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For Hatty who is right at the beginning . . .




Prologue

At Villa Rosa there was an old dog barking in the garden, running between the straggle of artichokes, chasing a bird as though he was still a puppy. He ran across the terrace where the bougainvillea had taken over, through the dappled lemon grove and across the sun-bleached lawns. When at last the dog stopped barking the only sound was the breeze rushing through the pomegranate trees and the pounding of the sea on the rocks below.

The house was empty and locked against intruders, its high gates tightly closed. Only the little dog and the green-backed lizards knew how to squeeze their way through the hole in the wall that was almost entirely overgrown with weeds.

It seemed like a lost, forgotten place. The flowerbeds had long since surrendered and the wisteria grown wild. But someone had been there. The trees had been stripped of fruit at the end of last summer and the pathways swept clean of autumn leaves.

The weather always hit this house hard. The salty wind and the harsh sun had blistered the varnished shutters and faded the wash of pink on the walls. If the roof hadn’t been weighed down with stones then the tiles might have lifted in the wilder storms and the heavy winter rains soaked through. Inside the house dust lay undisturbed, coffee cups sat upside down on a draining board where someone had left them, a bed was still unmade. Pictures had been taken down from walls and only their shadows remained.  Cobwebs decorated the ceiling.

It might have been months since anyone had lived here. Or it might have been years.




PART I

‘Your time is limited so don’t waste it
 leading someone else’s life,’

 

Steve Jobs, CEO, Apple Inc.




Alice

It was his weight I felt first, unfamiliar and wrong, pressing down along the full length of my body. I opened my eyes but all I could see in the darkness was the shape of his hair, curly and long. I suppose I must have screamed and he’d have told me to shut up but I don’t remember that bit clearly. My memory is of the sharpness of whatever he was pushing into the side of my face, a kitchen knife or scissors perhaps, and the thoughts that ran through my mind . . . not that he was going to kill me but that I would be left with a scar. A cheek ruined by a knife cut. It seems like such a stupid thing to worry about the moment you are raped.

It was a fumbling, messy business that didn’t last long. Afterwards I lay still and listened to him running down four flights of stairs. Only when I was sure he was gone did I get out of bed and go downstairs to Charlie’s room.

‘I’ve been raped.’ I opened my mouth so wide to scream out the words that my jaw hurt.

I’m not sure anyone but Charlie believed me at first, not until they found the stolen money he had dropped as he ran away down the front path. The police even suggested I’d dreamed the whole thing. But that was in the days before they’d had all that special training. I’m sure they wouldn’t do that now.

I heard them on their walkie-talkies describing me as ‘the victim’. I hated that. And I hated being made to stand on a sheet of brown paper while I undressed in front of a doctor  who put my clothes in clear plastic bags and took them away somewhere. I hated being poked and prodded by him and then left to sit for hours with a weak cup of tea in a brightly lit room. I hated seeing the headlines - ‘Student Raped’ - on the front page of the next day’s newspaper and knowing it was about me. And all my friends, everyone who’d ever been in my little room, being fingerprinted so there was no chance of me keeping it quiet, of not being pointed at whenever I was on campus. ‘That’s the girl who was raped look.’

It changed everything. If I went out to a pub I’d always be thinking, ‘He could be here’. The others would be chatting, listening to the band or playing darts, I’d be looking for the man with the long curly hair.

The nights I was at home alone I’d listen for him coming up the stairs. Sleep was impossible. I barely even tried.

Charlie stayed with me a lot more than I expected. I suppose he felt guilty. If he’d still been my boyfriend he’d have been sleeping in that bed beside me when the stranger came into the room.

It had been such a nice house to live in: high ceilings, thick carpets, central heating. No wonder neither of us had wanted to move out when we broke up. A place like that was hard to come by. So we hung on, Charlie in one room, me in another, both convinced the other should go and too stubborn to see how ridiculous we were being.

In the end it was the bed linen that helped me leave. They’d taken it away to do forensic testing but now, I told the police, I needed it back because I was broke and couldn’t afford to buy more. They looked surprised but fetched it anyway. Once it was spread out on my bed I realised my sheet was still covered in stains. They’d circled some in blue chalk and cut out swatches of the fabric here and there. I balled it back up and threw it in the bin.

