearning for the happy years of her childhood and adolescence, which were now gone for ever. She could almost hear her mother calling out as she leaned out of the window and peered into the street to search for her daughters. Letizia used to call them in to help with dinner before their father got home from the shop. As soon as they heard her call, Emma would immediately interrupt her chit-chat with her friends in the entrance hall, while Marisa would stop her heated games of hopscotch or rope-skipping. Before they had even had the time to say goodbye to their friends, their mother’s voice would echo again, impatient, quickly followed by their feet shuffling up the stairs. Family dinners had almost always stayed the same, even during the war. Nothing ever changed, apart from them. Emma and Marisa had grown up, their parents had grown old, and yet it felt as if no one had really realised it until Emma’s wedding. On the first evening, Emma’s empty chair had stirred up emotions in all of them. Her mother had kept her eyes low and her father had poured himself another glass of wine to help put to bed the melancholy and sorrow he was feeling over the years that were passing by and taking from him all that he held dear. It had been around that time that Marisa had started to dream of creating a family like her own, with happy times punctuated by dinners together, cheerful day trips and a summer holiday at the beach after a long year of hard work. And when Marisa’s endless night eventually surrendered to the first light of dawn, rather than weeping with despair over her broken dream, she ended up weeping out of a childlike sadness.

On Sunday morning, Marisa had just fallen into a restless half-sleep when her mother walked into her room holding a small tray with a milky coffee and biscuits, put it down on the bedside table and sat on the edge of the bed, without even pretending to wish Marisa good morning. She was still wearing her dressing gown but had already combed her hair with great care; untidiness bothered her. She was the daughter of hoteliers who had been bankrupted by the First World War when she was a teenager and she did not like to have anything around her that might remind her of the poverty she had had to endure. To tease her, Ettore often said that she had only married the grocer to make sure she would never go hungry again. However, when it was just the two of them, Letizia always told her husband that she would have married him even if he had had not a single penny to his name. As long as she was with him, she needed nothing else.

‘What’s wrong with this Ansaldo?’ Letizia said brusquely, without looking at Marisa.

Marisa tried to shake sleepiness off as she looked for an answer. She could think of many, but none was right.

‘Is he ugly?’ Letizia pressed her on. ‘A boor?’

As she sat up, Marisa ran her fingers through her dishevelled hair and pulled it back from her pale face, showing dark rings under her eyes. ‘No . . . ’ She shrugged a little. ‘I don’t know . . . I don’t know him from Adam.’

‘Your father says he’s polite,’ Letizia reminded Marisa.

‘Yes,’ Marisa agreed, after a moment of hesitation. ‘He looks like a decent man.’

‘So? What’s wrong with him? Is he short? Fat? Crippled?’

‘Of course not!’ Marisa burst out, exasperated. ‘He’s a normal man, like many others. Nothing special.’

Letizia took a deep breath and finally looked at Marisa; her expression was serious but this time it showed less indifference, almost as if she was trying to restore some form of complicity between mother and daughter. ‘Then you have to make do with him, Marisa.’

Marisa let a groan escape her lips. ‘Ansaldo? Do you think it’s easy? What do you want me to do? Should I just walk up to him and tell him that I got myself into trouble, that I’m expecting someone else’s child and that I need a husband?’

‘You have to find a way.’ Letizia’s tone had grown icy once again. ‘You heard your father: the boy’s sweet on you. After all, you’ve already had your practice with Malpighi, haven’t you?’

Marisa hung her head under the weight of humiliation, which hurt more coming from her own mother. She held back her tears: she knew that tears would irk her mother rather than move her to compassion. Letizia had always been strict, and Marisa had never expected any sympathy from her on that subject. Letizia had raised her daughters to know that she abhorred gossip and would not countenance any taint on the manners and good name of the Balestrieris. She had accepted the rumpus over Emma’s engagement only because Emanuele was an upright man who had made a choice out of love that was in keeping with her principles. And indeed nobody in the neighbourhood had dared to utter a single uncalled-for word about the Balestrieris at the time. The fact that Emanuele was Jewish was of little consequence; Emma would live in comfort, since he had already inherited most of his fortune from his paternal grandfather, who had died in America.

‘Have you never made a mistake?’ Marisa muttered, unable to raise her eyes.

Letizia unwittingly pulled a bitter grimace, adjusted the hem of her dressing gown, which had fallen off her knee, and slowly smoothed the fabric against her thigh with her hand. She trained her eyes on her daughter and said with a deep sigh, ‘I clearly have,’ then she stood up and left the room without uttering another word.

