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      Kate threw open the curtains and the morning sun washed the room in gold. It was winter in Rome, but that hadn’t diminished the brightness of the days. Nor had the constant drip of her kitchen tap, the fact that the lock of her front door got stuck from time to time, or that the electricity went down at the most inconvenient moments. Nothing could dampen her enthusiasm for her new home. Her neighbours complained of the cold, of how they wished that summer would hurry and return, but Kate, once she’d got the gist of the conversation (and it sometimes took a lot of effort with her still very rudimentary grasp of Italian), would smile and think to herself that if they’d ever suffered a winter in Manchester they’d count themselves very lucky to be basking in their current temperatures. Christmas was six weeks away and would mark a little less than six months since she’d first met the man of her dreams on a balmy evening at the Spanish Steps. Her journey to becoming a fully-fledged Italian citizen had been even more fraught than her journey to Alessandro’s heart, and it had taken her until late autumn to finally make the move, but now that she was here those troubles all seemed like a distant memory. The only thing that sometimes tugged her towards home was the fact that she hadn’t seen her sisters, Anna and Lily, since the move, and she missed them more than she’d thought she would.

      Alessandro smiled up at her from the pillows where he was currently propped. It was rare for him to spend the night at her flat – partly due to his largely antisocial duty shifts as a police officer and partly due to him wrestling with his good Catholic conscience. His sexual appetite was as healthy as the next man’s but he would often talk about his mother’s views on couples living together unmarried and how concerned she was that Kate and Alessandro would end up doing just that. She was equally concerned by Kate’s status as a Protestant and foreigner, though she was coming round to accepting that now, won over by Kate’s best efforts to charm her with a multitude of hand-sewn gifts, from cushion covers to dresses for church. Each new creation seemed to wear Signora Conti down a little more, and Kate was certain (as was Alessandro) that she would eventually forget Kate was British and a raging Church of England heathen at all.

      ‘Come back to bed,’ he said, patting the space beside him with a wicked grin. ‘You have time.’

      ‘No, I don’t.’ Kate tried to look stern but it was impossible. How could she look stern at such an invitation? ‘And you need to ask me in Italian. I need the practice. . . remember?’

      ‘If I ask in Italian you will pretend you do not understand and I will not get my Kate in these arms.’

      ‘I would never do that.’

      ‘Va bene. Torna a letto.’

      Kate gave him a shrug, accompanied by an impish smile. ‘Sorry . . . not a clue. I guess I’ll just have to go and make breakfast . . .’

      He leapt from the bed with astonishing speed, and Kate shrieked with laughter as she bolted from the room and he tore after her, catching her breathless in the living room and whipping her onto her back on the sofa. Closing in for a kiss, his hand found its way beneath her dressing gown and travelled up her thigh, causing her to shudder with pleasure. What this man could do to her. . . she didn’t think she could ever get enough. Even now, with a million jobs to think about in the day ahead, she was lost. It didn’t look as though she was getting breakfast any time soon.

      

      ‘You do know that your landlord speaks English?’ Alessandro raised his eyebrows over the top of his coffee cup as they sat at Kate’s tiny dining table.

      ‘He doesn’t speak very much. It’s hard to make him understand and he’s busy looking after so many tenants.’

      ‘He speaks it perfectly. He is trying to make you go away and it is working. If there are things wrong in your apartment, he must fix them . . .’ He placed the cup very deliberately back onto the saucer and looked up at Kate. ‘I will speak to him. There will be no misunderstanding then.’

      ‘No, you won’t. I don’t need you fighting all my battles.’

      ‘Then you must learn to fight them yourself.’

      ‘I do!’

      Alessandro said nothing, but he didn’t need to – the look on his face said it all.

      ‘I know I could be a bit more assertive, but I like it here and I like Salvatore, and I don’t want to upset him or he might decide to give me my marching orders.’

      ‘Your marching orders? What does that mean?’

      ‘He might tell me to leave the apartment so he can rent it out to somebody else.’

      ‘He would not do that; I would speak to him—’

      ‘And here we go again,’ Kate interrupted. ‘You can’t be seen to be using your position of authority in that way.’

      ‘I would speak to him as a citizen of Rome, not as a policeman.’

      ‘But it might be viewed that way if Salvatore chose to take offence. I’d never forgive myself if it got you into hot water and I’d rather not take the chance.’

      ‘Hot water is what you are not into right now. That is why we are having this conversation.’

      Kate couldn’t help a grin. Alessandro’s English had been pretty perfect before, but the nuances of conversation with an actual English person, complete with jokes and sarcasm and wordplay, had been lost to him. Since they’d started to spend all their free time together he was slipping into those idiosyncrasies with ease and at times sounded almost like a native Mancunian. There were phrases she often had to explain to him despite this, but his grasp of English was certainly developing a lot faster than her grasp of Italian. She had asked him and his family to speak to her in Italian often so she would be forced to learn it, but the process of any conversation had been so slow and painful that they often just reverted to English so they could say what they needed to and get on with their lives. Which wasn’t particularly helpful in terms of Kate’s education, but she could understand their frustrations nonetheless. Only Alessandro’s mother persevered with her native tongue when addressing Kate, but that was because her English was even worse than Kate’s Italian. It made for very long and laborious conversations, with quite bit of inadvertent charades thrown in.

      ‘What time did you say you’d go to help with the wedding preparations?’ Kate asked, very deliberately changing the subject to that of his sister Lucetta’s impending nuptials to her long-term and hopelessly enamoured boyfriend, Gian.

      He glanced up at the clock. ‘I have an hour, maybe a little less. Why do you ask? Do you want me to come back to bed again?’ He waggled an eyebrow at her, and she threw the teacloth she was wiping the table with at his head.

      ‘No, I do not!’ she laughed. ‘But I am nervous as hell about all those new family members to meet.’

      He shrugged. ‘It’s not so many.’

      ‘You’ve got twenty cousins arriving to help decorate this hall and you don’t think that’s many? I’d call that quite a few! And that’s without all the aunts, uncles and second cousins due tomorrow at the wedding! It’s alright for you to be chilled about it, but you know them all and you have no need to make a good impression.’

      ‘Neither do you. My family will love you just as you are.’

