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			Prologue


			The boy lay in bed, in that strange half world where he was neither asleep nor fully awake. Shadows flitted across the net curtains, and the light from the street lamps cast a yellow glow on the ceiling. Outside a van circled Grosvenor Square and drove east towards the docks, but Robert didn’t know these things as he emerged from the dark tunnel of sleep. In the years to come he would look back on that morning. He would sigh and wish that he could have changed it from the very beginning.


			


			Robert climbed out of bed and padded barefoot to the window. Rain drummed on the glass, stippling the scene below. A road sweeper directed the rubbish towards his galvanised cart, and the occasional motor car crawled through the gloom, splashing up the rain. Robert let the curtain fall and dressed slowly. There was no school, the boarders had been sent home early.


			‘Breakfast, Robs, come and join me!’ Anthony Marston called to his thirteen-year-old son. Robert picked up the unfinished aeroplane from his bedside table, placed it on the shelf beside the others, and went down two flights of stairs to the dining room, situated in the lower ground floor of the spacious Georgian house.


			‘Morning, Papa.’ He helped himself to cereal and milk from the sideboard. He could feel his father’s eyes on him.


			‘My, you’ve grown. You’ve only been away three weeks and I could swear you are two inches taller.’


			‘Do you really think so?’


			Anthony Marston nodded. ‘I certainly do, and soon your voice will break and in a couple of years I’ll be teaching you to shave!’ Robert laughed and settled down in the chair next to him.


			‘Shame about the boys with chickenpox,’ Anthony said, looking sympathetic, ‘but lucky break for you.’


			‘It is rather.’ Robert grinned. ‘But I’ll probably get it next time. Selby had a spot on the end of his nose.


			Anthony grimaced. ‘Poor old thing.’


			He tapped Robert’s stamp book that lay on the table between them. ‘You’ve got this, I see. We’ll go through it in a minute.’ He pointed to two large paintings that filled the wall above the sideboard. ‘What do you think of your mother’s latest acquisitions? Your grandmother had something to say, I can tell you.’


			Robert studied the paintings thoughtfully. How he loved this time with his father, just the two of them. It was true the splashes of paint seemed thrown onto the canvas, but they were vibrant and original, just like his mother.


			‘I think they’re great – don’t you?’


			‘I’m not sure what they are,’ Anthony replied, ‘but yes, I certainly like them.’


			‘So what was Grandmama’s comment?’


			‘If I remember rightly, she called them meaningless daubs and alluded to the fact that your mother is half Italian. Your mother, of course, had some pithy reply, something about Raphael being Italian.’ Robert giggled. His mother always had the last word.


			*


			It seemed to Wilfred Archer as he walked towards his van on a cold November morning in 1934 that the Great War hadn’t changed anything for the working man. He kicked at an overflowing dustbin and cursed beneath his breath. The unofficial strike at Smithfield Market meant he had three times as much work for the same money. The big hotels wanted their meat in the kitchens by eight, and he’d been up since four and still hadn’t finished. One more trip east to the docks, collect the order, make the drop, and then home. He knew it was risky, his boss getting round the strike like this, but the hotels needed the delivery to feed their guests, and hell, he needed the work. In the long years of depression since the Wall Street crash of ’29 he was lucky to have a job at all.


			Half an hour later, the meat was in the van and Wilfred was heading west. He glanced up at the starless sky; dawn would soon break: he would have to put his foot down. He yawned. The baby had kept him up, and when he was desperate for just two hours sleep, his wife had thrust a bottle in his hand.


			‘Sorry, love,’ she had said. ‘I’ve got one of my heads.’


			On Piccadilly, a workman dragged his pneumatic drill out into the middle of the road, halting the traffic. Ignoring the queue that was forming, he began to hammer the tarmac. Wilfred wound down his window and stuck his head out. ‘Give us a break, mate,’ he yelled. The man looked at him with an easy grin, ‘For you, pal, anything. Can’t do much in this blasted weather.’ He put down his drill on the side of the road and sauntered off in the direction of a workman’s café. Wilfred swore. His wipers were drawing greasy, brown arcs across his windscreen; he made a mental note to clean them. He had only ten minutes to get there.


			*


			Anthony picked up his newspaper. ‘I’ll get the usual taxi on the other side of the square. Busy day ahead – jaw fracture this morning and an appointment in Whitehall this afternoon. I’ll try to get back early and we can finish that plane. I have a scalpel perfect for the job.’ He looked at Robert over his spectacles, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners.


			‘Terrific,’ Robert replied, pushing his cereal bowl aside and piling his plate with toast. ‘I’m having a problem cutting the balsa wood for the rudder.’


			‘Six o’clock then, after I’ve called in on your grandparents.’ Anthony was about to read the headlines when he remembered the stamps.


			‘Shall we look at these now?’ He picked up the book, flipping through the pages with his elegant surgeon’s hands. ‘You still have a gap here. Ah, the Penny Red. The dealer in Camden has a mint one. You will have to save up for it.’


			‘That would be grand.’


			Anthony smiled, remembering his trip to the dealer the day before and his purchase of the stamp. He couldn’t wait to see Robert’s face when he gave it to him. He folded the newspaper, put his napkin into the silver ring and stood up. ‘I’ll go up and say goodbye to your mother. See you in a minute.’ At the doorway he turned.


			‘You’ll come up and see me off?’


			‘Of course, Papa.’


			Robert’s heart lurched. His father was like an actor from the motion pictures, his jaw square, his dark hair neatly cut, his suits immaculately tailored, but he was also the kindest and the best.


			He took a mouthful of toast. There was no hurry, his father would be upstairs for a while chatting to his mother. She had the notion that breakfast in the dining room was a tradition that should definitely be ignored.


			He could hear footsteps on the pavement outside, and a car hooting in the distance, but inside it was silent.


			*


			Wilfred started to panic. He wouldn’t make it, and he was already on a warning. He couldn’t lose his job, what with a sick wife and a baby not three months old. Turning off Piccadilly, he sped down Maddox Street and along Grosvenor Street in the direction of Grosvenor Square, his palms sweating.


			*


			The dining room had always been Robert’s favourite room. He had been with his mother at Heals when she had picked out the bleached oak table and the high-backed chairs with the burgundy velvet upholstery.


			‘What do you think, Robs?’ she had asked, sinking into a deep cushion. ‘Sit down beside me.’ And he had sat down and said that he liked them.


			‘Well then, these are the ones we shall have,’ she had replied, laughing.


			He finished the last square of toast and went into the hall to wait for his father. He was looking at the portrait when Anthony came down the stairs. ‘Prettiest mother at school, I bet,’ he said, coming to stand beside him. ‘I like her hair like that, don’t you?’


			In the portrait, his mother’s dark hair was pleated into a fashionable chignon, showing her long neck. Her grey-green eyes were directed towards them, with the hint of a smile. Robert nodded in agreement. ‘She’s someone you would want to know, isn’t she, Papa?’


			Anthony laughed. ‘You are a funny chap, Robert, but yes, she certainly is.’


			He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Better be off, it’s five to eight. Work on your science project and if you get a good grade I’ll book tickets for the spring air show in Shoreham.’ He put his hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘The next two years are crucial, Robert. You are at one of the finest schools in the country: study hard now and you will have a great future ahead of you.’


