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Evil is unspectacular and always human.


And shares our bed and eats at our own table.


Herman Melville, WH Auden










The morning after



Delfina rests her bicycle against the palazzo’s crumbling stone wall, the half-open gate the first sign that something is amiss. Later, she will wish she had chosen to stay in bed, in her tiny room in the village far below, but in this moment she is eager for the silky feel of the water as it flows across her body. Though the air will be insufferably hot in the middle of the day, for now it is cool enough to raise goosebumps – pelle d’oca – on her skin, and she shivers involuntarily.


The gate slams shut behind her as she hurries up the stone steps. At the top, she ducks to avoid fairy lights strung between the trees, her feet flying along the gravel path. Unbuttoning her blouse with one hand, she pulls a pair of goggles from the pocket of her skirt with the other without missing a step.


It is the most beautiful swimming pool she has ever seen, the water a pale turquoise, surrounded by cypress trees, fragrant flowering shrubs and winding sand-coloured gravel paths. Every morning for the past two months, she has ploughed through forty laps, breathing to each side, noticing the flutter of her feet, the shape of her hand as it breaks the surface, her mind blissfully free of all other thoughts. She savours the precious half-hour that offers the chance to disappear into herself, to be nothing but breath and movement, muscle sliding and stretching over bone, lungs ready to burst as she slices through the water.


She is getting faster.


Afterwards, as she dries off, the first rays of sun on her skin, she will often find a peach nestled on her towel, a couple of ripe figs, or a small bunch of grapes, still cool from the night air. She never sees Marco leave them – he slips onto the terrace like a shadow, and besides, she’s too busy counting her strokes to watch for him. The gifts make her smile, though she still cannot decide if it is a deliberate courtship or merely a simple kindness.


Designed as a lap pool with a semi-circular bulge, the pool’s straight side is bordered by wide-planked decking furnished with a handful of sun-bleached wooden loungers. The other offers an infinity edge and a jaw-dropping view of the valley below.


Several private, curtained cabanas are tucked away among trees and shrubs, and there is a partially restored outbuilding a short distance away, its rough stone warmed to gold by the first rays of the rising sun. Campari-coloured market umbrellas have been left up from the night before, and wet towels are clumped on the ground like sleeping dogs. An empty wine bottle has rolled under a sun lounger, a small table is crowded with stained glasses, and a cylinder of pills – headache tablets? – lies abandoned next to a tangled puddle of bikinis. A heavy, wrought-iron chair has been knocked on its side, the cushion appearing to have soaked up a puddle of spilled red wine.


Delfina sighs. It’s not the first time she’s found things like this. She will clear everything away after her swim, but it will make her late for breakfast service.


She reaches the pool, comes to a halt and dips a toe in, frowning. A dark shape at the other end is in stark contrast to the turquoise tiles. Has someone thrown a towel in the water? It’s hard to tell in the dawn light.


As she skirts the mess, the shape begins to take a distinctly human form, and she wonders if it is an early riser attempting to rid themselves of a hangover. Plenty of the guests drink too much. Marco keeps the alcohol flowing – as he has explained, the mark-up helps to keep the palazzo afloat.


Disappointment tightens her chest at the thought that she might miss her swim this morning, that someone else has beaten her to it. She nurses the faint hope that the guest might not linger.


A few more steps towards the far end, and the first inkling that something is wrong snakes along her spine.


The person should be moving, even if only a little. Instead, they’re floating face-down, hair fanned like a halo of seaweed.












CHAPTER ONE


Five days earlier


Knapsacks of yellow pollen weighting its hind legs, the bee lands with the precision of a military helicopter on the woman as she lies draped across the sun lounger. Her foot twitches briefly as the bee tickles the smooth skin of her inner thigh, and her toes dance to a jittery rhythm, a nervous tic, but she remains asleep, lulled by the drone of insects and the searing noon heat.


She could be anywhere from her late twenties to mid-thirties, though in fact she is about to turn forty. Her glossy chestnut hair is smoothed back from an unlined forehead (botoxed or not, it’s hard to tell, even up close), and an expensively cut swimsuit accentuates her hourglass curves and legs toned by a near-daily Pilates habit. Her pedicure (Blood Oath, part of a new line of super-charged, vitamin-enriched red nail polishes that she hopes will be popular come Halloween) is echoed by the gloss on her lips.


Though she is shaded by an umbrella, her eyes shielded by her oversized sunglasses and her skin slathered in fifty-plus sun lotion, her face is beginning to flush. The sun is stronger than she’s used to, and she doesn’t generally expose herself like this. If she lies there much longer, she will suffer the consequences. She knows exactly how much damage the sun can do. It’s a professional requirement that her skin always look good, and she generally opts for fake tan rather than risking the real thing.


An unopened paperback – the latest bestseller, picked up on impulse at the airport – sits abandoned on a small table next to her phone and a glass in which the ice has long melted. She last had time to read a novel sometime in the noughties but felt a surge of optimism when making the purchase earlier that morning.


A few feet from her outstretched body, the pool ripples turquoise, glinting an invitation, though she is yet to dip so much as a polished toe in the water. At her back, past a stand of cypress trees, along a winding path lies the palazzo, its entrance opening to a stone fountain in the centre of a turning circle. A track leads from this circle, unspooling until it reaches a pair of locked wrought-iron gates.