      ‘Try telling that to your mother,’ she replied darkly. ‘I think she’s been studying that family tree pretty hard to see which cousins might be removed enough for you to marry.’

      ‘She would not do that. Mamma knows that we are in love.’

      ‘That wouldn’t stop her from trying to tempt you away if she thought she could. We both know that she tolerates me but she still doesn’t think I’m suitable marriage material . . .’ She held up a hand to silence any argument that might arise. ‘And before you make some flippant remark about how we’re not getting married yet, you know full well that ultimately we’ll have to make a decision on that, and it won’t ever be soon enough for your mother, who seems to think that if you’re not married by the time you’re thirty-one you’ll turn into a vampire or something.’

      ‘She wants to see me make a good marriage before she dies.’

      ‘Your mother will live forever; she’ll certainly outlive both of us!’

      Alessandro raised an amused eyebrow. ‘You are full of fire this morning.’

      ‘I’m full of nerves. It always brings out my neurotic side.’

      He pushed himself up from the table and two strides saw him at her side, where he took her into his arms. ‘Ti amo troppo . . .’ he said, and kissed her tenderly. ‘It does not matter what anyone else wants, only what you and I want.’

      ‘I know what I want,’ Kate said, melting into his embrace. ‘You.’

      ‘And I want you, so we have nothing to fear from a thousand cousins at the wedding, not even if they came with the biggest dowries in Italy.’

      Kate gave a playful frown. ‘I have to pay a dowry to marry you? Suddenly I’m not quite so keen.’

      He laughed and tapped the tabletop with a knuckle. ‘This will do just fine.’

      ‘Ah, well, in that case. . .’ Kate reached to kiss him again, ‘I’m all yours. . .’

      

      Alessandro had gone off to the wedding venue, taking along a few police colleagues to meet with the cousins who were waiting there for them, having also agreed to lay out chairs, decorate the marquee and help with all the other preparations for the reception. That left Kate with plans to go to his mother’s house and assist three of Alessandro’s sisters – Lucetta, Abelie and Maria – with the packing of sugared almonds into delicate muslin bags as favours, binding floral arrangements and writing out place cards. Not that she was brilliant at any of those things, but Lucetta seemed to be labouring under the illusion that being able to sew meant Kate was good at everything remotely creative, and Kate hadn’t been able to say no when asked. She was also shrewd enough to realise that saying no would have won her no favour with the family anyway, and she needed all the help she could get. Despite this, Kate wasn’t exactly enamoured by the prospect of a day with Alessandro’s oldest sister, Maria, who still hadn’t quite forgiven her for scuppering the union she’d clearly hoped for between her only brother and her friend, Orazia. Of all the resistance their relationship had encountered from the Conti family, Maria’s was perhaps the greatest. If Kate had announced today that she was packing up and moving back to England, she was quite sure Maria would have been throwing the party to end all parties. It wasn’t all-out hatred, but it was sniping comments and filthy looks when she thought nobody else was looking, and any excuse to show Kate in a bad light she grabbed gleefully with both hands.

      There was cinnamon on the air as Abelie opened the door of the Conti home to admit Kate, warm and welcoming. If only it reflected the welcome Kate would get once she was inside. Abelie kissed her on the cheek.

      ‘Ciao, Kate. Come va?’

      ‘Sì. . .’ Kate replied with a stiff nod. ‘Grazie.’

      Abelie frowned and stepped back to appraise Kate more fully. ‘I do not think you are telling the truth. You seem troubled.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Kate said hurriedly. ‘A little tired.’

      Abelie raised her eyebrows. ‘Alessandro was at your house all night? Do not tell Mamma you are tired. . .’

      ‘I won’t,’ Kate said, laughing despite her anxieties. Alessandro’s sisters were surprisingly open about their love lives, and they had no qualms at all in sharing conjecture about Alessandro’s either, even if that was with Kate herself. Signora Conti, however, was a different matter entirely.

      ‘So there is nothing else to worry you?’ Abelie asked. She lowered her voice as she glanced down the hallway and then back to Kate. ‘Mamma has said that Maria must not be rude to you today, because you are a guest and you are kind enough to help us with the wedding.’

      Kate wondered if Signora Conti had had the same conversation with herself. Although it wasn’t exactly rudeness that bothered Kate in that quarter – more her ongoing covert operation to find Alessandro alternative marriage material, while simultaneously engaging in pleasantries to Kate’s face. To her, Kate was like a bout of chicken pox that her son had been unfortunate enough to catch, meaning she was faced with no alternative but to patiently suffer the spots until it passed. That said, she was a sweet lady who didn’t have it in her to be overtly mean to anyone, but it was no secret that she didn’t think Kate was the woman for her only son and was keeping a keen eye out for a replacement model – preferably Italian. If she could have Catholic, well-off, respected old family, good childbearing hips and still a virgin into the bargain, then all the better. There were regular conversations over meals about this person’s daughter, or that person’s sister, or somebody else’s granddaughter – on the surface innocent enough but obviously meant to pique Alessandro’s interest. They were often in Italian, and perhaps Signora Conti thought Kate wouldn’t cotton on, but she had picked up enough now to get the gist, even though Alessandro would deny it afterwards in a gallant bid to protect Kate’s feelings.

      She gave Abelie a grateful smile. ‘There was really no need on my account. I know it will take time to get to know you all properly, and some people take longer than others to feel comfortable with a newcomer.’

      That reply was as diplomatic as she could manage. The truth was that on occasion she had been sorely tempted to shove Maria’s head into one of Signora Conti’s tureens of tortellini broth. But the broth was so very good, and it seemed a shame to ruin it with something that would leave such a bitter taste.

      ‘But you are Alessandro’s choice,’ Abelie said stubbornly. ‘We all respect that, apart from—’

      Her sentence was cut short by Signora Conti hailing them from the end of the hall.

      ‘Ciao, Kate,’ she said and smiled as she stepped forward to kiss her on the cheek. To a casual observer they could have been best friends. The fact was, it was difficult to be annoyed at Alessandro’s mother, despite her meddling, because she was so bloody nice.

      Abelie gave a tiny shrug and an apologetic smile as Signora Conti beckoned Kate to follow her down the hall. Kate returned it with a small smile of her own. At least she had some allies in the camp, and she was grateful for them.