			*


			Wilfred sighed with concern. The doctor had told them to wait for the test results, but they both knew that she wasn’t just ordinary sick. What would happen to the baby? He tried not to think of it, he mustn’t think of it. He strained to look through the windscreen, focusing on the red light of the car ahead of him.


			*


			Anthony stopped by the hall cupboard and put on his coat, exposing the crisp, white cuffs of his shirt, and Robert was glad that his father was wearing the green enamel cufflinks he had given him for his birthday. It had taken him six months to save up for them. Anthony took the umbrella from the stand and gathered his medical bag from the hall table. He was at the door when he drew a small packet from his coat pocket.


			‘Nearly forgot to give you this.’


			Robert opened the tiny slip of greaseproof paper. Inside was a mint-condition Penny Red. He looked up at his father, his eyes shining. ‘Thank you so much.’ He hugged him, inhaling the scent of citrus and cedar wood.


			Anthony ruffled his hair. ‘I wanted to surprise you, though now I’ll have to spoil your sister Diana too. Thought I’d get her the crystal pendant we saw together at Selfridges. You liked it, didn’t you?’


			‘I loved it, and De would love it too.’


			‘Well then, I shall buy it tomorrow. ’Bye Robs, my precious boy, look after that stamp.’


			*


			Wilfred glanced at his watch. It was three minutes to eight. In the corner of his eye a black car pulled out of a side street; it was coming fast. It was going to overtake him. He wouldn’t let the bastard overtake him. Wilfred thrust his foot hard down on the accelerator.


			*


			When the front door closed, Robert crossed to the window. Traffic moved slowly round Grosvenor Square, but Upper Brook Street was empty. Anthony put up the umbrella and stepped from the kerb. He was halfway across the road when his medical bag fell open. Robert knocked on the window to warn him and Anthony looked up at his son. A gust of wind tugged at his umbrella.


			*


			Wilfred sped round the middle of the square avoiding the road sweeper and his cart and entered Upper Brook Street. The black car peeled away.


			*


			Robert and his father saw the van at the same moment and they both knew it would keep on going; it was their last sharing of conscious thought. Robert could see the rain settling on his father’s coat in clear drops, further off a child with red boots, stomping through the puddles. He could hear the clock ticking in the hall. But he was helpless as time stretched towards the inevitable.


			*


			Wilfred’s foot was on the accelerator when he saw the man in the road. He slammed on the brakes, working the clutch until the gears screamed in protest, but the van skidded out of control.


			Wilfred could hear himself yelling as the body was flung upwards onto the bonnet and came hurtling towards him. The man’s eyes were wide with shock and his fingers were splayed as he tried to protect himself, but flesh and bone were no match for unforgiving metal. As the man’s face flattened against the windscreen, the scrunching, shattering of a thousand pieces of frosting glass exploded, until the face faded from him and only the blood remained.


			Wilfred opened the door and vomited the contents of his stomach into the road, wiping his mouth on his brown overalls. He collapsed against the steering wheel, burying his face in his hands. The man was clearly dead and he had robbed some poor child of a father, and a woman of a husband. The police would have him and he already knew the outcome. He was going too fast. They’d get him for manslaughter, he’d do time. His wife was dying; he was broke and broken.


			*


			Alessandra Marston was lying propped against the pillows, reading Wuthering Heights for the third time, when she heard the screech of brakes in the street outside. She put down her book. There were voices; traffic was drawing to a halt, a man was shouting. Dread built in her stomach. It was nothing, she told herself as she put on the dressing gown her husband had given her, tying the satin belt. Absolutely nothing. She crossed the room, pulled back the curtains and then the scream came.


			‘No, not Anthony, please God not Anthony.’ But it was her husband lying sprawled in the wet road. It was his bloodied face that stared up at the sky. As her son Robert threw himself down beside him, she knew with certainty that her life had changed for ever.
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			Peace


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			Two and a half years later


			It was seven o’clock in the morning in the spring of 1937 when Alessandra Marston closed the door on the flat for the last time, put the keys through the letterbox and went to join her daughter Diana in the waiting taxi. As the London streets flashed past the window she remembered another spring morning when the light had the same luminous quality, and the trees were laden with white blossom. ‘Now this,’ her husband Anthony had said, putting his arm around her shoulders, ‘is my religion, Alessandra. It’s as if the world is reborn, and right here in England.’ Now her husband was dead and she was leaving England with her daughter. She was leaving her friends, her father-in-law, but more importantly, her son.


			In the last two years her life had been turned upside down and, in what was probably the irrational escapade of a grieving widow, she was going to Italy at a time when questions were beginning to arise about the prospect of another war.


			


			Within half an hour of arriving at Victoria Station, Alessandra had everything, including her daughter, loaded onto the boat train. Diana was hunched on the seat by the window, her nose pressed against the glass. Leo, her threadbare lion, was clasped in her arms.


			On any other occasion her appearance would have brought a comment from Alessandra. Some children were automatically tidy and others were not. Diana fell into the latter category. At this moment a mass of dark curls had escaped her hairband and her blue coat, only cleaned the week before, had mud on the hem. Her socks sagged in crumpled folds around her ankles.


			Today however, Alessandra only longed to hug her. ‘This doesn’t have to be for ever,’ she said.


			‘Nothing is for ever,’ Diana replied, looking up at her, with eyes so like her own, and a knife turned in Alessandra’s heart. At fourteen years old, Diana should be happy at her old school in the country. The lion would have remained on the cupboard shelf where it had been abandoned years before, and she should have the future she had planned with Anthony. But of course nothing was as they had planned.


			


			When Diana was asleep, her hand pressed against her flushed cheek, Alessandra picked Leo up from the floor and placed him back in her lap.


			She rubbed her temples. The last two years had played havoc with her emotions. Anthony had protected her, loved her, and then he was dead. She had found out that her brilliant surgeon husband, who was famous for his skill on the operating table, was less capable with his finances. She remembered the conversation with her father-in-law, Peter Marston, shortly after the funeral.


			‘I’m so sorry, my dearest Alessandra,’ he had said, his hands unsteady as he sipped his glass of whisky. ‘I’m not sure my son told you everything. You see, the crash of twenty-nine affected us all significantly. Our stocks, shares and most of our savings have gone. Anthony made a few bad investments; so did I.’


			‘What are you saying, Peter?’


			‘I am saying that we were ill-advised and both of us took risks. Before Anthony’s death, these risks were manageable because of his large income, but now, it seems there is very little left. I fear I have let you down.’


			‘No, of course you haven’t,’ she assured him. But her husband had. How could he not have told her? How could the man she loved so dearly have left them with nothing?


			As Alessandra’s beautiful house in Upper Brook Street went, so did the housekeeper, the cook and the maid. Alessandra had rented a damp and depressing flat in Marylebone and had secured a job in Selfridges, selling the dresses she had once bought. Diana had been moved to a day school in London, while Robert was able to stay at Marchants thanks to the generosity and kindness of Douglas Gordon, Anthony’s colleague and best friend from his schooldays.