That’s when I knew it wasn’t right for me to stay there,  hanging on to the torn edges of my life. I had to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.

I packed up the things I cared about into a couple of bags and caught a train south, not letting anyone except Charlie know I was going. As the train rocked me, I made plans for my new start. I began thinking of this as extra time . . . life after 18 November 1985, the date a stranger held a knife to my face. I stared out of the window at England blurring past and decided to treat every day from now on as a bonus. I would use time properly. I was going to squeeze life dry.




Babetta

Babetta looked towards the sea trying to work out what her husband had been staring at for so long. He was sitting in an old cane chair he’d pulled out onto the terrace and, even though it was chilly, he showed no signs of moving. It was as though he was waiting for someone. But no one was expected today. It was rare that anyone came.

This morning there was work to be done. Babetta wanted to plant out a crop of onions - the crisp red ones that tasted so good in summer salads. Usually Nunzio would be out there by now, his back a little hunched but his arms strong as he wielded his bent old spade and made the ground ready. But this morning the cane chair had claimed him and he was busy squinting at the horizon.

He stared, hardly blinking and not bothering to look at her although she was scratching her broom over the terracotta tiles to attract his attention. His dirty brown hat was pulled down hard on his head and he gripped the chair’s arms as though he was worried she might try to tug him out of it.

She stopped sweeping. ‘Buongiorno, Nunzio,’ she said loudly - he was becoming a little deaf.

He turned to look at her at last, his eyes cold and his face expressionless. ‘Buongiorno is dead, Babetta,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Buongiorno is dead.’ And then he turned back towards the horizon and it was as though he hadn’t spoken.

They were the strangest words he’d said in their many  long years of marriage, mused Babetta as she found the spade and began turning the earth for the onion bed. Now and then she glanced up and saw he was still there, staring into space wordlessly, unconcerned that she was doing all the heavy work.

At lunchtime Nunzio came inside and took his usual place at the kitchen table, waiting for her to bring his food. He soaked his bread in the steaming thick soup of beans and pasta until it was soft enough for him to chew and spooned up the food quickly and noisily. With the last mouthful swallowed, he pushed the empty bowl away and left it there for her to clear while he returned to his post in the cane chair.

By nightfall he had come inside but still he hadn’t spoken. Babetta wrapped a woollen shawl around her head and went out to fetch more wood for the fire. It was a windless night, the moon the tiniest sliver. As she picked up her basket of logs, Babetta looked up towards the mountain where the tall white statue of Christ was illuminated as always.

She and Nunzio had lived here for many years, ever since old Umberto Santoro - the previous caretaker - had died, and every night it gave her a feeling of peace knowing Christ was hovering above them in the blackness.

This was a lonely spot. They had no neighbours to talk to and no car to take them up the hill into town. When she was a girl Babetta had lived not far from here and once a week she and her sisters had walked into Triento to sell the baskets her father made. But now the ribbon of road that wound round the coast was so busy with fast cars she wouldn’t have dared to walk it even if she’d thought her legs could carry her that far. So she stayed here with only Nunzio and the distant statue of Christ the Redeemer for company.

There were some visitors, of course. On Tuesdays the vegetable man came in his open-sided flatbed truck and  Babetta would sell him the surplus of whatever crop she had harvested from her garden. On Wednesdays it was the butcher in his refrigerated van and, if they needed more money, Babetta would sell him a chicken or a side of prosciutto that had been hanging to age in their cellar since she’d last killed a pig. Every other Thursday the fishmonger would call to offer her some baby squid or a bag of clams. She never bought much, just enough to mix with a little pasta and serve for dinner that night.

Living like this meant Babetta rarely had to touch the money she and Nunzio were paid for tending the gardens of the empty house next door. Villa Rosa was a lonely place, hidden behind high walls. When they’d first come here the family that owned it had travelled south every summer to swim in the sea and sail their boats, and Babetta remembered how it had come alive. But it had been many years now since anyone had bothered to come and the house looked neglected; paint peeled from its pink walls and, Babetta suspected, its roof was beginning to leak.