      ‘Any luck on the job front?’ Abelie asked as they reached the living room and Signora Conti, signalling that they should wait, went into the kitchen. It looked as though Kate had arrived earlier than Maria, and as Lucetta was also missing she wondered whether they’d gone out together to fetch some last-minute supplies.

      ‘Not yet,’ she replied. Before her move to Italy, many people had offered to speak to this contact or that friend to try and get her some work before she arrived. But despite their best intentions and promises, they had all come to nothing and Kate was having to do the legwork herself. ‘It’s very hard to convince people that it’s a good idea to hire me. I mean, I can wait tables and serve English-speaking customers, but I’m not going to do so well communicating with people from other countries who don’t speak English. But I have sold two dresses, so that’s a start on the business front.’

      ‘You have?’ Abelie clapped her hands together. ‘But that is wonderful!’

      ‘I had to do a discount, of course, because they were for my landlord’s wife. . .’

      Abelie’s expression darkened. ‘Why a discount? He has plenty of money.’

      ‘I don’t think he has quite as much as you imagine. He said—’

      ‘Does he give you cut price on your rent?’ Abelie demanded.

      ‘Well, no, but—’

      ‘If he wants you to pay all the rent, he must pay you full price for dresses!’ She stamped her foot in a manner that was so petulant it was almost comical. ‘I will speak to him!’

      ‘No, please don’t do that!’ Kate groaned. This was Alessandro all over again. She didn’t need anyone talking to her landlord on her behalf and she didn’t want to rock the boat and risk losing an apartment that she liked. Well, perhaps like was stretching it, but it would do her well enough, and she would much rather avoid the stress and upheaval of trying to find another place when she was barely settled in this one. ‘I wish I hadn’t told you now. . .’

      Abelie rubbed her arm. ‘Come now, I do not want you to feel sad. I want to hear about your dresses; it is exciting and soon the whole of Rome will be talking about them.’

      ‘I doubt that, but I appreciate the sentiment. It’s a start at least, and it’s more than I’ve managed to do in the last month of trying to get my business off the ground.’

      ‘You will be a success; I know it. But you must be patient.’

      ‘I know. Patience is hard when the money is bleeding from my bank account faster and faster every week.’

      Abelie frowned. ‘It is not like you to be sad about things. You are always hopeful, always happy. What happened?’

      Kate shook her head. ‘Ignore me. Of course I’m not sad – I’m living a dream that few other people get to live. I’m in Rome, with the most fantastic boyfriend and his wonderful family. You’re right – if I keep working on it and I’m patient, I’m sure it will all come good. I just thought that people might be a bit more enthusiastic about what I do, that’s all. I didn’t imagine that it would be such hard work to convince people to buy from me.’

      ‘You need a shop. People cannot buy what they cannot see.’

      ‘Right again, but that won’t happen any time soon.’

      ‘Va bene, but for now I have made these cards to get you some alteration business. See. . .’ Abelie reached for a stack of cream business cards sitting on a nearby table and handed them to Kate. They were inked in an elegant slate-grey font, the details written in Italian apart from Kate’s name. Underneath the main body of text was a short paragraph in English:

      
        English-speaking seamstress – repairs and alterations undertaken, reasonable rates and excellent work.

      

      ‘That is for the expatriates and the tourists,’ Abelie explained, indicating the final sentence with a perfectly manicured nail. ‘There are many in Rome and they would be glad of an English woman to help them, I’m sure.’

      Kate looked up at her and beamed. ‘They’re fantastic! Where on earth did you get them? You didn’t make them, surely?’

      ‘Bruno. He works for the print shop and he made them for me.’ She gave a coy smile. ‘He can be very useful.’

      ‘Is this Bruno who got dumped but is still madly in love with you?’ Kate said, trying but failing to give her a look of disapproval. ‘Shame on you.’

      Abelie’s smile turned into a broad grin. ‘I may decide to let him ask me to dinner again. He is not horrible.’

      ‘You are, though,’ Kate said, but then she broke into a grin too. ‘I suppose if I was as pretty as you I’d be stringing a whole heap of men along.’

      ‘Stringing a whole heap of men along?’ Abelie frowned. ‘I do not understand. . .’

      ‘Never mind,’ Kate said, putting the business cards back on the table and giving Abelie a warm hug. ‘Grazie. It’s a wonderful thing for you and poor Bruno to do for me.’

      ‘Prego.’ Abelie beamed, clearly happy to have done Kate a service. If only all Alessandro’s sisters could be so easy to win over.

      ‘Where are Maria and Lucetta?’

      ‘Getting their hair cut.’ Abelie patted herself on the head, as if just to be clear on it.

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Yes, they are supposed to be here,’ Abelie confirmed. ‘Mamma is unhappy. She says Lucetta maybe she can spare because she is getting married and everybody will look, but Maria is not the bride and nobody will be looking at her hair.’

      ‘I suppose we should make a start without them, then,’ Kate said, choosing not to comment on Maria and Lucetta’s absence. In the circumstances, she wasn’t exactly broken-hearted about it – at least, not about Maria anyway.

      Signora Conti returned, staggering under the weight of a huge box. Kate and Abelie ran to take a corner each and helped her place it on the table.

      ‘Wow, they’re heavy,’ Kate said. She looked at Abelie. ‘How do you say heavy in Italian?’

      ‘Pesante.’

      ‘Sì.’ Signora Conti nodded. ‘Molto pesante!’

      ‘These are the almonds?’ Kate peered into the box. ‘They look lovely.’

      ‘Mamma has candied them all herself,’ Abelie said, the pride obvious in her voice.

      ‘She has?’ Kate smiled at Signora Conti. ‘Molto bella! They look amazing!’

      Signora Conti waved away the compliment, but it was clear from the way she was beaming that she was enjoying the praise just the same. Disappearing into the kitchen, she returned a few moments later with a pile of tiny muslin bags and a crate of delicate pink flowers that looked a little like forget-me-nots, though Kate wasn’t sure what they actually were.

      ‘We will put five almonds in each bag and tie them up with a ribbon and a flower,’ Abelie said.