			‘My dear Alessandra,’ he had said. ‘When Anthony asked me to be godfather to Robert, I was honoured. It is a commitment I take seriously. I would be delighted to help financially and otherwise.’ Douglas hadn’t faltered and Alessandra had smiled at him in relief. Anthony had been right about Douglas; he was a good man, one of the best.


			Two years later, their lives had changed again. Alessandra had been hanging the decorations on the Christmas tree when the doorbell rang. Diana had taken off the chain to find an old woman on the doorstep, with a tapestry handbag wedged beneath her arm, who introduced herself as Mrs Browne. Alessandra remembered asking her into the sitting room and apologising for the uncomfortable sofa and the drab furnishings.


			‘Oh, goodness me, whatever for?’ Mrs Browne had replied, patting her hand. ‘In any event, it is quite probable that you won’t have to put up with them for long. Has the solicitor not informed you of my arrival?’


			Filled with curiosity, they learnt that Mrs Browne had recently returned from Italy. ‘I lived in Florence, you see. I helped your grandmother when she stayed at her apartment in the Brunelleschi Hotel during the winter months. I dealt with her correspondence, paid her bills, that sort of thing, until she passed away.’


			‘I wasn’t aware that she had died,’ Alessandra declared, feeling strangely emotional.


			‘You should have been notified,’ the old woman tutted. ‘I’m sorry.’


			‘I never met my grandmother, so there is no need to apologise.’


			‘That is something she always regretted, I promise you. Which brings me to the point of my visit. I have returned to England at her behest, but it was also the right moment for me. Though I have lived in Italy for the last twenty-five years, British condemnation of Mussolini’s invasion of Abyssinia changed everything. Our little community was singled out by his fascist thugs—’ She stopped mid-sentence, her face flushing. ‘Of course, it is different away from the city,’ she assured them, bending her head to rummage in her bag. Alessandra and Diana shared a glance, eyebrows raised. Mrs Browne finished with the bag at last and pulled a battered folder from the cavernous depths. Inside was a document tied in pink tape, a book of poetry and an envelope. ‘I suggest you open the letter first,’ she said, her eyes bright with excitement. ‘I think, my dear, you may be in for a big surprise.’


			Alessandra was intrigued. What could her grandmother possibly have to say after all these years? As she opened the letter, a photograph fluttered to the floor. It was taken outside the Catholic Church in Farm Street after her wedding to Anthony. Her face had been radiant, filled with hope for the future with her husband, before he had been snatched away. She remembered her mother sending the photograph to Italy. ‘I don’t know why I bother,’ she had said, her lips pursed. ‘What has my mother ever done for me?’ But she had sent it anyway and here it was after all these years. Alessandra smoothed the thick paper and with Diana leaning over her shoulder, she started to read.


			Villa Durante


			My Dearest Alessandra,


			It is sad that we have never met. I think of you often but I realise the damage has been done. When I wrote to your mother, begging her forgiveness, I learnt of her death.


			Do you still have the book of watercolours? I painted them with the wish that one day you would visit us. Sadly not in my lifetime, because I am dying, Alessandra, but I can end my days in the knowledge that my beautiful house on the borders of Tuscany and Umbria, will be yours. I hope you will love the Villa Durante, as we have done, and that it will heal family wounds. You should know that my punishment has been severe; I lost not only a daughter but a beautiful granddaughter.


			I entrust my friend Angela Browne to give you my will, this letter and a book of poetry by Leopardi. Read the poetry well for it will help you to understand this country and your ancestors. You have had your own tragic loss; so come home, Alessandra. Hitler and Mussolini bark at the heels of Europe, but their influence will not last for ever.


			Con affetto, your grandmother Durante, who has thought about you every day of your life.


			‘So you see, dear,’ Mrs Browne had said, after Alessandra finished reading the letter and the will. ‘Unbeknown to you, your grandmother took great interest in your life and followed it carefully. She was satisfied that you would take the estate forward into the future. There is a small caveat. If you chose to accept your inheritance, you must return to Italy within a year and take the family name of Durante. If these conditions are not acceptable, the estate will go to the church.’


			Alessandra remembered her shock. The woman who had disowned her own daughter, and had been indifferent to her plight, had now left her granddaughter the Villa Durante. There was the caveat of course, the sting in the tail: a peremptory demand that Alessandra should give up the surname of the man she loved, in favour of the woman who had brought her family nothing but pain. Her grandmother was manipulating her from the grave.


			That night Alessandra had paced the small, dingy sitting room. Her grandmother had offered her a lifeline: the house from the book of watercolours would be hers and their financial worries would be over. Diana would have a new start, but what about Robert? He was happy at his school, a boy on the brink of manhood. Exhausted, she had slumped down on the sofa, remembering the morning of her sixteenth birthday, running down the stairs of their small house in Balham.


			‘A present from your grandmother,’ her mother had said, her face expressing her disapproval. Alessandra had ripped open the paper to find the sketchbook inside. Each page, meticulously painted by her grandmother, showed a different aspect of a large stone house surrounded by woods and hills. There were interiors, exteriors, and landscapes set beneath a cloudless sky.


			‘When can we go to Italy?’ The words rushed out and though her mother’s lips held their thin line, Alessandra would not give up. ‘Tell me, please, why do you never talk about my grandparents? I want to meet them.’


			‘You may go to Italy if you wish, but it will not be with me.’ Then her mother’s expression softened and she had stroked her daughter’s cheek. ‘I am sorry, Alessandra, of course you should know. I was eighteen, not much older than you are today, when my bicycle had a puncture. As luck would have it, an Englishman, your father, came to my rescue. You may remember his manners, Alessandra, and his charming accent; even his name, Charles St John, was romantic. By the time my tyre was fixed, allora, I was in love. My parents wouldn’t countenance our marriage,’ she continued. ‘Not only was your father socially inferior, he was a Protestant. We married anyway, and when his contract with the Italian railways ended we returned to England. And the rest you know. When your father died I wrote to my mother. You were small, and I was alone here. I wanted to take you back to Italy, but she never replied.’


			Alessandra had returned upstairs. The book of watercolours was never mentioned again; but occasionally when her mother was at work, she would take it out, and dream of a world where the sun shone, the garden was brimming with flowers, and the house in the book was her house. She did write a short letter of thanks to her grandmother. It was the only letter she sent.


			Now, as the London suburbs gave way to green fields, Alessandra tipped the contents of the folder onto the seat beside her and read the letter again. Though it was an apology of sorts, it could never make up for the years of misery her grandmother had inflicted upon her mother, when Valentina Durante’s only crime had been to marry her father. She sighed. It was three months since Mrs Browne’s revelations and they had been filled with every possible emotion.


			*


			Their journey took them from London to Dover, then a ferry to Calais and onward by train. Diana slept, wrote copious letters to her brother, or leafed through magazines, giving Alessandra hours to go through her grandmother’s inventories and lists. The more she read, the more she was overwhelmed. She was embarking on a new life in a country she had never even visited. She was taking on a large estate that may or may not be run down, in a language that she had not spoken for years. When her head was buzzing with facts and figures and she could hardly breathe, she distracted herself by composing cards to Robert, bought in each destination on the way. She had finished the last card, a black and white photograph of the Eiffel tower, when an idea came to her. She pulled her diary from the suitcase in the rack above her. She hadn’t written in it since that terrible day. Now she would start again. Her entries would be to Anthony. It would keep her strong, positive and, more importantly, it would keep her beloved husband alive.