The palazzo is perfectly isolated, a fortress nestled into the foothills of the mountains.


Beyond the water, a dirt road offers a switchback of tight bends descending several hundred feet to the valley. There, grapevines heavy with fruit, their leaves wilting in the heat, run perpendicular to the road. It’s a scene that wouldn’t look out of place on the cover of the book she bought but probably won’t finish.


A cloud of dust rises in the distance, hazing the horizon, and it’s followed slow, languorous minutes later by the throaty buzz of an engine that momentarily drowns out the cicadas. The change in atmosphere pierces the woman’s consciousness, and as Vivienne Savidge opens her eyes, for a moment she cannot remember where on earth she is.


‘I think someone’s here,’ says her assistant, Jade, sitting on a lounger in the shade a short distance away.


‘Oh good!’ Vivi takes another look at Jade, who has taken off the shirt she was wearing earlier. ‘Nice suit.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Is it Eres?’ Vivi looks down at her own swimsuit, almost identical to the one her assistant is wearing.


Jade begins to put her shirt back on, threading her arms awkwardly through the sleeves. ‘I didn’t think you’d mind. It’s such lovely fabric. I ordered one for myself when I was finalising your Net-a-Porter delivery. I got a different colour.’ She swallows audibly. ‘Of course.’


‘Hmm. It looks better on you.’ It’s not the first time her assistant has copied her look.


The honk of a horn interrupts Vivi’s thoughts, and as she rises to go and see who it is, her phone buzzes with a notification. Her hand is slippery with sun cream and sweat, and she almost loses her grasp as she flips the phone over to check the screen, angling it away from the glare of the sun so she can see.


The words send a jolt of alarm through her, and her hand jerks as she reads the message again, gripping the phone tightly now.


Soon everyone Will know.


The number has been withheld. As she struggles to process the meaning of the words, her phone buzzes with another message, again anonymous.


Enjoy your holiday :)


‘Everything okay?’ Jade asks, lowering her sunglasses and regarding Vivi with concern.


Vivi’s been subjected to a cesspit of trolling over the years: insults so vicious they feel like a knife to the guts, jibes about her personal life that bear no resemblance to reality, and once, a cruel newspaper caricature that was in no way amusing. She realised long ago that it came with the territory, but that doesn’t mean it ever stops stinging. Haters gonna hate, right? It’s the price of being visible in a connected world. As Will always said when a particular comment or criticism got her down, ‘Darling, opinions are like arseholes – everyone’s got one.’


Visibility as a woman in business, particularly in the notoriously fickle beauty industry, comes with the impossible expectation that you should, above all else, be likeable. You must never put a foot wrong, you must be aspirational but also relatable. A kind of elevated girl-next-door. People either want to be your friend or they hate you – sometimes both at the same time. It’s exhausting.


The threats to her company she takes more seriously; those are referred to the IT and legal teams, who take almost visceral delight in uncovering the grubs cowering behind their keyboards. A cease-and-desist notice on official letterhead from her solicitors usually shuts them up.


Spam filters mostly corral the emails before they get to her these days, and she no longer reads product reviews, leaving that to Vivid’s marketing team. More personal reviews, on the other hand …


But a text message? This is a new invasion, and she feels a prickle of disquiet. Only a small circle of close friends and colleagues have her number. She sighs, thinking more clearly now. Nothing’s entirely private these days, and if you’re determined enough, you can probably uncover almost anything, including a personal phone number.


Thanks to YouTube, her face is well-known enough that someone could have recognised her at the airport. Then it hits her – she’d posted a photo while she was packing of ‘travel beauty essentials’. All Vivid products, of course. It’s the end of July, so no big stretch to deduce that she was going on holiday. Plus, she’d followed it up with an artistic shot of the pool at the palazzo when she arrived. For God’s sake, she’d even tagged it #bellaitalia and #palazzostellina. Like she was exactly the kind of jaunty person who heads off for a break without a care in the world, unafraid to subtly brag about where she was holidaying.


She had been stalked briefly once: someone sending her cryptic messages about places she’d recently been, especially at night. She’d changed her number, and it’s been three years since the last message. Until now, she’d almost managed to wipe it from her memory, though she still doesn’t like to be out on her own after dark.


Her skin prickles despite the heat, and the feeling of impending doom that’s been her almost constant companion for the past few months returns, clouding the glorious day. What do they know? She can think of a couple of things that must never be allowed to come to light. Ever.


Deciding to ignore the messages, for now at least, she marks them as junk, deletes them, and then slips on a sheer cover-up over her swimsuit. The others are due to arrive any minute, and that car horn is more than likely one or several of them.


‘Would you like me to go and see who it is?’ Jade asks, putting down her book, but Vivi’s already on her feet.


‘Absolutely not! After the shitshow of a year we’ve had, this is the only thing I’ve been able to look forward to for months.’ She pushes her feet into a pair of Hermes Oran leather sandals (bought on sale – she might be wealthy by most people’s standards but that doesn’t mean she throws her money around) and walks quickly along the path to the palazzo.










CHAPTER TWO


‘Taking it to extremes, isn’t she? Running away to a convent.’ A tall, fair woman in a crumpled oversized cotton shirt, striped track pants and dirty white sneakers steps out of the car that has pulled up at the front. She surveys the buildings before her, shading her eyes against the glare of the sun as she takes in the razor-sharp mountain peaks beyond. ‘Jesus, it’s hot.’