      Five almonds each didn’t sound like much of a gift, but when the guest list was close to four hundred people, Kate supposed that was actually quite a lot of almonds. They were probably lucky they were getting almonds at all.

      Signora Conti said a few words to Abelie that Kate didn’t catch, and then went back into the kitchen. Abelie dragged the box of almonds towards her and produced a scoop from within.

      ‘I will count the nuts into the bags and I will pass them for you to tie and make pretty with the flowers. You will do that better than me.’

      ‘Where’s your mother gone?’ Kate asked as she took a pile of bags.

      ‘She has to prepare lunch.’

      ‘This early?’ Kate glanced up at the clock.

      ‘Yes.’ Abelie nodded cheerily. ‘A special lunch for Lucetta. It is her last as an unmarried woman.’

      ‘I suppose so,’ Kate replied, though it didn’t make much sense to her that Alessandro’s mother should be faffing around in the kitchen all morning when they had so much to do and were down two pairs of hands already. It wasn’t like Lucetta would never have lunch there again once she was married. But what didn’t make sense to her obviously did to Signora Conti, and there was no point in dwelling on it – a lot of things Signora Conti did or said didn’t make much sense to Kate. . .

      The next half hour passed pleasantly, Abelie describing some of the more eccentric family members Kate could expect to meet at the wedding – like Uncle Carlucci, who just loved telling new listeners about his extra nipple, and after a few drinks would be even happier to display it, and Cousin Sophia, who led everyone to believe that she travelled the length and breadth of Italy singing opera, though Cousin Flavia knew someone who knew someone who had seen her performing at a rather less cultured lap-dancing club. There was Aunt Speranza, who sat in her garden day after day listening to her vegetables growing, and ninety-year-old Uncle Michele who lived up north. While other pensioners of his advanced years were expending all their energies simply on staying alive, he still belonged to a boxing club that he attended five times a week and bombed around the shores of Lake Garda on a motorbike salvaged from an army base during the Second World War. Kate thought they sounded like a wonderful, if slightly daunting, bunch, and she was looking forward to getting to know Alessandro’s extended family better. The only thing that caused her a great deal of anxiety about it all was how they would receive her, particularly if Maria or Alessandro’s mother had primed them beforehand. It was a worry that she expressed to Abelie (whilst leaving out the parts about Maria and Signora Conti’s potential influence) but Abelie merely smiled warmly and exclaimed that she couldn’t see how Kate could possibly fail to charm them as she had everyone else. Except for Maria, she added, but everyone knew that Maria could take issue with the Virgin Mary herself, and nobody would know the reason why, not even Maria. The idea of Maria picking a fight with Jesus’s mum made Kate giggle, and then Abelie giggled too, until they were helpless at the idea. Then Signora Conti came through from the kitchen with coffee and biscotti for them, so they downed tools for a short while and engaged in small talk while they enjoyed their refreshments.

      And just when Kate had completely relaxed, happy to be in the company of Abelie and her mother, Lucetta arrived. She smiled broadly as she greeted Kate, and then Maria appeared, her greeting far more stiff and formal and clearly made as a grudging courtesy. Kate could cope with that, but her breath caught in her throat when another figure entered, and she looked past Maria to see that Orazia had followed them in.

      ‘You remember my friend Orazia?’ Maria asked Kate, with a smile that spoke of her delight at seeing Kate squirm.

      ‘Yes. . . buongiorno.’ Kate gave Orazia a brisk nod, unsure of the etiquette here. While she and Orazia had met before, it was in a professional capacity when Kate had gone to the police station to report a robbery during her first visit to Rome, and Orazia had been the officer in charge of the front desk who had first dealt with the complaint. It wasn’t until later – after a great deal of scowling and black looks in Kate’s direction, along with a rather rubbish anonymous and threatening phone call – that Kate discovered Alessandro’s sister and Orazia were best friends, and that both of them had very definite plans for Alessandro’s future, which involved Orazia getting her happy ending with him – at least until Kate had turned up to throw her English spanner into the works. She hadn’t seen Orazia since the phone call, and she was fairly certain that she wasn’t forgiven one bit, but this was a family situation, and didn’t they at least have to pretend for the sake of courtesy that they liked each other?

      She was spared any further torture on this point by Signora Conti rushing towards Orazia and embracing her, while Abelie simply raised her eyebrows slightly at Kate and Lucetta looked very awkward about the whole situation.

      ‘It was a great surprise – Orazia was at the hair salon when we arrived,’ Lucetta explained hurriedly to Kate. ‘Maria asked if she would like to see Mamma.’

      Kate did her best not to show her despair in the smile she gave to Lucetta. Poor Lucetta was doing her best to keep the peace, and she didn’t need this sort of stress on the eve of her wedding when she would have enough for twenty people already. As for Maria, Kate was pretty sure that Orazia’s presence at the hairdresser’s was no surprise to her at all. And she was quite certain that the only reason Maria had brought Orazia home was to taunt Kate.

      At Signora Conti’s beckoning, Orazia, Lucetta and Maria all took a seat at the table, and Signora Conti rushed to the kitchen – presumably to get more coffee and biscotti. Orazia and Maria both directed penetrating stares at Kate, with fake smiles plastered to their faces, while Lucetta glanced from one to the other, and Abelie, with an impatient sigh, turned her attention back to counting out almonds. Kate wished she could do the same, but she understood that she was compelled to make some kind of conversation in this situation – she just didn’t know what it should be, and she didn’t particularly want to in any case.

      ‘You are living in Rome now?’ Orazia said, the smile that was all show still stretching her face wide.

      Kate nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘You like it? You are brave to come back after you were robbed on the street.’

      ‘It wasn’t so scary. . .’

      ‘Hmmm. I thought you looked very scared the day you came to the Questura.’

      ‘Did I? Well, I didn’t mean to give that impression. And the police made me feel a lot safer.’

      There was a stifled guffaw from the direction of Abelie, who simply buried her head deeper into the box on the pretence of scooping out some more almonds. Kate supposed, on reflection, that her comment had been inadvertently funny. One policeman in particular had made her feel a lot safer and she had ended up dating him, and it must have sounded as if Kate had just scored a point against Orazia for apparently reminding her of that little outcome, even though that wasn’t what she’d intended at all. ‘I’m very happy living in Rome,’ she added.