Still, the house wasn’t her responsibility. She and Nunzio were paid only to care for the terraced gardens that stepped down to the sea, covered with lemon trees and pomegranates and, threaded between them, the crops of artichokes and fava beans they’d planted in the cinnamon-coloured earth once they’d realised the place had been abandoned.

Babetta was surprised the money kept appearing in their bank account every month. Why would anyone care if the gardens of Villa Rosa became wild and overgrown? For years her fund had been accumulating until now there was a respectable amount. Whenever her daughter Sofia came down from Salerno, Babetta always insisted they went to the bank to make certain it was all still there as it should be.

Her daughter couldn’t understand why she refused to spend it. ‘Buy yourself some new clothes, Mamma, or some  bright curtains to cheer up the house. Treat yourself to something.’

Babetta always shook her head stubbornly. She already had everything she needed. And it was comforting to know the money was there, growing steadily month by month.

Chilled by the wind that was whipping up from the sea, Babetta hauled the wood inside and found Nunzio sitting in his armchair, staring into the flames of the fire. She wondered what was wrong with him now. For as long as they’d been married he’d been buffeted by bad moods. Her sisters had always told her she should never have married a man from Calabria - their blood was heated by too much chilli and there was a skein of blackness twisting through them. ‘You should have chosen a local boy,’ they would say whenever she complained about Nunzio’s temper.

Even as they stood in front of the priest, she’d wondered if she was making the right choice. He was ten years older than her and not the husband she’d imagined taking. But by then it was too late. She’d chosen the direction her life would travel in. She had to follow it.

As the decades passed she and Nunzio had grown used to one another. When he flew into one of his rages, she would lock herself in the cellar until he came to the door crying and promising he’d calmed down. Sometimes his bleakest moods could stretch from weeks to months and Babetta knew all she could do was live in his silence until something inside him changed and he came back to her.

But this new mood of Nunzio’s seemed very different. She had never known him shirk a day’s work before. No matter how forlorn or angry, he would always manage to pick up his spade and go out into the garden. His jobs were the routine ones: trimming back the grape vines in winter or breaking up the ground before she planted out seedlings in spring. He worked hard until the day grew too hot or the light faded.

Never before had she known him to sit in a chair and stare at nothing from morning till night. Nor had she seen that look on his face, blank and still as though he was slowly shutting down.

Babetta began to worry that her husband might be losing his mind.




Alice

Leila was the person I fled towards after I’d been raped. The one I trusted to help me fix up my life again. We’d been in the same halls of residence the first year of university, and I’d been dazzled by her. I remember her giving me red wine and talking about things I’d barely ever thought about: hunger striker Bobby Sands, or the situation in Iran.

There was no way I could help being drawn to Leila’s vivid colours. She was like a dress I knew didn’t suit me much but wanted all the same. In all my dull, plain suburban life I’d never met anyone like her

Leila drank Guinness in pubs and claimed she was a vegetarian, although once I found her half-hidden behind a pillar near the bakery, scarfing down a steak and kidney pie. She wore second-hand clothes; beaded silk dresses with a woollen greatcoat over the top or stiff men’s dinner jackets that still smelt of cigars.

I barely saw her the second year. She moved into a house in town with some people who wore only orange and were obsessed with an Indian guru called Bhagwan. Once I called in to visit her and she served me some smoky-tasting tea and then sat on the sofa repeatedly drawing the same picture on sheet after sheet of paper.

When Leila dropped out of university I’d been disapproving but not surprised. Now I was doing the same, following in her footsteps all the way south to London.

She was living in an apartment her mother owned in a Maida Vale mansion block. It was so clean and white it  looked like an operating theatre. ‘Don’t touch the walls, don’t touch the walls,’ was Leila’s constant refrain. Apparently they’d been painted with some stuff that marked really badly if you fingered it.

‘Why didn’t your mother use a paint that could be wiped clean?’ I asked.

‘You don’t get the same effect,’ said Leila, sounding as if she was repeating something she’d been told. So I took to walking round the apartment with my arms crossed over my chest. After all, I was staying there for free and didn’t want to do anything to upset Leila’s mother on one of her rare trips back to London from her house in the south of France.