			


			‘I’m sitting on the train, my darling,’ she wrote, ‘and Diana and I are on our way to a new life in Italy. To my amazement, after all these years of silence, my Grandmother Durante has left me her house and her entire estate! I find myself dumbfounded by a legacy from someone whom I had never met and, if I am honest, never really wanted to. On the one hand it is timely, since Selfridges and I have recently parted company. However, with civil war in Spain and an unsettled Europe, it has been a difficult decision. After months of deliberation and tussles with the Italian Embassy to obtain dual nationality, I have finally taken the plunge. Robert has chosen to stay at Marchants which has been difficult for everyone, not least his Mama! I know in my heart it is the right choice, but it is hard to leave him behind. You would have been proud of his resolve, and it is this that makes it easier to bear. Diana has vacillated between excitement one moment, and misery at leaving her brother the next. Fortunately, exams, packing up the flat, and Italian lessons from your delightful old patient, Signora D’Abramo, have left her little time to brood.


			Since you left us, England has seen a lot of change. King George has passed away, and his son Edward, whom you always believed to be a playboy, has abdicated the throne. He has recently married an American divorcee. Where for heaven’s sake is his sense of duty?


			You must wonder why your wife, who was once ashamed of being half Italian, would choose to move to Italy at such a time as this.


			After your dear Mama died, I told your father that time is the greatest healer, but it was nonsense. I miss you so much. I am hoping this will be a new beginning.


			You will remember I was a little rude about your friend Douglas Gordon – not about his stammer of course, but his annoying habit of knocking his pipe out on my spotless furniture. I have discovered he is the dearest of men. Perhaps we have given him a purpose after the tragic loss of his own wife Magdelene; perhaps his devotion to our son is his way of thanking you for your friendship. Whatever the reason, I am confident that I am leaving Robert in safe hands.


			Now to the estate. Signor Innocenti, the manager, is apparently beyond middle age, but according to the numerous cryptic messages my grandmother has written in the inventory margins, he is honest.


			The estate is still structured on the ancient system of mezzadria. This means the welfare of the tenants, their livestock and their land are my responsibility. In return, half the income from their crops goes back into the estate coffers. Your wife will now have to learn about the olive yield, the vineyards, the crop output. Though the task is daunting, when the old insecurities surface, I will hear your calm voice telling me that I am up to this challenge. So, Anthony, I will try to be a good ‘possidente’ – a proprietor that you would approve of.


			With my love and devotion always, and until the next time,


			Your loving wife, Alessandra


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			After stops in Paris, Turin and Milan, Alessandra and Diana arrived in Florence at Mussolini’s brand-new showcase station, Santa Maria Novella, at seven o’clock in the evening. They had never seen anything like it before. Gleaming high-speed trains stood beside steam engines and people thronged everywhere. Men with briefcases hurried beneath the vast steel and glass ceiling, while brightly dressed women gossiped in the cafés, their children running freely through the crowds. There were reunions and departures. Among the chaos, colour and noise, vendors of every description were selling their wares. Newsboys shouted the headlines and coal fumes mingled with the scent of flowers. As Alessandra paid for two almond pastries, she felt a stirring of excitement. The language her mother had taught her many moons ago returned like a forgotten memory. She was no longer ashamed of her heritage; Italy was beautiful, the energy different, more vibrant. It seemed her decision to leave England was right after all.


			


			They spent the night in Florence at a pensione on Via Luigi Alamanni, and returned to the station in time for the three o’ clock train. As they entered the building, a hush descended on the concourse. Children ran to their mothers, flower girls packed up their flowers. Even the newsboys were silent as a column of Fascist militia marched across the marble floor.


			Diana moved closer to her mother. ‘Who are they?’ she whispered.


			‘They are just policemen working for Mussolini,’ Alessandra replied, keeping her voice light, but she was unable to pull her eyes away from the Blackshirts, unable to stop the fear clawing at her chest. She remembered Mrs Browne’s words before she left.


			‘Mussolini’s influence does not impact significantly on country life. You will be safe at the Villa Durante.’


			Now as the Blackshirts marched into the distance, Alessandra hoped Mrs Brown’s assertions were true. She looked at her daughter’s white face and squeezed her arm. ‘They have left, so you see, there is nothing to worry about,’ she said, trying to sound optimistic. ‘Let’s go and talk to the stationmaster, we need to find our train.’


			


			The train took them through the Tuscan countryside, past hilltop villages and low-lying plains. Farms scattered the landscape, but the further they travelled from Florence, the more isolated it felt. Two hours after leaving Santa Maria Novella station, and four days after leaving London, they arrived at Camucia, at the base of the hilltop village of Cortona. It was pouring with rain. It would be another hour before a bus jolted to a halt outside the waiting-room door. Exhausted and disgruntled, they dragged their cases to the bus stop.


			‘Buona sera, Signora e Signorina.’ The driver, who looked like a boy, jumped down and pulled off his cap, to reveal a mop of dark, unruly hair. He removed his cigarette and spat into the ground. Diana wrinkled her nose and looked away.


			‘Agh, the weather! But it’s God’s weather, you know how it is,’ he said, his mouth curved in laughter. Alessandra at that moment didn’t know anything, and Diana didn’t want to.


			When he had stowed their luggage in the boot, he climbed back on.


			‘Are you old enough to drive a bus?’ Alessandra queried, more than a little concerned.


			There was a pause. ‘I’m twenty-one,’ he grinned. Scrambling the gears, the youth drove off at great speed, negotiating the mountain roads with complete disregard for the safety of his passengers or indeed his bus. He finally slammed on the brakes and the bus lurched to a halt in the village of Mercatale, some eleven miles from the station.


			‘This is as far as we go.’


			‘A taxi?’ Alessandra swivelled her head but the street was deserted.


			‘To Sant’Andrea di Sorbello, at this time of night? You should have got here sooner.’ He dumped the cases on the side of the road. ‘Buona notte my friends, and if you ever need me, my name is Pipo.’


			‘You can’t just leave us,’ Alessandra begged.


			‘I suppose mio nonno could give you a lift, but he is expensive. Molto costoso.’


			Pipo ambled towards a small house on the other side of the road. Minutes later he returned with his grandfather.


			Alessandra smiled hopefully.


			Pipo rubbed his fingers together. ‘Many lire,’ he laughed. The old man scratched his head as if he were considering the option. He then returned to the house, to reappear a short while later with a donkey and cart.


			Alessandra stared at the ancient cart. ‘This is our transport?’


			‘Is it not good enough for the Signora? I’ll tell my grandpa.’ Pipo turned towards the old man but Alessandra grabbed his arm.


			‘No. Don’t let him go, it’s fine, I assure you.’ She scrambled onto the cart, pulling Diana up beside her.


			‘Money first.’ The old man held out his hand.


			With their debt settled and their cases tied on the back, they moved slowly off.


			‘Buona notte,’ Pipo jumped into the bus and winked at Diana. Despite herself she smiled.