‘Alice! I’m so glad you made it!’ Vivi peers over the balustrade, her face alight with pleasure, although if someone were to look carefully, they would see wariness etched into the fine lines around her eyes. ‘Former convent,’ she stresses, then straightens and throws her arms wide, as if she is the proprietor of this magnificently crumbling mansion when in fact she has merely rented it for the week. ‘Welcome to the Palazzo Stellina!’


Two teenage girls emerge from the back of the tiny car, unfolding their limbs like baby giraffes. Younger versions of their mother, they’re almost identical, with long, poker-straight fine blonde hair and the round, angelic faces and china blue eyes of an Anglo-Saxon Madonna. They’re both wearing pastel linen dungarees over tiny matching T-shirts, bucket hats and bug-eyed sunglasses, and look as fresh as if they just stepped out of the shower instead of having just endured a punishing long-haul flight.


‘Girls!’ Their mother takes a deep breath. ‘Italy! Can you believe it? I was right: even the air smells good here.’


They all raise their faces, flowers to the sun, and Vivi takes a moment to appreciate how much the twins have grown. She wants to stop time, to freeze them like this, to keep them at an age where nothing catastrophic has happened to them, when they haven’t experienced the loss of someone they love. Although if she were able to stop time, she should probably have done so months ago.


‘Mia? Isla? Darlings?’ she calls. ‘My God! I almost didn’t recognise you.’ She hurries to greet her sister, nearly tripping on the steps in her haste. ‘Such a cliché, I know, but has it really been three years?’ She pictures them with dimpled elbows and cheeks, in toddler pyjamas, smelling of bubble bath, snuggling in for bedtime stories. As newborns, two impossibly tiny, perfectly round, bald heads peeking out of pink blankets. The back of her throat begins to sting and she blinks rapidly: those days are long gone, and she was only there for a handful of them, too busy with her own baby, the business she tended to with as much constancy and ferocity as any mother.


How did they get here so fast, the girls practically grown, their childhood already a memory that she was barely a part of? It feels like five minutes has passed, not fifteen – or is it sixteen? – years.


‘Weeds, aren’t they? They’ve left me a long way behind. They’re even a head taller than Jeff,’ Alice says, releasing a hair elastic to shake out her messy ponytail, her fair skin free of make-up. No matter how much free product Vivi sends her, she never wears any of it, caring little about such things. Alice turns to hug Vivi fiercely, mashing her face against her shoulder. It’s even more of a comfort than Vivi expected, and she returns the hug with equal fervour.


‘Not exactly an achievement.’ Alice’s ex-husband liked to pretend he was five foot nine, but he fooled no one.


‘Fair comment.’ Alice releases her, reaching into her bag and pulling out a pack of nicotine gum. She thrusts it at Vivi, but Vivi shakes her head. She has never had a habit and is surprised her sister doesn’t remember that, but then Alice has always been oblivious to things that don’t directly concern her. ‘You look good.’ She tilts her head to one side. ‘All things considered.’


‘Liar.’ Vivi can’t hide the plum-coloured shadows under her eyes, the wan skin. No amount of serums or expensive creams can conceal the indelible marks of grief.


Isla is looking around with interest, reaching out to touch the rough stone of the palazzo walls, while Mia is stabbing at her phone, frowning.


‘How are my favourite nieces?’


‘Good, thanks, Auntie Vee,’ they chant in unison, smiles briefly lighting up their faces. They have Australian accents now. Five years down under will do that.


The two girls return Vivi’s effusive hugs, Isla more enthusiastically than her twin. Nothing’s changed: Mia always was the less approachable of the pair. Even as a toddler she’d shy away from any display of affection. She was the daring one, running laps around Vivi’s back garden or trying to climb the fence into the next-door neighbour’s place. Always wanting to live dangerously. Isla was the obedient one, the kind one, and although Vivi loves them both dearly and equally, she has an extra layer of admiration for Mia, a risk-taker after her own heart, stubborn in the pursuit of her desires.


‘Sorry about everything,’ Isla whispers, and Vivi squeezes her tighter.


‘Precious girl.’


‘I can’t believe we made it here in one piece. I fear my life has been considerably shortened by that autostrada out of Turin.’ Alice widens her eyes and mimes hands gripping a steering wheel, her clenched knuckles demonstrating her terror. ‘Driving on the wrong side of the road with jetlag. I deserve a medal.’


‘You didn’t kill us, Mum,’ Isla says.


‘Not quite,’ Mia chimes in.


Alice ignores her daughters, puts the packet of gum back in her bag and takes in her surroundings. ‘It’s bloody gorgeous,’ she says, turning in a slow circle, her eyes widening as she sees the sheer face of the mountains, purple in the heat haze, sharp as cut-outs against the sky. ‘We won’t want to leave, will we, girls?’


The twins are inspecting the pockmarked stone walls, the broken shutters (painted a nevertheless charming shade of duck-egg blue) and the unruly gardens. Mia, snapping away with the camera on her phone, mumbles something unintelligible that Vivi chooses to interpret as positive.


‘Bellissima!’ says Isla shyly.


‘She’s been learning Italian on Duolingo ever since she found out we were coming,’ Alice says proudly.


‘Mum! You’re oversharing. Again,’ Mia grumbles.


‘It’s fine, really,’ Isla says.