Every afternoon I bought the Evening Standard and trawled through the job section while Leila sat and smoked French cigarettes. I went for a few interviews at recruitment agencies and one at a restaurant in Covent Garden but it proved more difficult to find work than I’d imagined. Either I didn’t have enough experience or they were worried that, since I’d managed only half of an English degree, I would quickly grow bored.

My mother might have sent some money but she was furious with me for not graduating and I hadn’t been able to explain why. All alone, my father long gone, she thrived on worry and regret. Usually she wanted to talk for hours, shed feelings and tears, fret away at the things I didn’t want to think about. Somehow I knew telling her what had happened would only make me feel like I was being raped all over again.

‘If I don’t get a job soon I don’t know what I’m going to do,’ I said to Leila one morning as I sat drinking smoky tea and opening rejection letters while she filled up an ashtray with cigarette butts.

‘Why don’t you take my job?’ Leila offered. She’d been waitressing at a little place down the road called the Maida Vale Brasserie.

‘What are you going to do instead?’

Leila pulled a strand of hair into her mouth and started sucking it. She shrugged one shoulder at me. ‘I don’t know,’ she said through the hair. ‘Maybe I’ll live like Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’

She was the only person I knew who would decide to say something so ridiculous.

I laughed. ‘And how would that work?’

‘Well I’ll eat when men buy me dinner and I’ll drink when men buy champagne.’ She lit another cigarette and smiled. She really was gloriously beautiful with raven’s-wing hair, black kohl-ringed eyes and generous lips she liked to stain red. I could see how she might be able to live on the things men bought for her.

‘But won’t they mind at the brasserie?’

She shrugged again. ‘Who cares if they do?’

So that night I turned up for her shift and, although the maître d’, Robbie, didn’t seem too pleased, he gave me Leila’s apron and let me do her work. That first night I was busy trying to keep up with everyone and my shift passed in a blur of cassoulet and goat’s cheese salads. I couldn’t balance plates up my arms like the other waitress and struggled to remember more than two orders. By midnight my feet hurt and my knees felt creaky.

‘You’re young and strong,’ the chef boomed at me when I admitted I was knackered. ‘How do you think I feel eh?’

He poured me a glass of red wine but I noticed he didn’t take one himself. ‘I’m Guyon by the way,’ he said. ‘Bit rude of Robbie not to introduce us.’

‘I’m Alice,’ I told him. ‘I’m a friend of Leila’s and she’s sort of given me her job.’

‘Ah, that explains it then. Robbie’s mad about lovely Leila. He reckons she brings in extra business and he may be right. Not that you’re not lovely too,’ he added hurriedly.

I laughed to show I wasn’t offended. It was hardly news  to me that I wasn’t in Leila’s league. I’ve always been this little brown person: quite small and sort of one-tone. Not awful looking but nothing special either.

‘Will Robbie let me stay on do you think?’

‘Don’t see why not. After all, it’s easier to keep you than to look for someone else. Just try not to drop anything,’ he advised. ‘Oh and come in earlier tomorrow. I do a staff meal at four thirty. I like everyone to taste the specials so you can describe them properly to the customers.’

‘Leila didn’t tell me that.’

‘Yes, well, Leila didn’t seem to do much eating,’ Guyon said drily.

The brasserie was quite a simple place with white wrought iron tables and chairs that could be pulled out onto the pavement on sunny days. The walls were pale and covered with bright paintings by some local artist and there was always one really extravagant floral display in a big vase up on the bar. It was one of those neighbourhood cafés that people would go to on nights they couldn’t be bothered to cook, but Guyon liked to run it as though it was a high-end restaurant.

He was especially fussy about how food was arranged and often made us wait while he wiped the rim of a plate clean of a few spots of creamy sauce or drizzled a dessert with a perfect swirl of raspberry coulis. It caused a lot of fights because speed was Robbie’s thing. ‘Get them in, get them fed, get them out,’ he liked to say. Guyon would shake his head and insist on re-plating a dish that looked perfectly fine, just to annoy him.

‘Bloody washed up old alky,’ Robbie raged whenever he was out of earshot. ‘He’s lucky to have a job after what happened.’