			


			At just before eight the donkey cart stopped at the end of a driveway. ‘Non è possibile,’ the old man said, taking his hat from his head, and shaking off the raindrops. Alessandra could now see his face, lined from too many years in the sun, but his eyes remained a startling blue. He wiped his hands on his leather jacket.


			‘The road is too wet and my donkey too old. We can go no further.’ He kicked at the water with his thick boot. Alessandra looked from the cart to the deeply rutted track ahead. Water gushed down the runnels and even if they walked, the ancient donkey would never manage the slippery incline. She climbed from beneath the cart’s makeshift awning and found herself at the end of a small piazza. Narrow houses with faded green shutters lined one side of a square and, at the other end, a simple church with a portico and bell tower stood against another row of houses. Sandwiched in the middle, a bar with a wooden sign announced its status as one of the top destinations in Europe. How Italian, Alessandra thought: you could drink yourself to oblivion in one door, and pray for absolution in the next. A slumbering Diana stirred and peered from beneath the canopy.


			‘Where are we?’ she asked.


			‘I think we are here,’ Alessandra replied.


			The old man untied their cases from the cart, and with a heavy sigh he picked them up and trudged to the church porch. ‘I have put them in the dry, è un po’ bagnato – it is a little wet.’


			He climbed back onto his cart, ‘Buona notte,’ he called. ‘I hope you find somewhere to sleep.’ Raising his hand in farewell, the old man and his donkey trundled into the gloom.


			Alessandra looked around the deserted piazza and put on a smile. ‘You stay here with the cases, I’ll try the bar.’


			In the dimly lit bar a few tables and chairs were scattered. A half-filled ashtray and an empty beer glass were relics of a recent customer, but for now only a small dog eyed her warily from a kennel in the corner. Alessandra called half-heartedly. She knocked on the wooden counter; a hollow echo was the only reply.


			Outside, the silent, shuttered houses looked equally abandoned. She chose a house at the end of the row and knocked. A lace curtain twitched above her but no one came. It was the same at the next house.


			It was getting dark, the church was locked, and she didn’t have the keys to the villa. Even if they walked up the drive, they couldn’t get in. She pounded on the door of the third house and stepped back in surprise when a woman’s face appeared from the shadows.


			‘Si?’


			‘Will you help us?’ The door drew back a little further and a woman, whom Alessandra judged to be in her mid-sixties, was observing her keenly.


			‘Why are you out in this weather? What are you doing?’ The woman took off her apron and came outside.


			‘We are looking for the Villa Durante.’


			‘What do you want with the villa? Who are you?’


			‘Sono Signora Durante.’


			A frown crossed the old woman’s face. ‘Don’t jest. Signora Durante is dead and her family live in England.’


			Alessandra thought quickly. She needed proof. The letter from her grandmother was in English, but she did have the photograph. She looked in her bag. She couldn’t find it. Tears were stinging at her eyes – she had lost it on the train! Then she saw it in the side compartment. She held it out, her hands shaking. The woman reached in her pocket for her glasses. Squinting in the half-light, she turned the photograph over and read the names on the back.


			‘Signora – Alessandra! I have seen this many times. Is it really you? And with your handsome husband in the photograph, is it possible? Ahh, Dio!’ She raised her head to peer at Alessandra. ‘Your grandmother talked so much about you; she wanted you to come here, and at last you have.’


			Alessandra felt a sob rise in her throat as the tension of the last months threatened to overwhelm her.


			‘Come,’ the woman said grabbing their hands. ‘Come inside. There is no need to cry, Signora, I will look after you, and your daughter, yes, Signora Carducci will look after you.’


			And ten minutes later she set an assortment of cured meats and cheese on a table in front of them. ‘In Italy, we know how to eat, and we know how to sleep. Tonight you will stay in the little attic bedroom, but you will sleep like kings.’


			When they had finished eating, they followed Signora Carducci up the narrow stairs to the very top of the house. The lantern was scarcely out, and the shutters closed, when they had fallen into a deep sleep.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			The following morning Alessandra opened her eyes. She could hear a dog barking in the distance and church bells ringing. Somewhere nearby a cock crowed vociferously, announcing the new day. Alessandra stretched, letting the sounds wash over her and, for the first time in months, she felt at peace.


			Climbing over her sleeping daughter’s bed she leant from the window. Below her, the village square was filled to capacity and a few puddles were the only evidence of the previous night’s rain. Children were playing hopscotch and the dog from the kennel was lying in a patch of sun. Women with muscled arms scrubbed their laundry in the village trough and hung it out to dry. The scene before her was a kaleidoscope of colour and vibrancy; even the cockerel strutted along the wall, ruffling its bedraggled feathers. Alessandra breathed deeply. Her family’s happiness had been snatched away; but here in the Italian countryside they could start to rebuild their lives.


			She remembered the night before their departure, Diana standing by their suitcases.


			‘We can’t go,’ she had said, clutching Leo. ‘I won’t be able to talk to Papa when I’m on the other side of the world.’


			‘Of course you can.’ Alessandra gently tapped her daughter’s forehead. ‘He is in here always.’


			‘But he’s not. He’s going, fading like a dream, and I can’t stop him.’


			Alessandra wanted to hold her daughter and reassure her, she looked so young and defenceless.


			‘Your father would never leave you,’ she had said gently. ‘And besides, Italy isn’t the other side of the world.’


			


			While Diana continued to sleep, Alessandra followed the aroma of coffee downstairs. Signora Carducci was making pastry on a marble slab. She rolled it into a ball and turned to Alessandra.


			‘Un caffè?’


			‘Thank you.’


			‘You should eat.’ She wagged a finger at her. ‘You are too skinny.’ She poured the brew into a small white cup, took an omelette that was warming on the stove, and placed it in front of her.


			‘Good Italian food; that is what you need.’ She wiped her hands on a towel and collected a paraffin lamp that she put on the side.


			Alessandra glanced at the lamp.


			‘For tonight, Signora, but don’t worry, there is a generator up at the house. Flick a switch and poof! you have light. Apart from the Castello, it is the only house with electricity on this side of the mountain.’ To Signora Carducci it was not only a miracle, but the subject of great pride. Alessandra looked suitably impressed.


			‘And your husband, he will come to Italy?’ she asked.


			Alessandra took a deep breath. ‘I am a widow, my husband was killed in an accident; that is why we have come.’


			‘Ah,’ Signora Carducci replied, and made the sign of the cross. She then returned to her chores.


			


			Alessandra was drying her plate when there was a commotion at the door. She followed Signora Carducci into the narrow hallway where a short, thickset man stood at the head of a large gathering.


			‘I am your estate manager. Il mio nome e Elio Innocenti.’


			A hush descended as Alessandra held out her hand. ‘Signora Marston, mi dispiace, I mean Durante.’ She smiled first at the man and then at her daughter who had tiptoed cautiously down the stairs to join her.


			‘And this is my daughter Diana.’ Alessandra felt the tension ease from her shoulders, knowing instantly that her grandmother was right; here was a man she could trust. His faded trousers were held together with a wide belt and his blue shirt was frayed at the cuffs, but both were spotlessly clean. His canvas boots, layered with the dust of many summers, seemed as much part of the man as his smile, which started in his eyes and spread slowly, creasing his face into a thousand lines.