‘What can I smell?’ Alice ignores Mia, sniffing the air again. ‘Garlic? Rosemary? It’s going to be heaven to be catered to for a week!’


‘Well done, Isla; I hope it comes in useful. This place isn’t too shabby, huh?’ Vivi isn’t about to draw attention to the scuffed furniture or temperamental plumbing. As she looks back towards the palazzo, her gaze falls on a window on the top floor. A movement catches her eye. She squints, and for a moment thinks she sees someone there, a gaunt face peering down at them. She turns back to her sister, ignoring the unnerving feeling of being watched. ‘I can’t claim any responsibility, I’m afraid. Jade found it,’ she admits.


The pictures on Instagram make the nineteenth-century palazzo seem more glamorous than it is, but since when is that a surprise. ‘I’m sorry it’s only Piedmont and not the Cinque Terre, or Sicily, or Puglia. That’s where everyone is going these days, isn’t it?’ They both skirt the fact that not only is Vivi footing the bill for the entire group but she also had her travel agent arrange the flights for Alice and the girls. ‘She’ll get the best deal,’ Vivi had said on the phone when she issued the invitation, batting away Alice’s half-hearted protests.


Six months ago, Jade, her blessedly efficient EA, had been planning an extravagant fortieth birthday celebration with two hundred of Vivi’s friends, colleagues and business acquaintances in the ballroom at Claridge’s. A gilt-embossed invitation on heavy card had been approved and was waiting to be printed. But after Will’s diagnosis, Vivi decided not to go ahead with it, insisting the party be cancelled, even if it meant forfeiting the deposit. ‘But see if they’ll waive the fee,’ she instructed Jade. The alternative, a quick getaway with only the closest of friends and family, was all she could possibly cope with.


When Jade sent her the details of the Palazzo Stellina, a private estate staffed by a former Michelin-starred chef and accommodating up to a dozen guests, it seemed the answer to her prayers. More importantly, it was vacant on the date required. When Jade booked it, Vivi was still optimistic that Will would be well enough to make it.


Honestly, she could kill him for not being here.


It isn’t the first time she’s wished him dead, but if killing your spouse doesn’t occur to you at least once during a marriage, who even are you? Her lips curve at the irony. Black humour and sheer bloody-mindedness are the only things getting her out of bed these days. You didn’t get to where she was without people waiting on the sidelines for you to fall apart, and she was damned if she was going to give them the satisfaction.


‘Don’t worry. Half of the girls’ class is in either Positano or Puglia.’ Alice laughs expansively. ‘At least we won’t run into anyone we know here, right, Mia?’


‘What?’ Her daughter doesn’t look up from her phone, and a faint frown briefly crosses Alice’s face.


‘Although I was hoping we’d be in Lake Como, inviting George Clooney over for an aperitivo. We could have gone for a hotel – the Passalacqua, maybe?’ Alice grins wickedly and wraps an arm about Vivi’s waist.


‘The what?’


‘The Passalacqua. I read about it in the in-flight magazine. It was just named number one in the top fifty hotels in the world. And it’s on the shores of Lake Como.’


She’s teasing, but it rankles – the assumption that Vivi has elbow-deep pockets.


‘This will more than do, sis.’ Alice leans in. ‘I’m still so sorry about Will.’


‘Me too.’ And Vivi’s brave face finally crumples as she allows herself to rest her head on her sister’s shoulder, blinking away sudden, hot tears. It hadn’t been a perfect marriage – does such a thing exist? – and in the weeks before his diagnosis they’d had one of the worst fights of their entire relationship – about the business, naturally – but it had still been a successful partnership, all things considered.


‘I always did have my doubts about his commitment.’


Vivi lets out a strangled yelp of laughter. ‘As it turns out, Will was extremely committed to dying.’ She tamps down a spark of guilt. She won’t tell Alice the truth, not yet. Maybe not ever.


‘Fuck, I need a drink. I’m jetlagged to the eyeballs and drier than a witch’s tit.’ Her sister squints at her watch. ‘I think it’s maybe three in the morning our time?’


‘Four, actually, Mum,’ Isla corrects her and holds out a hand. ‘And that’s twenty euros for the swear jar.’


‘All bets are off this week. I vote we let the bad language loose!’ Alice cries, throwing up her arms with abandon and twirling in a circle while both girls ignore her, accustomed to her antics.


‘Come on, let’s get you on the outside of a negroni.’ Vivi pulls her towards the huge, studded front doors of the palazzo. ‘Thanks for coming all this way.’


‘Sorry I couldn’t stay for long … last time.’ Alice pops a second stick of gum in her mouth.


Vivi brushes off her apology. ‘You were there. I got through it. That’s about the best you can say about these things. And you’re here now.’


‘The timing was good; the girls are on their winter break, though they are supposed to do some studying while they’re here. Isn’t that right, girls?’


Mia rolls her eyes as Alice leans into Vivi again. ‘They run rings around me,’ she whispers. ‘Terrifyingly bright,’ she adds, with none of the self-congratulatory boastfulness that would accompany such words from any other parent. ‘I never know what they might be up to, so I try not to think about it too much.’ Alice had her babies so young, becoming a mother at only twenty-two. Vivi has always admired her sister for it, not that she’s ever told her that.


‘There’s a pool, yeah?’ Mia asks, ignoring her.


‘Sure is.’ Vivi gestures behind them. ‘Just wait till you see it – it’s probably the best thing about the place.’