You could tell Guyon had been a drinker. He had cheeks reddened by burst capillaries and his nose was a bit lumpy looking. Robbie whispered to me that one time Guyon drank  so much he lost control at the smart Mayfair restaurant where he used to be head chef. The fridges ended up full of rotten food and the kitchens dirty and infested. Eventually he managed to poison some customers and the place never recovered from the scandal. No one would touch him after that, no matter how good a chef he’d been. For a while he could only find work as the cook in an old people’s home. And now he was here - a recovering alcoholic - serving up steak and pommes frites at the brasserie.

‘Pretentious old bugger,’ Robbie complained as he chalked up the day’s special menu. ‘Poulet aux olives vertes  indeed. Why doesn’t he just call it chicken and olive stew?’

I’d been wondering the same thing so I asked Guyon about it one evening when things were quiet and Robbie wasn’t around.

‘The thing is, Alice,’ he explained, ‘people don’t come to restaurants just to eat. It’s about an experience. Even a place like this, they come because they want to feel special for a few hours before they return to their lives.’ He was wiping clean his skillets and hanging them in order of size along the kitchen wall. I wondered if he found it difficult not drinking when he worked only a few steps away from boxes and boxes of wine but didn’t dare ask him that.

Then one busy Sunday lunchtime Robbie threw a tantrum and walked out and the next week the owners offered me his job. ‘You haven’t got much experience,’ they said. ‘But Guyon tells us you’re smart and you’ve got a nice way with the customers so I think we should give you a go.’

When I went to thank Guyon, he laughed. ‘Bear in mind that they’re paying you about a third of what Robbie got. They can get away with it because you’re so inexperienced. And they’ll be planning on working you hard.’

I didn’t mind the extra work or spending longer hours at the brasserie. In some ways it was a relief because Leila’s plans to live like Holly Golightly weren’t quite working  out. Yes, she had lots of men but they were all musicians, artists or sculptors and none of them seemed to have any money.

When I got home from work I never knew which one she’d have in her bed but I’d hear them because the apartment had wafer-thin walls. One night Leila shrieked so loud I got worried and burst into her room. I found one of the men - the artist, I think - perched on top of the wardrobe naked. It completely freaked me out.

‘Sorry, darling,’ Leila said the next morning after he’d gone. ‘We were both a little drunk.’

‘You seem to have a different man in there every night. Don’t you ever get sick of it?’

‘No.’ She smiled at me. ‘I’m good at sex, Alice. Really, really good at it. Wouldn’t it be a shame not to make the most of that?’

Mostly I didn’t mind the greedy pleasure Leila took in sex. It was a reminder that what had happened to me was something else: violence and hate, not passion. And Leila’s men were non-threatening, so physically caught up with her they barely noticed me. In the morning I’d find them drinking tea in the kitchen, and they were kind to me but disinterested.

Often I got lonely and thought of Charlie. I still missed being physically close to him. He hadn’t written to me in a while and as far as I knew he was still with Sarah White, the girl who’d stolen him from me.

The funny thing was I’d always imagined I’d be able to keep Charlie for ever. He was far from handsome, with pale skin, gingery hair and barely any eyelashes. The first time I found him lying in bed beside me after a drunken first-year party, I couldn’t wait to get rid of him. Even his body wasn’t that good - it was slim but soft from lack of exercise.

What Charlie had going for him was he was clever and  very funny. He made me laugh and moved into my life, scattering his shoes, clothes and records all over my tiny student room. Gradually he imprinted himself on me. I started listening to the northern bands he liked, The Smiths and Big Country. I spent hours flicking through albums with him in record shops and watching movies with foreign subtitles. I moved out of my halls of residence and into his house-share and every night he slept with me in my room.

Perhaps, if I’d any proper friends, they’d have told me to stop being such a sap. But this was a new life and everything about it was half-formed, especially the friendships. Charlie was a second year. He pulled me into his circle of friends and, aside from Leila, they became my whole social life. I couldn’t imagine existing without him.

And then Sarah White appeared on the scene. The first time we bumped into her was at the campus Worship Centre. We used to go there because they gave out plates of baked beans or spaghetti on toast. They only did it to trap you so they could talk about God but Charlie enjoyed a good argument and I liked filling up on free food.

I noticed Sarah seemed to pay him a lot of attention but it didn’t bother me. It never occurred to me she was any sort of threat. Now I realise it must have been flattering for Charlie. Just because he wasn’t good-looking didn’t mean he wasn’t vain. And Sarah appealed to his vanity.