			‘We are glad you have come to us,’ he said. ‘For over a year now the house has been empty, the Villa Durante has been waiting for your return.’


			They followed Signor Innocenti into the square where a donkey waited in the sunshine. Only the cases were piled onto the cart. As they walked up the hill, it seemed that the whole village had decided to join them. Every man had a word of advice for Alessandra.


			‘The olives need pruning and the grapes … there is always a lot of work, but truly, as God is my witness, Signor Innocenti he works hard for you, even when you are not here.’ Apparently, everyone had a brother who worked on the estate, and everyone knew someone who would be able to help. Half a mile up the track Elio Innocenti came to a halt. The entire group followed his example.


			‘This is the land of your ancestors,’ he said, spreading his arms wide. ‘This all belongs to the estate.’


			Alessandra followed his gaze. Below her, fields, meadows and forests were laid out in a rich tapestry of colour and shapes, and in the distance, a village clung to the hillside with a church at its centre. A lump formed in her throat. This was more than just a landscape, much more; not only was it achingly beautiful, it was also her future and her mother’s past – a past she had left behind.


			They turned the last bend in the drive. On a flat plateau, a curved wall enclosed a steep bank. In the centre of the bank, two stone posts supported a pair of rusting iron gates. Signor Innocenti leant against them and with a great show of strength he heaved them back against the wall. He continued up a short flight of steps, worn smooth from centuries of use and walked towards the house. At once the chattering stopped and everyone was silent. Alessandra lifted her eyes. It was the house buried in her childhood memories, the house in her book of watercolours. Shutters still hung at the windows, traces of the green paint still visible on the silver-grey wood. The loggia was there, wisteria twisting haphazardly through the arches; it was all as she remembered from the paintings. The fountain was dry now, chipped and tilting drunkenly, but it was the same cherub, and the same stone dog at the large front door. She walked towards it and was about to turn the handle when Signora Carducci came up the steps behind them


			‘I have the key. We always knew that someday a Durante would return.’


			The key turned easily in the lock and everyone drew backwards. Signora Carducci pushed the door open and Alessandra stepped over the threshold. Before she could even see the interior, she could feel the coolness in the air and she could smell the damp of disuse.


			Slowly her eyes adjusted, and she was aware of a long, rectangular room filled with furniture. Paintings and faded gilt mirrors hung from the walls. As Signora Carducci opened the shutters, the sunlight spilled inside, fracturing the dust into spinning particles, fading the terracotta floor tiles to a pale, rosy pink. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, the candles burnt to stubs, the clouded crystal spattered with wax. Alessandra pulled the dust covers off two sofas that stood either side of a stone fireplace; she ran her hand over an upright chair with a tapestry seat and she could see the room, not as it stood at this moment, but as it would be one day in the future.


			‘Thank you for taking care of the house,’ she said.


			‘It is nothing,’ the older woman replied. ‘Now, the windows can be left open and Signor Innocenti will do as I tell him and mend the holes in the roof.’ She stared at the estate manager accusingly, and he shrugged his shoulders and ambled into the hall.


			‘See,’ she pointed to the buckets placed strategically on the floor and then at Signor Innocenti. ‘Your job.’


			Signor Innocenti spread his hands to show that he was aware of the problem.


			‘It is true,’ he said. ‘But the house will welcome you, just as we welcome you. We will mend the roof, and if the generator is not working, we will fix that before nightfall. The plumbing,’ he smiled, ‘that is also a little difficult, but there is a shed in the garden, a good shed, though a little overgrown. Dario is already cutting down the weeds.’ When Alessandra’s face looked anxious, he reassured her in his slow and musical voice.


			‘This is now your home. It is the only place you should ever be. I can see that you both have your health and that is the most important gift in life.’ Alessandra liked the optimism of her estate manager. He was right; in time it could all be fixed.


			While the men chopped wood for the fires, Diana ran up the wide staircase. She had exchanged her winter coat for a light floral dress with a wide skirt, and her hair, liberated from the hairband, was a riot of dark curls. As her mother inspected the two armoires on the landing that were filled with linen, Diana ran from one room to another, pulling open windows, doors, laughing in excitement. When she came to a bedroom with cream-painted furniture, she felt a strange yearning. Perhaps it was the pale yellow walls that reminded her of her bedroom at Upper Brook Street. Perhaps it was some forgotten ancestor that drew her like a magnet. She sat down at a desk and opened the drawers. They were filled with drawings and letters as if some child from the past had left only moments before. She looked up as her mother entered.


			‘Can this be my room?’ she asked


			‘Why ever not?’ Alessandra agreed.


			


			When she had gone, Diana continued to explore. In the cupboard, dresses from a different age hung in neat rows, and several pairs of shoes were in a rack on the floor. A small pouch filled with costume jewellery was hanging on the door. As she held the trinkets up to the light, she was reminded of the crystal pendant Robert had given her for Christmas.


			‘Papa was going to buy you this,’ he had said, as she unwrapped the crystal heart suspended on a delicate chain, ‘but he never had the chance, so I bought it for you instead.’ Diana’s mood changed immediately. She slid to the floor and let her tears fall. She missed Robert so much and she missed her father. She remembered being summoned to the headmistress’s study at her school in Sussex, being told her father was injured. They had not said he was dead. And then in the hall in London, her mother, Robert, Grandpa Peter, all turning towards her as she came through the door. She had known immediately. Robert had followed when she had bolted upstairs.


			‘We’ll get through this, De,’ he had said, catching up with her, holding her sobbing face against his chest. ‘We’ll do this together.’


			They were so close, and now she had left him.


			She didn’t hear Signora Carducci come in. She touched Diana’s shoulder, and the young girl started.


			‘You are unhappy.’ It was not a question.


			Diana nodded. ‘A little.’


			‘It looks like a lot to me. Come, I have something to show you,’ she said, and Diana followed her into the garden.


			High up in an oak tree, hidden among the foliage, was a small wooden house. ‘You are fourteen years, no? This belonged to your grandmother. She was given it at about your age. It can be your own special place and I will tell no one.’ By her gestures Diana understood that they were sharing a secret and Diana was good at keeping secrets.


			


			Alessandra was on the balcony outside her new bedroom when she noticed Diana talking to Signora Carducci. They were standing beneath an oak tree and Diana was laughing. There was something reassuring about Signora Carducci. Diana obviously sensed this too.


			As Alessandra returned inside, she caught sight of a painting on the wall beside the large wooden bed. The sitter was dressed in white with a black ribbon tied around her neck. The pose was serious, and yet the young girl’s eyes were animated and alive. The family likeness was unmistakable. Beside it was a photograph of the same girl, older now, in a long dress covered in crystal beads. There was a feather in her hair and she was smiling into the camera. When Alessandra looked closely she realised that it was her mother, wearing the same dress she had given her for the medical school dance. She must have worked on it for weeks, altering it to make it fashionable. At once she felt a wave of longing and nostalgia for her dead mother. At some time during her life, that youthful optimism had gone, her spirit broken. Alessandra vowed she would never give up like her mother, and she wouldn’t let the same thing happen to Diana.