      Orazia nodded stiffly. ‘You have work?’

      She knew Kate didn’t have work yet – Maria would have told her that. But Kate didn’t take the bait. ‘Not yet. But I’m hopeful to get something soon.’

      ‘You will have to go back to England if you do not get work?’

      You wish, Kate thought as she aimed her most saccharine smile at her nemesis. I’m not going to make it that simple for you. . .

      Maria jumped into the conversation before Kate could come up with a suitable reply. ‘No money, no rent,’ she said, looking at Kate. ‘It is sad but that is how the world works.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve got some money I borrowed from my sister if things get bad,’ Kate said.

      ‘But that will not last forever,’ Maria insisted, and Orazia clucked in agreement.

      ‘No,’ Lucetta broke in, ‘but we would help Kate to stay in Rome. After all, she is almost family now.’

      ‘Not yet,’ Maria said firmly.

      ‘But when Alessandro marries her she will be. . .’ Lucetta replied, and aimed a surreptitious wink at Kate, who had to fight hard to suppress a smirk. There was no love lost between Orazia and Lucetta, and thank goodness Kate had at least one ally in her bid to stave off the competition. Alessandro himself was quite adamant that he would rather chew off his own ear than go on another night out with Orazia, and he had seen quite enough of her tempers and mood swings during their brief relationship for him to know she wasn’t someone he could make a future with. But it was the fact that they had been involved in a relationship, and that Orazia was a policewoman who could understand the demands of Alessandro’s job in a way Kate never could that sometimes troubled Kate in the wee hours of the morning. And not necessarily just Orazia, but any woman who had a lot more in common with him than she herself did – which was pretty much any woman Signora Conti tried to foist upon him. She and Alessandro had been brought up worlds apart and their life experiences had been so different – would those differences one day become problems for their relationship? Her head told her no, but sometimes her uncertain heart made her judgement very poor indeed. Once, she had imagined that her marriage to her ex-husband Matt was rock solid, and all it had taken was one particularly cruel Friday the thirteenth to show her that all she’d believed of that life had been a lie. Now he was living with a girl who’d become pregnant almost as soon as she’d met Matt – ironic when you considered that Kate had been desperate for children but Matt had been dead against the idea. As far as she knew, he still was, but it was a bit too late for that particular lament now.

      The warmth from Lucetta’s show of solidarity faded quickly as Kate reminded herself of all this. She looked across at Maria and Orazia and forced a careless smile. But inside there was sudden turmoil. When she really looked at Orazia, the woman was gorgeous. Not a vague, fragile prettiness, in the way that Kate regarded herself on a good day, but Orazia was handsome – fire in her eyes, full-on sex appeal and the kind of figure Hollywood stars paid thousands for surgeons to give them. She was the sort of woman who made strangers in the street stop and stare. Try as she might, Kate found it difficult to be relaxed about the fact that she and Alessandro saw each other every day at work. How hard was she trying with Alessandro when Kate wasn’t there? She was finding it hard to shake the little barbs that sank into her heart as she looked at the woman who would be her rival. Why had Orazia chosen to come here today of all days, just when Kate had been settling and having fun with Abelie? Who knew, if she hadn’t turned up to ruin everything, perhaps Kate could have made progress with Maria too as they worked together?

      ‘Kate has only just arrived in Rome,’ Maria said, indignation in her tone. ‘Alessandro cannot marry her so soon.’

      ‘I think Alessandro will never marry,’ Orazia said nonchalantly, but she looked slyly at Kate as she did so, and it was clear she was hoping for a reaction. Well, Kate wouldn’t give her one.

      ‘Marriage is overrated,’ she said airily. ‘And if Alessandro never asks me I won’t care.’

      Lucetta stared at her, her mouth now open. Even Abelie looked up from her task and blinked in disbelief. Immediately, Kate realised she’d said the wrong thing. The fabric of their entire family was built on marriage, and she knew very well how important and sacred the institution was to them all, especially Signora Conti. She might as well have said that she was going to tie Alessandro up and keep him in the cupboard as a sex slave. But she couldn’t take it back now without looking weak in front of Orazia, and so she pretended that she meant perfectly well what she had said and dared anyone to challenge it. ‘It is the twenty-first century, after all,’ she added for good measure.

      ‘I wonder if Alessandro knows your feelings. . .’ Maria said. ‘I am sure Mamma will be interested to hear them.’

      Lucetta turned on her, an argument erupting in rapid Italian. Kate made out something about Maria being a troublemaker, their mother being sent to an early grave and Alessandro being in love, but then Abelie and Orazia joined in, and with so many other voices all speaking at the same time, she lost the thread and fell too far behind to translate any more. In all honesty, if the same argument had been raging in English, she would have been hard-pressed to keep up with that too. Her own sister, Anna, could be opinionated, and she, Kate and their youngest sister, Lily, had their disagreements, but the Conti sisters were something else.

      It was as Signora Conti rushed in to see what all the clamour was about that Orazia pushed her chair from the table and stood primly. She said something to the room that Kate couldn’t catch and then swept from it. Maria glowered in Kate’s direction before chasing her friend, while Signora Conti stood, open-mouthed, staring at the direction they had both just disappeared in. Maria and Orazia could be heard quite clearly from the hallway, and even though their conversation was still in their native tongue, Kate could tell that she featured rather heavily in it. The problem was, so could everyone else, and when it got to the bit where Orazia made no secret of the fact that she thought Kate wasn’t good enough for Alessandro, that she was already causing the sort of trouble in the family that threatened to cause a real rift, and that she had insulted Orazia, who was their guest (although Kate couldn’t see how she’d managed to do that in the short time Orazia had been there, and was quite regretful that she hadn’t been told beforehand she was going to get accused of insults, because she would have thought of some really juicy ones to justify the accusation), Signora Conti’s expression had darkened. For a split second, as she watched, Kate could see exactly where Maria had inherited her scowl from. And Lucetta, though Kate suspected they had different reasons for looking angry.