She moved in on him one weekend when I’d gone home to see my mother. The moment I got back I sensed a change in Charlie. He seemed withdrawn and grumpy. Once or twice he reached out to me in bed, pulling me to him then pushing me away just as fiercely. And then there was the night he just didn’t come home. I woke up alone the next morning and knew he must be with her.

Devastated and humiliated, for a while I think I may have lost my mind. I certainly behaved like it. Leila took a childish pleasure in hearing me repeat the mad things I’d  done. How I’d stormed over to Sarah’s house when Charlie was there, and started sobbing and wailing. How I’d kept turning up night after night, creating scenes, making it impossible for them to spend time together.

‘Tell me again how you found them having a pub lunch and threw your beer over her,’ Leila would encourage me.

She said she’d have gone further, rubbed the food in Sarah’s face or stabbed her with a fork. She made me laugh as she described all the things I could have done to get revenge. But really I was ashamed. I’d pestered Charlie and Sarah White. I’d made a fool of myself.

And then, just when I’d thought life really couldn’t get any worse, some stranger with long curly hair had gone for a night out stealing, found me alone in my bed and taken his opportunity. So that was me, dumped and raped within a few short weeks. If it hadn’t been for Leila, writing to me and coaxing me to London, offering me her mother’s spare room, I don’t know how things would have turned out.

 

As the months rolled by my life began to revolve around the brasserie and the people who worked there. I loved the routine of staff meals every afternoon, talking nonsense as we gathered around a table in the cramped kitchen to taste that day’s specials. The extra responsibility of organising rosters and cashing up at the end of the night kept my mind busy and my days full. Only Mondays were difficult because the place was closed. The thought of all that empty time scared me so I took to hanging out with Guyon. On sunny days we’d walk through London for miles and when it was wet we’d go to the movies or a museum. He seemed as desperate as I was to stay occupied and exhausted.

‘You’re no fun,’ Leila complained early one morning as she threw herself onto my bed. ‘Wake up and talk to me. What’s the point of you if you never talk to me?’

‘Please go away,’ I begged. ‘I didn’t get to sleep till past two a.m. I need another hour at least.’

She lay across me and pushed her face into mine, so close I could smell the coffee on her breath. ‘You’re always either at work or with that great ugly poof Guyon,’ she complained. ‘Why won’t you ever come out to play with me?’

I opened my eyes and stared into her face. ‘I will,’ I promised, ‘but not right now.’

She jiggled a bit on top of me. ‘I love you, Alice,’ she said.

‘I know, I know.’

‘I’m bored, Alice.’ She jiggled some more. ‘And you’re getting boring.’

There was no hoping she’d go away. ‘All right, what do you want me to do?’

‘Get dressed quickly.’ She sprang off the bed. ‘I want to show you the most beautiful view in London.’

Leila put on a yellow silk dress and a pair of Doc Martens, stuffed some French cigarettes into a little beaded bag and made me walk all the way to St James’s Park. We stood on a bridge in the middle of the lake. ‘There, not like London at all, is it? More like a fairytale,’ she said triumphantly.

Once she was satisfied I’d fully appreciated the best view the city had to offer, we walked up to Chinatown and ate some dim sum in a restaurant on Wardour Street. Then we went to a pub round the back of a theatre in Soho where we spent the afternoon drinking. We must have been starting to look a bit messy because an older man, who’d been buying us wine, insisted on taking us to the restaurant next door. Actually, he claimed he owned the place. Perhaps he was telling the truth because, even though we were very drunk and much too loud, they brought us champagne and let us order pizza.

Living in Leila’s slipstream turned out to be dangerous  and decadent. As we caught the last tube home, flushed and reeking of wine, Leila laughing about what that rich man had thought he was going to get from her, I realised I’d managed to forget myself for nearly a whole day.

I spent a year like that, living in the flat in Maida Vale and being careful not to touch the walls. Some days I’d work too hard, others I’d drink too much. And then one afternoon I was helping set up tables in the brasserie when I happened to glance through the window and I saw him: a gingery man smoking a roll-up cigarette as he strolled across the road. It was Charlie, of course, heading towards me, heading back into my life.
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