‘Hey, Auntie Vee?’ Mia shakes her phone. ‘What’s the wi-fi password?’


‘I’ll have to check with Jade. Or Marco will know. I’m surprised he hasn’t come out to greet you.’


‘Marco?’ Alice arches one eyebrow suggestively at Vivi. ‘Hot chef Marco?’


‘Ew, Mum,’ Mia protests.


‘Too soon?’ Alice says when Vivi doesn’t respond. ‘Are the others here yet?’ she asks, trying a different tack.


‘You three are the first. Pete and Nick’s flight gets in tonight.’ Vivi takes a breath. ‘I also invited Caroline. I know, I know.’ She holds her hands up in surrender. ‘It was a moment of weakness. She knew Will as long as I did – in fact, she introduced us, don’t forget.’ She makes puppy eyes at her sister, fluttering her lashes. ‘Don’t be too mad at me. Besides, she’s only a few miles away, so how could I not? If she heard I’d been here and not said anything to her … Can you bear it? She should have arrived by now, but then punctuality was never her strong point.’


Alice’s expression flips from delighted to sulky, just as it used to when she was a girl. She pulls away from Vivi. ‘You’re kidding, right? Caro’s like the albatross of friendship.’ She sighs heavily. ‘Just because you were once close doesn’t mean you have to stay that way for the rest of your life.’


‘Do you think you could be kind, just this once, for me? She hasn’t had it easy, you know.’


‘Do I have a choice? At least Pete’s coming. I haven’t seen him in forever.’ Alice’s face lights up again.


‘You always were fond of him, probably because he indulged you,’ Vivi teases, relieved to have got over the Caroline hurdle.


‘I’d hardly call taking me and the girls out to lunch occasionally when my sister was too busy working an indulgence,’ Alice huffs.


‘Let’s not fight, please?’ Vivi takes her sister’s hand again. ‘Not yet, anyway,’ she mutters under her breath.


‘Well, now I’ve heard about Caroline, I definitely need a drink.’ Alice looks about hopefully. ‘Where’s the bar?’


‘Girls!’ Vivi calls, seeing that Mia and Isla are heading for the pool. ‘I have gifts. You too, Alice,’ she says, taking her sister’s hand and pulling her up the steps to the terrace. ‘Your skin looks like it could do with some hydration. All that recycled plane air.’ She shudders.


‘Are you telling me I look like a wrinkled old hag? I’m still two years younger than you, remember.’ Alice’s voice has an edge; it’ll take her a while to forgive Vivi for springing Caroline on her.


Vivi laughs again, and the doom-laden cloud lightens a fraction. ‘Come on. We’re all going to have a fabulous time. Promise.’ She banishes the text messages to the far reaches of her mind. Nothing is going to spoil this week. Not if she can help it.




 


 


 


thetimes.co.uk


12 April 2023


Annelise Jones, business reporter


Beauty company Vivid Formulations announces death of CEO


Vivid Formulations, the cosmetics company founded by Vivienne Savidge, announced the death of William J Savidge late on Friday. A statement issued this morning said that ‘the company is profoundly saddened by the sudden demise of its much-loved and highly valued CEO’. Calling it a ‘shocking loss’, CFO Robert Hutchings confirmed that he will assume the responsibilities of Mr Savidge’s role until a replacement is appointed, adding, ‘The company has every confidence in its senior management team moving forward, and is in full support of founder and creative director Vivienne Savidge, who is expected to take a short leave of absence.’ Vivid Formulations posted net revenues of £25 million in the year 2021–22 on profits after tax of £5.2 million, a year-on-year increase of 32 per cent, and was one of the pandemic’s surprise success stories.


NOTE: Comments on this news item have been suspended. Readers are reminded to refrain from making defamatory statements.













CHAPTER THREE


The easiest lies are the ones delivered over the phone. The person to whom you are speaking can’t look you in the eye; plus, there’s less chance of there being a record of the deception. Marco Bianchi dials his meat supplier and orders enough to feed seven guests for a week: legs of lamb for slow roasting over charcoal; veal that he will slice paper-thin, pan-fry in butter and serve with lemon and sage; and bistecca (the finest cut, but he’s never been one to compromise). A haunch of prosciutto and logs of salsiccia and soppresata, made in the traditional way, are already strung from beams in the cellars beneath the palazzo, and he’s just finished skinning a brace of wild rabbits.


Milk has been heated to precisely 85 degrees Celsius and the curds are now draining over muslin for ricotta. Figs are softening in the heat and must be eaten before they become jammy and spoil. Artichokes tumble on the counter next to tomatoes ripened on the vine and a bowl of eggs collected earlier that morning. He will use the yolks to make a light, silky pasta for the traditional agnolotti del plin.


It’s a far cry from the sweatshop pressure of Cibo, the Greenwich Village restaurant with its brigade of twenty where he rose to the heights of sous chef, but this is honest food, honest work, even if he is sometimes forced to lie to get what he needs. The palazzo has been almost fully booked since opening only a couple of months ago, and it takes every ounce of his energy and many, many hours of hard work to maintain the standards he insists on. He is exhausted and will need a holiday himself after the summer is over.


He frowns at the basil already beginning to wilt and finishes the call with an assurance that the outstanding bill will be paid on the day of delivery. The falsehood slips across his tongue as smoothly as the bottle of Amarone he downed the night before.