      The sound of the front door slamming echoed down the hallway and into the room, and Kate almost leapt from her seat. Seconds later a furious-looking Maria marched back in. Without a word to anyone, she yanked the box of almonds away from Abelie and dug her hands in, tight-lipped as she counted out groups of five and shoved them at Kate. Abelie gave a hopeless shrug, glancing between Lucetta and Kate, and then looked at her mother. But Signora Conti didn’t say a word either and took herself back to the kitchen. Perhaps she was in mind of the old adage that if you didn’t have anything good to say, don’t say anything at all, or perhaps she just didn’t know how to react to the fracas. But Kate wished she’d say something because right now she didn’t have a clue where she stood with the Conti matriarch, and she really needed to if she was going to have any chance at all of winning her favour. As for Maria, it looked as if the best she could hope for was a ceasefire, at least for the next couple of days while they celebrated Lucetta’s wedding, because it was clear from her face that Maria was not in the mood to make friends any time soon.

      

      Kate had been so preoccupied by the altercation with Orazia that, for once, she’d barely noticed how the glorious winter sun bounced from gleaming terracotta rooftops, or the way it gently warmed the pavements dotted with planters of olives and herbs as it clung to the horizon, or the way the branches of gnarled vines on the trelliswork of pavement cafés cast scrolling shadows along the walls. Fairy lights like first stars in a rose sky popped into life over restaurant doorways as dusk drew in, pearly lanterns at the corners of streets flickering to join them. She’d spent many evenings exploring her neighbourhood with Alessandro, and every time it revealed some new wonder to her. She’d been driven home in this way many times by one of his sisters too since she’d arrived in Rome, but this was the first time the glory of her new home had failed to rouse her. She was tired, and for the first time wondered if perhaps Signora Conti had a point about Kate’s suitability for Alessandro. She was an alien to his world, and tonight she felt it might be a very long time before she began to understand how it worked.

      She’d bid Abelie a distracted goodnight at the door to her apartment, keys at the ready before she’d even left the car in her haste to get home and put the day behind her. But the day wasn’t finished with her yet.

      ‘Oh, hello, Salvatore. . .’ Kate squeaked as she rounded the corner from the stairs and emerged into the main corridor of her apartment building, almost slamming into her landlord, who was coming the opposite way. ‘I mean, buongiorno.’

      ‘Buonasera, Kate,’ he said amiably.

      Kate couldn’t help a fond smile. He was an odd little man, sprightly, very thin, in his early sixties, with thinning hair and a wispy moustache that clung to his top lip, as if someone had applied glue and then blown a handful of eyelashes at him in the hope some would stick.

      ‘There’s no problem, is there?’ she asked. ‘I mean, you weren’t looking for me for any reason?’

      ‘Scusi?’

      ‘Did you need me?’ Kate asked. The problem with her Italian was that, at the moment, she was getting listening and interpreting a lot faster than she was getting the actual speaking bit. So while she could often get the gist of what people were saying, she found it difficult to remember the words for a reply. Often, conversations with her landlord descended into this strange farce where he spoke in Italian, and she replied in English, and then he would reply in English that was as terrible as her Italian, so that she would be forced to try and switch to her own bad Italian, which would get them both precisely nowhere. In the end, a lot of nodding and smiling happened, but not a lot of actual communication. Which was why Kate chose to avoid the little matters of faulty boilers and leaking taps, deciding that it was easier just to live with them than trying to explain.

      ‘Ah!’ he exclaimed, the war medals that he wore pinned to his grey woollen jacket clanking together as he wagged a triumphant finger. Alessandro had told her that Salvatore had never actually won the medals and had never seen action in any war anywhere in the world, but since inheriting the medals from some distant uncle over twenty years ago, he had taken to wearing them himself at almost all times. At least, that was the version of events the local gossips held to be the truth – gossip that Alessandro had grown up hearing. The reasons for this were a complete mystery to those same local gossips, but something they had simply decided to stop worrying about. Nobody gave Salvatore’s war chest so much as a passing glance these days. ‘My wife. . . her dress. . . molto bella! She likes very much!’

      ‘Oh. . .’ Kate said, relaxing a little. ‘I’m glad.’

      ‘You make more?’ he asked, holding two fingers up in a V sign, presumably to indicate the amount of dresses his wife wanted, although in Manchester it would have had an altogether ruder meaning.

      Kate nodded, and briefly the conversation she’d had with Abelie about the pricing of her work popped into her mind. As she internally framed the words to bring the matter up, he interrupted her thoughts. ‘Molto bene! Same price, eh? Sì? Molto bene!’

      She shrugged slightly, and then nodded. What was the point in trying to argue when she wasn’t even equipped with the words to begin it? Alessandro and Lucetta could tell her off, but they weren’t the ones looking into Salvatore’s funny little face as he grinned hopefully up at her. She couldn’t help but like the man, whether he was ripping her off or not, and he and his wife had been very sweet to her since she first moved into the building.

      ‘Grazie!’ He beamed. ‘When?’

      ‘You mean when can I do them?’

      He nodded eagerly. ‘Nunzia, she has party. Big party!’

      ‘When is the party?’

      He scrunched up his face for a moment. ‘Dicembre. . .’

      ‘December? Beginning or end?’

      ‘Soon. . .’

      It was early November now, so that gave her four or five weeks at best. Quite why Nunzia needed two dresses for one party was a bit of a mystery too. Kate supposed she might get better information from Nunzia herself, who would no doubt come over shortly to peruse Kate’s pattern books, or else bring some ideas of what she wanted from her own magazines. Nunzia’s English wasn’t perfect either, but it was still a lot better than Kate’s Italian.

      ‘OK,’ Kate said. ‘I’m not home tomorrow. . . Lucetta Conti’s wedding. . .’

      He grinned and nodded. ‘Sì, sì. . .’

      ‘But I’ll be here next week all the time so Nunzia can come any time to see me.’

      ‘Va bene. . . Grazie.’

      Kate nodded. ‘Prego.’

      After bidding him goodbye, Kate was grateful to finally unlock the door to her flat and close the world out behind it. As tough days went, it had been one hell of a prime specimen. The place felt empty without Alessandro’s presence filling it, but she was glad of the quiet and the opportunity to take stock.