			She sat down on the stool in front of the dressing table and closed her eyes. For a brief moment she was young again, entering a ballroom in a beautiful gown. She could remember the laughter and the music, and the couples as they spun beneath the crystal chandeliers.


			‘Would you like to dance?’ A sandy-haired student with pale blue eyes and a faint stutter had bowed in front of her, and they had joined in the whirling, elegant throng until another student cut in.


			‘Excuse me, Douglas, do you mind?’ he had asked, tapping her partner on the shoulder. As she looked up into the handsome, smiling face of Anthony Marston, then a fifth-year medical student, she felt a lurch in her stomach that was entirely new.


			She turned back, but her partner had released her, melting into the background and she was left with Anthony. For the entire evening he stayed at her side, charming her, until she was left in no doubt of her feelings. It seemed that the attraction was mutual, and as the days turned into weeks they became inseparable.


			A month after Anthony qualified they were engaged. At Valentina Durante’s request they were to be married at the Catholic church in Farm Street.


			‘My faith is still important to me, Alessandra,’ she had said. ‘Like you, I was an Italian married to an Englishman.’


			‘You are wrong, Mama, I may be Catholic but I am English like my father.’ But inside, Alessandra believed she would always be different from her school friends; deep down she was still the little Italian girl.


			Anthony had of course agreed to her request. ‘I will assure the priest that I will be a good Catholic,’ he had laughed. ‘As long as you understand that my fingers will be crossed behind my back.’


			As she stood beside him at the altar, Alessandra knew that whatever his beliefs, Anthony would be honourable and true for as long as he lived. She hadn’t guessed he would be taken so soon.


			


			By dusk all the mattresses had been beaten and turned, and the floors swept. The increasing bonfire was stoked, and the donkey cart continued to travel back and forth, bringing food and other necessities. When the cooking range was hot and supper prepared, the children from the village arrived to join their parents. Everyone sat down around the large kitchen table. Alessandra found the pasta with beans and the skin of a pig salty and difficult to chew, but she washed it down with the local red wine. Diana ate heartily as if it was the best cuisine in the world.


			When supper was finished, Diana ran outside, followed by a stream of children. Alessandra was about to caution her, when Signora Carducci stopped her.


			‘Leave her be, Signora. Give your daughter some freedom and Italy will heal her.’


			Alessandra hesitated but then she smiled. Signora Carducci was like a rock, solid and dependable, her brown eyes calm in her square face. She was right, of course; she must squash this relentless anxiety; allow Diana to live without constantly warning her of the dangers.


			Later they stood together on the terrace. They could hear bullfrogs croaking in the distance, and a dog barking in the valley below, but nearer at hand, high up in an oak tree came the sound of children’s laughter.


			*


			Alessandra was unpacking her suitcase when she took out Robert’s cloth rabbit. She had adopted it when he first went to boarding school, refusing to take the rabbit for fear of being teased. He was just eight years old and it was one of the only arguments she had with her husband. ‘I don’t care if you went to the same prep school, Anthony; Robert is too young,’ but in the end Anthony had prevailed.


			This time Robert was sixteen; no longer a child. She remembered the last night of the school holidays, a week before they had left for Italy. Douglas had taken them all out to supper. Diana had been very quiet, pushing her food around her plate, and Robert had put on a brave face but she could see that it was a façade. It was actually Douglas who had saved the day.


			‘I have thought of a new anagram, Robert: decimal point. I’ll give you fifteen seconds,’ and he had winked at his godson.


			Robert’s expression had altered immediately when faced with his favourite challenge. ‘I’m a dot in place,’ he laughed. ‘And I’ve got one for you, Douglas, but this time I’ll give you the answer – I’ll make a wise phrase. You have ten seconds because you’re older!’


			It took Douglas only five. ‘William Shakespeare. If I may say so, Robert, that’s a good one. Congratulations, young man.’


			Diana looked up at her brother. ‘That’s clever, Robs, where did you find it.’


			‘A boy at school told me,’ he grinned.


			Alessandra placed the rabbit on her pillow. How she missed her son, but she acknowledged, wiping a tear from her cheek, they were so lucky to have Douglas as a friend.


			


			It was approaching midnight when her case was finally empty and her clothes and possessions were tidied away. She picked a record from the selection she had brought from England and went to the study downstairs. It was Anthony’s favourite piece of music: ‘The Lark Ascending’. It had become her agony and her solace. As the music reverberated around the room, she could feel Anthony’s presence. He was telling her she could manage without him; she was strong and brave even if she didn’t realise it yet. She could see him at the desk, bent over his work, his horn-rimmed spectacles balanced on his nose, his short, dark hair exposing the vulnerable white skin of his neck. Then he took off his spectacles, rubbed at an imaginary speck of dirt, and he was glancing across the room at her, his smile lighting up his eyes. She wanted to go to him, drape her arms around his neck and breathe in the smell of him, warm cashmere mixed with cedar wood and a hint of antiseptic. But he had gone and there was only an empty chair and the music. She wiped her eyes as the door opened.


			‘Couldn’t you sleep?’ she asked, as Diana stood on the threshold.


			‘I miss Papa and Robs.’


			‘Come and sit down and we can miss them together.’ They curled together on the sofa. ‘And Grandpa Peter too,’ Diana murmured, her dark lashes flickering against her pale cheeks as she fell asleep in Alessandra’s arms.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Alessandra stopped chopping the onions, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and turned to Signora Carducci.


			‘Signor Innocenti says there is enough money in the estate coffers to employ you on a full-time basis.’


			‘Are you are asking me to work for you, or telling me?’


			‘Forgive me, it is my Italian, Signora Carducci, I would never tell you. Never, but it would be a great honour if you would resume your position as housekeeper.’


			Signora Carducci sniffed. She picked up a tea towel and passed it to Alessandra.


			‘I will consider it.’


			Alessandra dabbed at her streaming eyes. ‘Though Signor Innocenti is extremely efficient and he has managed on his own until now, I intend to become fully involved in the running of the estate. It would make it so much easier for me.’


			‘Efficient, Signor Innocenti, eh?’ she sniffed. ‘We had a good crop of olives last year, that is why there is money in the coffers.’


			‘Does that mean yes?’


			‘I was fifteen when I start to work for your family, so yes, I will resume my duties, but we need to employ a handyman. Is there enough money in the coffers for that too?’


			As Signora Carducci walked down the hill, laughter bubbled inside her. It was quite clear to her that this elegant slip of a woman from London had never done a day’s physical work, but she now wanted to take on a man’s world. It would be a hard task, but her grandmother had done it, and now the Signora would do it. She had something to prove to herself and to her family.


			


			Three days after Signora Carducci accepted her position, Alessandra caught sight of herself in the drawing room mirror. Her skirt and her headscarf were spattered with white paint. She put the paintbrush in the tray and climbed down the ladder. She stopped in front of Dario, whose role now encompassed decorating, gardening and many of the household chores.


			‘I believe, Dario, there is more paint on my skirt than there is on the walls?’


			‘There is also paint on your nose, Signora, it has been there all morning.’


			‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’


			‘Because I thought it would be impolite, but may I suggest that the Signora buys some more suitable clothes.’


			‘And where should I buy these clothes?’ she enquired.


			‘They sell everything at the market in Umbertide,’ he replied.