Understated luxury and obsessive attention to detail is the guiding principle in everything he does, but compromises have had to be made. It took him nearly a year to make the former convent habitable (although the rooms are still tiny, at least they are less cell-like now), doing a lot of the work himself. The walls have been replastered, the floors refinished, there’s a mix of locally made and antique furniture – just enough that the place looks welcoming rather than austere – and the mattresses and linen are the finest he could source. As with food, it’s all about the best-quality ingredients, treated with care and respect.


The security gates were an inconvenient expense, but the calibre of guests he seeks to attract have an overwhelming requirement for privacy. The plumbing alone almost bankrupted him, the pool cost double what he was originally quoted, and the roof still needs repairing. Though bookings are steady, sluggish cashflow means he can’t pay his meat supplier at the moment, let alone spring for a new roof.


Whenever the weight of the bank loan threatening to crush him becomes too much, he reminds himself to breathe, that these things take time, that he wants too much, too soon. Good things come to those who are prepared to put in the sweat, those who are willing to reap the rewards of patience.


‘Nonna!’ The old woman is sitting, hunched over, in the shadowy part of the kitchen next to the fireplace, almost invisible. ‘Can I get you something?’


Stella tilts her head, her eyes like two shiny rosary beads, and stares at him without blinking. She’s tiny and seemingly frail, but appearances are deceptive: despite being well into her nineties, she manages the two flights of stairs to the guestrooms without any assistance. She insists on helping where she can, checking tables are correctly set and that the rooms are perfect.


Her pasta is still the best he’s ever tasted.


‘Water?’ he asks, going to the tap and filling a glass. It’s already warm in the kitchen, despite the thick stone walls. The whole of Europe has been blanketed with a deadly heat that shows no sign of abating, and even up here in the mountains, the middle of the day is hotter than he remembers it ever being. She nods once and he places it beside her. After a moment, she extends a shaky hand towards it, and he watches anxiously, knowing he’ll earn a slap if he tries to help.


‘The rest of the new guests are arriving today.’ Stella rarely replies to his comments, but he talks to her regardless, missing the banter of his former brigade. ‘I’m running behind.’


Perhaps they’ll be less demanding than the last lot, a group of investment bankers and their wives who thought that someone should be available to unpack and steam their clothes before dinner every night. He’s met a couple of the new group already – Signora Savidge and her assistant, who arranged the booking. He can only hope that they’ll leave a good tip, although Americans are much better at that than the British. As if on cue, the distant note of an engine pierces the silence. ‘I’ve got to get on. Are the rooms ready?’


His grandmother blinks once, her sign that they are. He need not worry; she’s as fastidious as he is when it comes to hospitality and keeps a close eye on Delfina, the young woman he has employed to waitress and help clean this summer. He hasn’t told Delfina that he may not be able to keep her on over winter. The palazzo is still finding its feet, and bookings so far have come via word of mouth or a guest’s diligent internet research. This summer has been busy, but the winter will surely be much quieter.


‘Grazie mille.’ He’s about to step out onto the terrace when the dull glint of a pistol concealed among the folds of Stella’s skirt catches his eye. ‘Nonna!’ he hisses. ‘What have I told you? Please don’t carry that around!’ He takes a step forward and she recoils, tightening her grip on the pistol. He holds out a hand. ‘Please, give it to me. You don’t need this. We’re perfectly safe here. No one is going to harm us.’


She hesitates for a beat and then passes it to him, rolling her eyes as she does so, annoyed at being caught out. He checks, as he always does, that the safety catch is on and there are no bullets in the chamber. There are none kept in the entire palazzo, he’s made sure of that, but he looks anyway. You can never be too careful.


He places the weapon on a shelf in the scullery, up high, where she can’t reach it. He should get her some help, someone professional to talk to, but the last time he intervened it didn’t go well. If one of the guests comes across her with a gun in her hand, it’ll kill his business stone dead, or at the very least cost him dearly. Last month one of the children staying as part of a family group claimed that Stella had shouted at him, and it had taken all of Marco’s charm and a hefty discount on the group’s booze bill to calm the parents.


Putting the thought out of his mind for the time being, he sees the bowl containing the discarded rabbit entrails on the counter and picks it up. He’s kept the heart, liver and kidneys, but the rest will go to the chickens.


Returning from the chicken coop, he reaches the terrace just in time to see a car pull up and a woman and two teenage girls emerge. He hangs back for a few moments, watching as the other woman greets them, eavesdropping on their conversation. You can learn a lot from watching people, especially without their knowledge.










CHAPTER FOUR


Caroline is all too aware that hers was a last-minute invitation, but now she’ll be lucky to make it at all. Her twenty-year-old, third-hand car, bought off a fellow teacher several years ago, begins to steam gently from the bonnet not long after leaving the city. She isn’t even halfway to her destination. Hoping that ignoring the situation will make it go away, it isn’t until the temperature gauge is firmly in the red that she pulls over on the side of the autostrada to wait for the engine to calm down. She ponders the conundrum – a favourite word of hers – for a while. Should she even have favourite words? Or is that problematic, just as having favourite students has caused nothing but trouble. The thing is, words might be just about all she has these days.


As she left, she checked her rear-view mirror constantly, convinced she was being followed. Only after the narrow streets clotted with scooters and distracted pedestrians had disappeared behind her did she manage to relax, telling herself that the shadowy figure that had lurked outside her apartment building wouldn’t dare pursue her beyond the city walls.