      With Signora Conti preparing such a huge lunch for Lucetta, there was little need for Kate to cook much for her evening meal. As she grazed on some bread and cheese, she couldn’t help but dwell on the events of the day. The atmosphere at what should have been Lucetta’s celebration of her last day as a single woman was subdued, and try as she might to feel otherwise, Kate couldn’t help but feel that it was all her fault and she had ruined a day Lucetta could never get back. It had only been Jolanda and Isabella, two of Alessandro’s older sisters, arriving with their youngest children, who had lifted the mood, being completely oblivious to what had gone before, and Kate was thankful for them. At least after lunch they had all pitched in to get the preparations for the wedding finished, and with the extra bodies the atmosphere had become a little more jovial again, though it was far from perfect. Goodbyes with Kate had been strained all round, and she had been glad to shut the door behind her and leave the household to discuss her freely, which they undoubtedly would. At that point, she was simply too tired and fed up to care.

      Kate’s mobile phone sat on the kitchen worktop next to where she was perched on a stool eating as the late evening sun warmed her back. The sound of an incoming call shook her from her musings and Alessandro’s warm tones greeted her as she answered.

      ‘Kate. . . Lucetta has called me. What has happened today with Orazia?’

      That hadn’t taken long. Kate had been hoping she wouldn’t have to go over it again tonight. But it was obvious that Lucetta or Abelie would call Alessandro about it. It wouldn’t be a huge surprise to learn that Maria or Orazia had too, but their version of events would have been very different.

      ‘I don’t really want to talk about it. Will I see you tonight?’

      ‘But Orazia insulted you?’

      ‘Not exactly. She wasn’t what you’d call friendly—’

      ‘Maria was rude too. . . I will speak to them!’

      ‘Always with the speaking to people!’ Kate snapped. She rubbed at her temples. ‘I’m sorry. . .’ she said, evening out her tone. He was looking out for her and she was just lashing out at him because there was nobody else there. Why did things have to be so complicated? What happened to boy meets girl and everyone is happy for them? Why did Signora Conti want her son married off to just about any woman under the age of forty apart from Kate, who wouldn’t actually mind the job so much?

      ‘I just don’t want you to speak to anyone about it,’ she continued. ‘I don’t want people thinking I have to hide behind you all the time. I need to deal with it and I will.’

      ‘Mamma likes you,’ he said, though Kate could hear the frustration in his voice. They both knew that Signora Conti did like Kate. She would love Kate as her personal seamstress, as a neighbour, as the quirky English woman who came to dinner every so often to entertain her with stories of a rainy Manchester, but as a daughter-in-law. . . that, not so much. And it was frustrating, for her and for Alessandro.

      ‘I know that. Maria, on the other hand, is not so keen, but I suppose no family is perfect.’

      ‘Maria is trying, but she is disappointed.’

      ‘That Orazia won’t be her sister-in-law after all? The funny thing is I can see why it bothers her, which doesn’t help. I suppose the idea of your best friend being part of your family is a nice one.’

      ‘Orazia is trying too.’

      ‘She’s that alright. . .’

      ‘What do you mean?’ he asked simply. Kate found herself giving the phone a tight smile, even though he couldn’t see it. The language barrier again, though sometimes it was lucky he didn’t quite get her immediate response to a comment, particularly when it made her look sulky and unreasonable.

      ‘I’m sure she thinks she’s being perfectly lovely to me – at least, as nice and courteous as she can be. But it’s obvious to anyone with eyes that she hates me.’

      ‘She does not hate you.’

      Kate was silent for a moment, certain that he was wrong but not wanting to provoke a disagreement. She’d had quite enough of those for one day. ‘I just want a chance to be accepted by your family, that’s all. And by family I mean all of them, even Maria and your mother. Right now it feels as if nothing I do endears me in the slightest to them.’

      ‘Perhaps Lucetta’s wedding will be that chance. When the whole family meet you they must love you, and their good reports will persuade Mamma and Maria too.’

      ‘I’m not convinced, but maybe you’re right. I hope so.’ She let out a sigh. She suddenly realised how badly she wanted him with her, to hold her and kiss her and tell her everything would work out. Because when she was with him, she felt she could face anything. ‘So, will you be able to come over tonight?’

      ‘I am sorry, so much to do for the wedding. I am still at the wedding villa and it will not be ready for some time. I must speak with my cousins too. . . you will be OK?’

      ‘Yes. . . yes, of course I will be. I should have realised – this is a big family occasion and you need to be involved. I’m sorry I asked, it’s just. . .’

      ‘I would want to be with you, more than anything. But tonight is impossible. Tomorrow, early, I will come for you, and we will go to the wedding together.’

      Kate nodded. ‘It’ll be a nice day – I’m looking forward to it.’

      If he could hear the lie in her voice, he didn’t say so. ‘Va bene. Sleep well tonight and do not worry. Ti amo.’

      ‘Ti amo, Alessandro. See you tomorrow.’

      Ending the call, Kate pushed her plate of food away and leaned on the counter, gazing around the tiny kitchen. The flat was not luxurious, but it was good enough and she made the best of it, considering the trade-off a small price to pay for living her dream in Rome. At times like these, however, when the dream didn’t seem quite as sparkly as she’d once hoped, the faded décor that she told everyone was characterful, and the dated, worn furniture that she insisted cheerfully was vintage and quirky, didn’t seem quite so appealing. At times like these she missed the beautiful house she’d had in Manchester and the friends and family she’d left behind. As for a walk to remind her of why she was trying so hard to make a new life here, her apartment was so far from the city centre it would take her hours to walk it, and the magnificent architecture and breathtaking splendour of the city itself was a world away from the post-war blocks of the suburb she lived in.

      She shook herself. Tomorrow was another day, and Alessandro was right – she needed to use the occasion to get to know everyone and win them over while they were all in a party mood. There was a lot of family to meet, and it was going to be busy, but it might just be the answer to her prayers. It was a wedding, in a beautiful church, followed by a spectacular reception venue, in one of the most romantic cities in the world, and she had the man of her dreams by her side. Why wouldn’t it be amazing? It was a wonderful excuse to cut loose, let her hair down, remind herself why she loved Italy so much and why she had chosen to live there.

      Reaching for her phone, she dialled her sister Anna’s number. She had spoken to her younger sister, Lily, earlier that day, but her older one, Anna, had been busy and she had promised to call back. It was probably wise to do it now, get showered and get an early night ready for the long day tomorrow.