			


			‘I am enjoying painting the house,’ she wrote to Robert. ‘Diana is helping, and Dario, the handyman. With every brushstroke the house seems to come alive. It’s as if it has been sleeping, waiting for us to arrive. I can’t wait for you to see it.’


			


			On the first Wednesday in May, Alessandra waylaid Signora Carducci as she mopped the landing floor.


			‘Diana and I are going to the market.’


			The older woman leant on her mop.


			‘So you will go on your own, eh? To the biggest market of the year?’


			‘It will be good for Diana’s Italian.’


			‘They will see you coming,’ she muttered, ‘but if you think you will do it better than me …’


			


			They parked their bicycles in the square and strolled through the stalls. There were cheese counters, tables laden with fruit and vegetables and stalls filled with household goods. Chickens and goats heading for slaughter clucked and bleated from their wooden cages. As they passed a cage containing a small kid goat, Diana clutched her mother’s arm.


			‘Please can we buy it, Mama?’ she begged.


			‘And who will look after it?’


			‘I will.’


			Alessandra looked at her daughter’s anguished face and relented.


			‘Only one goat,’ she agreed.


			While Diana negotiated with the stallholder to buy the goat, Alessandra brought painting overalls for herself and Diana, and sensible shoes. Next she purchased a length of cream linen and an assortment of vegetables, which she packed in a canvas bag. When she caught sight of Diana, walking towards her with a triumphant look on her face, pulling an unwilling goat, she remembered the wan child who had left London only a few weeks before.


			


			When they reached the end of the drive, instead of going up the hill, they took a lane to the right of the piazza and arrived at the fattoria, the large stone farmhouse where Signor Innocenti lived. Diana lifted the goat out of the bicycle basket and led her through the yard, past the stables and the pigsties, to the oak front door. She knocked twice. ‘This is Griselda and she is not for the pot,’ she said, introducing the tiny animal to Signor Innocenti. ‘I hope she will behave.’


			‘Si Signorina,’ he had said, his eyes crinkling. ‘Grizelda, a most unusual name.’


			


			Back at the Villa Durante, Signora Carducci was unpacking the canvas bag when she pounced on a mouldy tomato. ‘I told you they would rob you, Signora,’ she said holding it up, a wicked gleam in her eyes.


			‘But we have a very fine goat, I assure you,’ Alessandra replied.


			Alessandra made curtains for the drawing room from the cream linen. As the sewing machine whirred in the sunlit room, Signora Carducci watched her with growing respect. When Alessandra hung the curtains on the faded gilt poles she congratulated her.


			‘Signora, each day I marvel at your resolve. It is good that you have returned to us.’


			


			By August, temperatures hovered in the mid-nineties and Alessandra’s resolve was crumbling. The heat and the dust seemed endless. While Diana swam in the lake to cool down, Alessandra’s consolation was her bath. One Sunday when she turned on the taps and the water spluttered and reduced to a brown trickle, she asked Diana to bicycle down the drive with a message for Signora Carducci.


			‘What’s wrong?’ the older woman asked, as she puffed into the house.


			‘I have no water. I am unable to have a bath.’


			‘Signora, I thought someone had died. Forgive me, but if you send for me on the Sabbath telling me to come immediately, please let the problem be of a serious nature. It didn’t cross your mind to ask Dario, I suppose?’


			‘But he doesn’t live here, Signora.’


			‘And I do, but a mile down the drive!’


			‘I am sorry,’ Alessandra apologised, her face turning pink. ‘I didn’t think.’


			‘Perhaps, Signora, next time you will.’


			When Signora Carducci had sufficiently regained her humour she tried the taps in the kitchen, then she adjusted the stopcock, both to no avail.


			‘A new well is necessary; you need the water diviner.’


			‘A water diviner?’


			Her face softened. ‘Don’t look so concerned, Signora; it is how we do it in Italy.


			


			As the summer progressed, Alessandra worried about the coffers running dry as well as the water in the well, but with careful budgeting and hard work, the gardens returned to their former beauty. Under Alessandra’s supervision, Dario relaid the parterre with box hedging and the kitchen garden was restored. White roses were planted in the beds and lavender and rosemary bordered the paths. In the loggia, among the trailing geraniums and the terracotta pots, an engraved stone relief was added to the other carvings. It was for Anthony. His only memorial.


			One fine evening, as the sun dropped behind the hills, Alessandra stood on the terrace. Now was the time to remember her last moments with Anthony, her final parting in the cramped space of an ambulance. She could see his beautiful, battered face, his eyes closed as if asleep. It had been her last private moment with him, she would never again feel his skin beneath her fingers; his hair in her hands. As she had felt the warmth fading from his body, she had kissed his lips and told him how much she loved him. ‘You are my life,’ she had whispered, ‘my reason.’ She had lifted his hand to her face; let his fingers touch her mouth. ‘Goodbye my love,’ she had said.


			Then the ambulance man had tapped on the door. ‘It’s time, ma’am, you need to let him go.’


			As Alessandra looked towards the distant hills, she realised she would never let Anthony’s memory go, but now was the time to release him to the sky.


			Holding her daughter’s hand, she read the words engraved on the relief: a quotation, chosen by Robert, from Khalil Gibran.


			‘For what is it to die but to stand in the sun and melt into the wind?’


			Diana opened the small wooden casket her mother had brought from England, and together they scattered his ashes and watched them lift and disperse on the evening breeze.


			


			That night Alessandra took out her diary.


			My Darling Anthony, she wrote.


			Today we said goodbye to you. It was just as you would have wished, no ceremony, only a line from Khalil Gibran. It was a fitting tribute to the man I love. But as I stood on the terrace celebrating our life together, I thought of the morning when it all ended. I remembered you leaning over me on the bed as you kissed me, and your parting words: ‘There is something that is troubling me, Alessandra. I will tell you when I get home.’


			What was it, my beloved? I am hoping the answer will become clear.


			We are adjusting to life at the Villa Durante. The house and the estate are impossibly lovely. I find I have to pinch myself each morning when I look out of the window to the distant hills, breathing in the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle. Though Italy is ruled by a Fascist dictatorship, there are as yet no signs of aggression towards us.


			You wouldn’t believe the change in Diana, she is smiling again at last, even laughing. It is a joy to see her. I believe Signora Carducci, our new housekeeper, deserves much of the credit. She pretends to be stern but she is not, she is wise, kind and totally loyal with a wonderful sense of humour. Diana seems to flourish in her company and her Italian is improving daily. I have found her the perfect school – a convent in Cortona. It is eleven miles from the house, on the other side of the mountain, but she can come home every weekend. I do hope she will be happier than she was at her day school in London.


			Robert tells me in his letters he is doing well at Marchants, and Douglas supports this, but I have a feeling that all is not as it seems. Before we left for Italy he had another migraine, but this time it lasted all day. Douglas, who has recently been appointed as professor of neurology at London University, assures me that it is hardly surprising under the circumstances. He says that in time they will pass. I pray he is right.


			Every week I hear from your father. He is a brave, wonderful man, but with your mother gone, I can tell that he is lonely. I have asked him to come with Robert and Douglas for Christmas.


			With my love and devotion always, and until the next time.


			Your loving wife, Alessandra
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