Now cars whip within a hair’s breadth of her. Any closer and they’ll scrape the paintwork of her ancient Fiat. She sits there, resting her head on the steering wheel, eyes closed, as she asks herself for the umpteenth time why she said yes to the invitation in the first place.


The email Vivi sent a fortnight ago contained a heartfelt offer to come and stay. She was going to be little more than an hour’s drive away, she said. ‘In fact, come for the week if you can. That is, if you don’t have any other plans,’ she signed off, adding a link to the website. A palazzo.


Caroline looked it up and discovered a building of soft grey stonework, a frankly amazing swimming pool with a jaw-dropping backdrop of snow-capped mountains, an outdoor terrace, a rustic kitchen, the table laden with baskets of local produce, melanzane and carciofi, plates of artfully arranged food, and a darkly handsome chef – ‘brooding’ is how she would describe him if she were writing about him.


Caroline lifts her head and brings her thoughts back to reality. Buck up, she tells herself. Feeling helpless never got a woman anywhere. Wiping her damp hands on her skirt, she risks turning over the engine, holding her breath until it miraculously grumbles into life again, then pumping the accelerator to merge into the traffic. She flips a middle finger at the driver who comes up too fast behind her and her mood lifts a fraction.


Everything goes smoothly until she turns off the autostrada onto the road that meanders along the Val Pellice and up towards the Italian Alps. She calculates she is about ten kilometres from the palazzo when the Fiat begins to steam again. This time it hisses and splutters and she coasts to a halt beside a collection of ancient farm buildings. ‘Fuck!’ She gets out, pops the bonnet and even more steam billows out.


Reaching into her handbag, she pulls out her phone. It’s new, and she’s still getting used to its ridiculous multitude of functions. She’s angrily punching numbers when a man, eighty if he’s a day, emerges from the nearest shed. She ends the call before it connects and begins to ask in rapid Italian if he wouldn’t mind dropping her at the nearest village. She tells him she’s staying with friends at the Palazzo Stellina, perhaps he knows it?


He pauses for so long after she finishes speaking that she wonders for a moment if he’s deaf, or merely simple. Then he turns without a word and disappears again.


‘Fucking great. Yeah, thanks for that.’ She kicks her front tyre in frustration, forgetting that she’s wearing open sandals, and succeeds only in stubbing her toe.


Moments later, there’s the stuttering sound of an engine and a tiny three-wheeler truck that looks as decrepit as the shed from which it emerged pulls up next to her. This souped-up sewing machine – a Piaggo Ape, ubiquitous in small towns all over Italy – has a top speed of about forty kilometres an hour. They won’t be going anywhere in a hurry.


‘Bagaglio?’ He gives her a wink of such lasciviousness that she second-guesses her decision to ask him for help, but she retrieves her weekender from the boot of her car and drops it onto a filthy potato sack that’s spread out on the tray of the truck.


There’s no room for her in the cab, so she hoists her skirts past her knees and climbs in next to her bag, doing her best not to reward him with an eyeful, and trying to avoid being covered in mud in the process. She repeats the details of the palazzo, speaking loudly so he can hear. He tells her that he knows it, that he will drop her there. Another wink and her stomach twists in revulsion. Thank Christ it’s only a short trip.


As they set off, she reaches for her phone, fumbling with the unfamiliar settings as she types a brief message. She pauses only for a moment before pressing send, then shoves it back into her handbag and pulls out a worn compact. Grimacing as the wind blows her hair into a tangle, she begins to futilely dab powder on her shiny face.


She wishes it were as easy to disguise her other flaws.


After a while, she abandons her make-up and slumps back against the rear of the cab, already regretting her decision to see Vivi, just as she does any number of other questionable life choices that have led her to precisely this moment.


The truck lurches to one side, taking a hairpin bend too fast as they begin to climb, the road changing abruptly from tarmac to rough gravel. She checks their progress on her phone and sees that the farmer appears to have taken a wrong turn. They’re not heading towards the pin dropped on her map. Fighting a rising sense of annoyance, she bangs her fist on the cab to get his attention, but although surely he must hear her hammering, he fails to turn around.










CHAPTER FIVE


‘Buongiorno!’ Marco approaches the women, so obviously related, though one is dishevelled and the other exudes glamour of the kind he was well-used to seeing in New York. ‘We are so happy to have you stay with us.’ He offers a broad smile, aware of the effect his even, white teeth and dark eyes have on both men and women. He’s not afraid to use them to his advantage, especially if it leads to a more generous tip or a better review, or both.


Thanks to his earlier eavesdropping, he knows that Signora Savidge – Vivi – is recently widowed, and that her sister is mother to the two lanky teenage girls. He knows from the assistant’s briefing notes that they have had a long journey to get here.


‘Alice, this is Marco,’ Vivi introduces her. ‘Marco, this is my sister.’


‘It is a pleasure to meet you,’ he says, extending his hand for her to shake. Alice recoils. That’s odd, he thinks. He’s used to being met with a more positive reaction.


‘Your hand,’ she says, sounding horrified.


He looks down and sees blood and a stringy bit of entrail smeared across his palm. He immediately wipes it on his apron, kicking himself. This is not how he likes to greet new guests. ‘Apologies. You caught me in the middle of preparing the rabbits.’