      Anna picked up on the first ring.

      ‘Bloody hell, did you have it glued to your hand?’ Kate asked.

      Anna’s laughter was the most wonderful sound, and it lifted Kate’s spirits immediately. It also made her yearn for her sister’s company.

      ‘Not quite, I just happened to be unplugging it from the charger. How are you?’

      ‘I’m good,’ she replied. There was a pause.

      ‘Is your nose OK?’ Anna asked.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Not poking vases from sideboards or anything? Because it must be growing at a rate of knots. . .’

      ‘Ha ha, funny.’

      ‘I can always tell when you’re lying. What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ Kate said. She let out a sigh. ‘Nothing is wrong with day-to-day living. It’s just. . .’ How did she explain the arbitrary and irrational jealousy she was fast developing about Orazia? There was no reason in the world to fear her, even less to question Alessandro’s heart, so why did she feel so threatened? It was bad enough convincing Signora Conti that she was the right woman for Alessandro, but that just needed a little gentle coaxing, maybe a few more gifts and kindnesses. Orazia was something else, however – something Kate didn’t know how to deal with. She had never once felt threatened by the women that her ex-husband, Matt, came into contact with, and she had never been filled with such a forceful sense of distrust. The fact was she thought Orazia capable of anything, and for some reason, even though Kate had been in Rome for a month now, her old nemesis had suddenly decided to show her face, despite not having done so up until this point. It could have been a coincidence, Maria and Lucetta casually running into her at the hairdresser’s, but somehow Kate doubted it. It smacked of a set-up. Perhaps Maria had sat by, thinking that Kate and Alessandro would blow their relationship out themselves – a holiday romance that wouldn’t stand the test of becoming something more real – but then she had seen Kate making headway, and their relationship getting stronger, and had decided to do something about it.

      ‘Alessandro’s family are still proving a bit tough?’ Anna asked gently. ‘You’ll get there. He won me over, and I’m sure you can do the same with his mum. After all, if he’s in love and happy that’s surely all any mother wants for her son?’

      ‘Yes. . . of course, you’re right. Like always.’ Kate rallied for Anna’s sake. There was no point in causing her anxiety when distance prevented her from doing the one thing she would be desperate to do if she thought Kate was in trouble, which was come to her aid. ‘At least the preparations for the wedding are going well.’

      ‘Lucetta’s? It’s tomorrow, isn’t it? God, what I wouldn’t give for an invite – I bet it’ll be fantastic.’

      ‘I think it will be. It certainly promises to be memorable. And big. And very rowdy.’

      ‘I’ll bet!’ Anna laughed. ‘I want photos, and lots of them. What are you wearing?’

      ‘I’ve got two dresses – a little tea dress in Wedgwood blue for the day and a dove-grey strapless one for the evening.’

      ‘They sound lovely. It’s such a shame I can’t nip round to yours and borrow them any more.’

      ‘Come over any time.’

      ‘Actually. . .’ Kate could hear the smile in Anna’s voice, ‘I was thinking I might.’

      ‘Come over? To see me here?’

      ‘It’s not such a weird concept!’ Anna replied, laughing lightly. ‘When’s good for you?’

      ‘Well. . . My diary isn’t exactly full but even if it was I’d move everything to fit you in. There’s not much room at the flat but—’

      ‘Don’t be daft. We wouldn’t hear of putting you out. Christian and I will be just fine in a hotel somewhere nearby.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Of course. Besides, you might find it a bit tricky to fit Lily and Joel in too. . .’

      ‘They’re coming too!’ Kate squeaked. ‘When was this decided?’

      ‘We talked about it last night – thought it was about time we came to your new home and saw what all the fuss is about.’

      ‘Oh, I can’t wait! How long will you come for?’

      ‘I’m not sure yet. We’re going to put our heads together, check out the flights and hotels and base it on the costs. The cheaper we can do it for, the longer we can stay. Mum says she’s going to try too, but I don’t know whether she’ll make it as our hypochondriac stepdaddy Hamish has been suffering with his gout again. You know how it is, so we won’t make any promises there. I’m really looking forward to meeting Alessandro’s family too. . .’

      Kate’s smile slipped. She’d forgotten about that little scenario. Under normal circumstances she’d have been excited about that too, but after today? With Lucetta’s wedding around the corner and the chance that represented to smooth things with Signora Conti and Maria, it was too early to tell yet how a meeting with her own sisters might go. Perhaps it wasn’t worth worrying about yet. But she was looking forward to showing Anna and Lily the sights. They wouldn’t take much convincing about the beauty of Rome, and they’d understand once they saw it for themselves just why Kate had fallen in love with the city.

      ‘There’s so much I want to show you, it would be great if you could do the whole week. But whatever you manage we’ll cram in as much as we can.’

      ‘I’m looking forward to a bit of sister time.’

      ‘I’m not sure Christian will be with you on that.’

      ‘Oh, he can do whatever he wants. I expect he’ll find a bar to prop up somewhere. Maybe Alessandro can take him out to do blokey stuff.’

      ‘I’m not sure they’ll be into the same blokey stuff, but that’s not a bad idea.’

      ‘Italians love their football. So does Christian. They’ll be absolutely fine.’

      An unexpected yawn suddenly erupted from Kate.

      ‘I heard that,’ Anna said drily. ‘Am I keeping you up? Or has Alessandro been doing that?’

      ‘No, cheeky. It’s just been a long day.’

      ‘Early start tomorrow too?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’ll ring off, let you get ready for bed.’

      ‘I’m not going to bed this early, no matter how tired I am. Please. . . don’t go yet. Talk to me for a while – tell me what’s going on there.’

      ‘Are you sure you want me to? It hasn’t got any more exciting than it was before you left.’

      But it’s safe, Kate thought. Boring, but safe: no boyfriend-stalking, bunny-boiling Amazonian policewomen hiding around every corner and waiting for the first opportunity to trip you up and steal your man. No watching the money in the bank drain away while you struggled to get work in a city that had enough workers of its own. No constant fear that you’d made a huge mistake. Nice and safe.

      ‘I can take a bit of boring,’ Kate said. ‘Hit me with your worst.’
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