On Monday, as he took the bread delivery from Camastra, Ettore Balestrieri called Stelvio Ansaldo to one side and offered him a full-time job. Having already heard of the predicament the owners of the bakery had found themselves in because of Ruggero’s return, Stelvio accepted with the utmost gratitude, energetically shaking Ettore’s hand, as happy as ever. He promised that he would do his very best and learn fast; he was not scared of hard work. As a sign of appreciation, Ettore clapped Stelvio on the shoulder, clasping the threadbare jacket that he wore above his overalls. ‘Of course, of course . . . ’ he muttered, feeling a touch of contempt for himself. His love for his daughter did not excuse the fact that he was trying to save her honour at this young man’s expense.

From behind the till, Marisa had followed the entire scene, ill at ease. She was pretending to count some coins but kept losing track and had to start over. She noticed with relief that Ansaldo was not short – quite the reverse: he was maybe even half a head taller than her father. Of course, he was a bit awkward, but his features were not unpleasant. He had beautiful, expressive eyes. Maybe his nose was a touch big, yes, but a smaller one would have looked misplaced on a face as wide as his.

All of a sudden, she realised that she had gone from dreaming about Gran Caffè Malpighi to trying to secure a husband, any husband, as if at the horse fair, and her eyes filled with tears. Not out of disappointment: she was merely disgusted by the haughtiness with which she was daring to judge that poor soul.

At that moment, Stelvio turned towards her, as if to include her in his enthusiasm. However, when he noticed that she was close to tears, his smile died on his lips.

‘Are you still feeling unwell, signorina?’ he said, stepping closer to the till, though not too close.

‘I’m just feeling a bit poorly,’ she said, playing it down.

Stelvio stared at her apprehensively. ‘You’re very pale,’ he said, glancing at Ettore to check whether he could see it too.

Ettore nodded vigorously. ‘See? She doesn’t eat enough! The doctor said she needs vitamins to perk up a bit. This flu . . . ’ Ettore started heading to his place behind the counter, then stopped halfway, smiling as if he had suddenly had a great idea, and said, ‘Listen, Stelvio, why don’t you take my poor daughter to have a hot milky coffee, with lots of sugar? There, at the dairy on the corner . . . ’ He pointed in that direction.

Marisa was startled, her eyes huge. Embarrassed, Stelvio opened his arms, turning crimson. ‘Well . . . I wouldn’t want to impose,’ he mumbled.

Ettore retraced his steps decisively and went to get his daughter by the arm from behind the till, escorting her to Stelvio’s side. ‘Get her something to drink and have something for yourself too, and tell Berardo to put it on my tab: you’re my guest!’ Ettore ordered, pushing them out of the door, his hands on their backs. ‘In the meantime, I’ll ring Camastra and let them know that, due to my mistake, the next delivery will be delayed by ten minutes.’

As soon as they were out on the pavement, Stelvio Ansaldo turned around quickly. ‘Her coat, Signor Balestrieri! You don’t want this poor girl to freeze to death!’ In the meantime, he had instinctively, and delicately, put his arm around her shoulders to protect her from the cold January wind.

Ettore stood for a moment on the threshold, as if in a daze, looking at them. Then he rushed to get his daughter’s coat and Stelvio quickly helped her put it on.

As they walked off, headed for Berardo’s dairy, Ettore Balestrieri followed them with his eyes. He was smiling.

Marisa knew very well why Berardo’s wife was staring at her shamelessly as she sat at the table beside Stelvio Ansaldo.

They had ordered two milky coffees and Stelvio had insisted she should also eat a jam-filled brioche. They were not speaking, feeling ill at ease, and their heads were hanging down towards their drinks. Marisa was grateful that the dairy was still empty: she could not have endured any more eyes on her.

‘Are you upset that your father hired me in the shop?’ Stelvio asked, out of the blue.

‘Why should I be?’

‘I don’t know – maybe you were hoping Signor Balestrieri would offer the position to your fiancé.’

When she pictured Francesco wearing an apron behind the counter as he sliced prosciutto, Marisa could only half-suppress a laugh, though she did not know whether it was out of nerves or amusement. She sighed softly. ‘I don’t have a fiancé. Not any more.’

Stelvio raised his eyes and she did the same. ‘Is this why you’ve been unwell?’

Marisa noticed that, in his tone, there was no hint of morbid curiosity, just a sincere solicitude. ‘Yes, that too,’ she admitted.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said in a voice that was suddenly steady and warm.

‘It happens.’

‘But one wishes for it to never happen, isn’t that right?’

‘It is,’ she said with a sad smile, nodding as she sipped her milky coffee, warming her hands on the glass. She nibbled at her brioche, then pointed at the small dish. ‘Would you like some?’

‘You should eat it up, you need to recover your strength,’ Stelvio said, smiling at her.