‘We’re not eating bunnies, are we, Mum?’ One of the teenagers looks horrified.


‘Isla is mostly pescetarian,’ Alice says, smiling now.


‘Pesce-pollotarian,’ she corrects. ‘I eat fish and chicken.’


‘I’m sure Jade would have put that on the booking form,’ Vivi says.


‘It won’t be a problem,’ Marco assures them smoothly. There’s always one. ‘There will be plenty of choice, don’t worry,’ he adds.


The girl looks relieved. ‘It’s okay. I love vegetables, too,’ she assures him.


‘Yeah, she’s weird like that,’ the other girl chimes in. ‘I’m Mia, and the fussy one is Isla.’


Her sister glares in response, but Marco can already tell which of them is likely to cause the most trouble.


‘Molto bene. Welcome to you all.’ He turns, pleased to see that Delfina, with perfect timing, has appeared at the entrance. She’s carrying a large tray with glasses of iced water and a stack of cold rolled face towels, and once again he is grateful for her foresight. He has only to explain something once and she takes care of it.


She offers the tray to the women, who each help themselves to a towel and wipe their faces. Alice rubs hers across the back of her neck, closing her eyes in appreciation. ‘Do you think we might get a massage, Vee?’ she asks, her tone falling just short of pleading.


‘We can certainly arrange that,’ Marco replies quickly, nodding to Delfina.


‘Brilliant.’ Alice flashes him a smile that lights up her face. He has a weakness for blondes, especially ones who look like they’ve just stumbled out of bed.


‘Perhaps you might show our guests to their rooms?’ he suggests to Delfina, reining in his imagination. What is up with him today? Perhaps it is the sultry heat that is making him dream of lazy afternoon siestas between the sheets with a lover. Perhaps he has been on his own up here for too many months.


‘Allora. Please, follow me. May I take the luggage?’


‘Thank you,’ Alice says, indicating the smallest of the three suitcases.


Delfina reaches for the largest one. ‘I am stronger than I look.’


‘Grazie,’ the girl called Isla murmurs, lifting the handle of her own case.


‘Prego.’


‘We don’t have to share a room, do we?’ Mia pouts. ‘Mum?’


‘I’m not sure, darling. But even if you do, it’s only for a week.’


‘But Isla snores,’ she complains.


‘I do not!’ Isla replies.


‘I’ll never get any sleep.’


‘Okay, you’ve made your point.’ Alice sighs, clearly exhausted at having to referee another argument between them.


‘Don’t worry,’ Vivi says. ‘Jade can track down some earplugs if necessary. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she brought several pairs with her – she seems to think of everything.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Delfina repeats in accented English, frowning as she concentrates on the conversation. ‘There are separate rooms. Two singles for the girls; they are next to each other.’


‘Oh, perfect, thank you,’ Alice says. ‘See? Nothing to worry about, Mia. You’ll have total peace.’


Marco feels Alice’s eyes on him, and he turns to meet her gaze. ‘Was there something else?’ he asks.


‘Oh, yes.’ She shakes herself out of an apparent daydream. ‘Mia wanted to know the wi-fi password.’


‘Of course.’ His eyes dance with amusement. There’s an indefinable spark of electricity passing between them. ‘It’s on a note in your rooms, but I am afraid we have some issues at the moment.’ He shrugs. ‘Not of our making, but they are working on the towers this week.’ He indicates the mountains behind them. ‘It is supposed to only take a day or two, but …’


‘Oh, okay, thanks. Sorry, girls, you’ll just have to limit your screen time,’ Alice says brightly. The statement is met with groans from them both.


As Alice and the girls follow Delfina up the wide stone stairs that lead to the terrace and the upper floors, Marco sees a movement out of the corner of his eye, a dark shadow moving along the path that leads to the swimming pool and the annex, a converted cowshed that he’s cleared to use as overflow guestrooms when the main building is fully occupied.


Stella. The palazzo is her home, somewhere she has lived her entire life. She is the reason he has all this now – she welcomed his suggestion to turn her home into a small hotel when she could just as easily have chosen to live the remainder of her life here undisturbed, the palazzo gently crumbling around her. He will always be grateful to her for giving him a place in which to rebuild his life. He does what he can to keep her out of sight, although it’s not always easy.


Arrival is stressful as he learns the guests’ particular needs and they settle in. At the end of a week or a fortnight, he’s in a rhythm and is even sometimes sad to see them go. That said, he can usually tell whether a group is going to be demanding within the first few minutes. In this case, the girls seem like they will be the hardest to please, although there are still three more guests to arrive, so he’ll reserve judgement until then.


He met with Signora Savidge’s assistant, Jade, when they arrived earlier in the day and spent some time clarifying the booking notes that she sent him. The signora is the first to bring an assistant, although several families this summer have been accompanied by their nannies.


The wealthier the guests, the more demanding they generally are, but it was the same at the restaurant, and he’s had plenty of experience with difficult customers. Mostly they just want to feel important, to get what they want when they want it. They hate being made to wait, especially for a drink. It’s come as no surprise that almost without exception, every guest over the age of eighteen (and some a year or two younger, to which he turns a blind eye) is immediately happier when they’ve got something alcoholic in their hand.


As he races to catch up with Stella and steer her somewhere safer, he runs through the remaining preparations but finds himself thinking about Alice instead, his imagination straying to wholly inappropriate scenarios.
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