Marisa noticed that his teeth were straight and white. ‘Why are you called Stelvio?’ she asked, not even knowing why, and realising only too late that her tone certainly did not show any appreciation for that unusual name.

‘My dad was in the war. When they were fighting up in the mountains in 1918, sheltering in a cave on the Stelvio Pass saved him from freezing to death one night. As he was shaking with cold, he promised the Virgin Mary that, should he survive the war, he would call his first son Stelvio.’ He paused for a moment; speaking about his father still made his voice crack. ‘He kept his promise.’

Marisa tilted her head slightly to one side. ‘What a lovely story . . . ’ she whispered with a hint of sincere emotion in her voice.

‘Well, then typhus got him when we were living in the shacks by the aqueduct,’ Stelvio concluded, shrugging a little.

‘I’m sorry.’ Marisa put her hand on his. It happened suddenly and spontaneously. Stelvio smiled at her, appreciating her closeness, though they were all but strangers to each other.

‘Now I really need to go.’ Marisa stood up, wanting to escape the uneasiness that Berardo’s wife’s importunate stares were causing in her. ‘The shop will be opening soon.’

‘Are you feeling a bit better?’

Marisa paused for a second before answering. ‘Yes,’ she said, nodding sincerely.

Stelvio asked her to wait just a moment while he paid the bill. After he walked her back to the door of the shop, they wished each other a nice day without adding anything else. Then Stelvio and Ettore exchanged a quick wave through the window.

The following morning, Marisa and her father found Stelvio in front of the shop, freezing. He said that he lived a long way away and had been worried about being late, since the bus stop was far from his lodging. They let him in and, as solemnly as if he were being knighted, Ettore gave Stelvio some overalls, old but still in good nick, which he used to wear thirty kilos ago, and an apron. Ettore told Stelvio that Marisa would take care of the laundry and that he would need a fresh apron every morning, no ifs or buts. The following day, Stelvio would find a clean apron pressed and ready for him. Stelvio cast an apologetic glance towards Marisa, for adding to her chores, and then settled in nicely.

Ettore had Stelvio follow him around all morning like a shadow. He started from the basics, explaining to him that eyes, nose and touch were the most important tools of the trade. He warned him that it would take time, that in a grocery shop the only way to learn was by doing. Without missing a single word, Stelvio nodded, moved: after his parents’ death, Signor Balestrieri was the first to teach him like a father. Stelvio had learned some notions about carpentry and fruit and vegetables from the priests, and he had worked for a long time loading and unloading crates at the wholesale market, since he was strong, but here, in the Balestrieris’ shop, things were quite different. The tidiness, the neatness, the pleasant smells of fresh food, the items that Signorina Balestrieri arranged in the window and on the shelves with womanly care, her attention to colours, the boxes all facing the same direction, the prices written with beautiful penmanship. And Signorina Balestrieri herself, there on the right, smelling of roses.

When they were about to close for the afternoon, Ettore insisted that Stelvio must come upstairs and have his lunch with them. Stelvio objected, embarrassed, saying that there was no need for that, he could grab a bite anywhere, but Ettore would not take no for an answer. Marisa was sent to tell Letizia that she should add another place setting and, at a quarter past one on the dot, they were all sitting around the table at the Balestrieris’. The women were quiet, their eyes low on their plates, while Ettore was cheerful and talkative. He told Stelvio about the time his first employer – one Peppe Carpi – had hired him at the age of eight to work as an errand boy at the delicatessen in San Giovanni but then almost immediately had put him behind the counter, on a raised platform since he was so little. He had toiled fifteen hours a day, back-breaking work, and almost lost a finger once or twice. Yet by eighteen he’d already had his own shop, with customers forming an orderly queue and patiently waiting outside the door because they did not want to shop anywhere else. Ettore showed him, with pride, the forefinger of his left hand, which was lumpy, deeply scarred and also slightly wonky, proclaiming that he had poured his entire life into his shop. And had it not been for the two wars he would now own ten shops. He had almost died at the front during the first war, with a bullet in the back. And during the second war he had lost most of what he had built over nearly thirty years of sacrifice. Nonetheless, he was still standing, as firm as a rock.

Stelvio looked at him full of admiration, then, with his characteristic touch of shyness, complimented Letizia for the excellent meal. She mumbled a thank you with a slight wave of her hand that made her look annoyed rather than pleased.

Two days later, when Ruggero came to deliver Camastra’s bread, Stelvio Ansaldo already looked as though he had been born and raised in the shop. He took the baskets of bread and emptied them behind the counter, complaining that the delivery was short by at least half a kilo of ciriola rolls. Ruggero had to double-check the weight and amend it on the delivery note. Then, unprompted, Stelvio cleaned a prosciutto bone to perfection while keeping in mind Ettore’s instructions. It was for this reason
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