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Love is not a thing to understand.


Love is not a thing to feel.


Love is not a thing to give and receive.


Love is a thing only to become


And eternally be.


Sri Chinmoy


Whatever ‘in love’ means.


Prince Charles


Love? I’m happy enough without it.


Rosie Goodheart





Prologue


I’m happy being single, really I am. There’s no space in my life for a man. No room in my cupboards for his socks and jerseys, nowhere for his jars of hair wax or shaving sticks. I don’t want his pictures hanging on my walls or his TV taking up my living room. I don’t need any company. My life is absolutely fine the way it is. There’s nothing that needs changing.


Most people find that difficult to believe. They insist on offering eligible friends and throwing awkward dinner parties. It’s as though choosing a path so different to the one they’ve followed is almost an insult. And that’s odd because I’m happy for them. Marriage and babies, they’re perfectly good things. It’s just that I don’t want them. Not at all.


So what do I love so much about my life? Well, waking early every morning to the dirty London light and hearing the hum of the city beyond my sash windows. Drinking the first exquisite cup of dark-roasted coffee as I lean against the bench in my clean, white kitchen. Eating a slice or two of toasted sourdough from the bakery around the corner.


I really love my flat – the two lower floors of a tall house in Belgravia, bought with what was left of my parents’ money. The walls are painted in pale shades and the floors are bleached wood. There’s hardly any furniture and yet there’s still a place for everything – shoes in a cupboard by the door, magazines in a neat pile with white spines aligned, surfaces empty and clean. I love the way it looks.


And I love my morning walk past the shops to catch the tube eastwards to the studio I share with my business partner Johnny Wellbelove. Here light streams through long windows and there’s another kitchen, all gleaming silver and industrial. One entire wall is lined with shelves to house the oddments of crockery I’ve collected over the years, drawers are filled with folded coloured linens and mismatched cutlery.


It’s here that Johnny photographs the food I cook and style for him. We work for magazines and book publishers, mostly together but sometimes apart. Johnny is what my mother would have referred to as ‘camp as a row of tents’. He’s funny and flamboyant, and I like that about him. It means I don’t have to be.


As Goodheart & Wellbelove the pair of us have been together for long enough to be an effortless team. And yes, we love what we do.


So I’m that unfashionable thing: content. To me there’s no reason to be constantly striving for the next triumph or trying to reach a higher rung on the ladder. I’m happy with what I’ve got. Why would I need more?


And yet even I understand why we need to climb out of our lives now and then, no matter how well arranged they might be. I can see that it’s good to visit new places, to dip in and out of other people’s worlds before coming back to our own.


I love my life in London but there are times I need to get away from it, just like anybody else. And I guess that’s one of the reasons why for all these years I’ve carried on being a Villa Girl.





Rosie


The Villa Girls happened by accident, and I was the least likely part of them. It all began during the final summer of our sixth form. I remember the day quite clearly. It was one of those mornings when we were supposed to be sitting in the library revising quietly for exams but instead I’d sloped off for some time on my own, just as I did whenever I got a chance those days. Often I caught the tube up to Hampstead and walked over the heath or wandered aimlessly around shops and markets. I spent hours in galleries and museums or sat in parks. Anything rather than go back to the place I was supposed to call home.


I was fairly new to skiving off but had discovered the secret was to do it in plain sight. So I never tried to run or sneak away. Instead, I walked confidently, head held high. And if the worst did happen and a teacher loomed then I made sure I had an excuse ready: ‘Off to the doctor; women’s troubles.’ It worked every time.


On that particular day, I’d shaken off school and was walking through the Barbican Centre, skirting the hard edges of a building to shield myself from the wind, when I noticed Addolorata Martinelli sprawled on a bench near the lake, smoking a cigarette and wearing a bright blue hat pulled over her dark curly hair. She must have been bunking off too and clearly didn’t care who saw her.


She glanced over as I walked by and I heard her calling out to me far too loudly. ‘Hey, Rosie Goodheart. Aren’t you supposed to be at school?’ The heads of several curious passers-by swivelled and I kept walking as though I didn’t have the faintest idea who she was.


If everything had been normal that summer then Addolorata would have left me alone. The pair of us had been in the same class for years but we’d never come close to being friends. Even now she’s got one of those personalities that seems to seep over the edges, and in those days there was always some sort of drama going on: boyfriend trouble, break-ups, pregnancy scares. Addolorata was noisy about it, too, as though the rest of us were only there to be her audience. As a general rule I hardly ever spoke to her.


But this was the summer everyone in my class had been told they had to be nice to me. To keep an eye on me, even. And so instead of letting me walk on alone, Addolorata got up from her bench and followed.


‘Hey, Rosie, are you all right?’ she called, again too loudly. ‘Where are you going?’


I stopped to let her catch up so she didn’t have to shout. ‘Nowhere in particular,’ I told her.


‘So why aren’t you in school?’


‘I’m sick of revising.’


‘Oh yeah, me too.’ Addolorata lit another cigarette and offered me a drag, which I refused with a shake of my head. ‘I don’t care about the exams anyway. When I’ve finished with school I’m going to work in my father’s restaurant and it’s not like I’ll need A levels for that.’


‘I guess not,’ I said economically, hoping she’d give up trying to coax a conversation out of me.


She might have left me alone then if not for the ten-pound note that came blowing down the street straight towards us in a strong gust of wind. Addolorata bent to pick it up and we both looked round, trying to see who might have dropped it. There was no one in sight.


‘What do you think we should do?’ I asked.


‘Spend it, obviously. That’s the rule with found money: you have to get rid of it as quickly as it came to you.’


‘I’ve never heard that one.’ I was interested now.


‘Well, possibly I’m making it up,’ Addolorata admitted, laughing. ‘But let’s spend it anyway. We could go and get dim sum.’


I had no idea what she was talking about. ‘Get what?’


‘Dim sum. Chinese dumplings. Haven’t you ever had them?’


I shook my head. ‘Don’t think so.’


‘Really?’ She sounded amazed. ‘I’ll take you to my favourite place. You’ll love it.’


We caught a bus to Chinatown. I don’t know how Addolorata knew about the restaurant she led me to. It was down a narrow side street and you had to ring on a buzzer beside a scruffy-looking door and climb two flights of bare wooden stairs that led to a long, undecorated room. The place was crowded with Chinese people and between the packed tables unsmiling women pushed huge stainless-steel trolleys piled high with steaming bamboo baskets.


Addolorata wasn’t the least bit intimidated by any of it. She found us two seats at a shared table and chose the food she wanted. With a finger she waved away the shrivelled chicken feet, a nod brought crescent-shaped fried dumplings, sticky rice wrapped tight in dark green leaves, doughy pork buns.


‘Taste this,’ she told me, plucking a prawn dumpling from a basket with her chopsticks. ‘Oh, and this is really good too.’


‘Do you come here with your family?’ I asked, watching Addolorata load up a dumpling with hot chilli sauce.


‘What? God no, my father wouldn’t eat stuff like this. I come by myself usually. I really enjoy it.’ She poured some tea from a dripping pot. ‘Sometimes I bring a book or magazine, but often I just sit and watch the expressions on people’s faces as they eat.’


It seemed an odd idea to me. ‘You like to watch people eat?’


She nodded as she grabbed at another dumpling with her chopsticks. ‘Especially Chinese people because they sit for a long time over their food, talking and drinking tea, savouring little mouthfuls. They’re interesting to watch. It’s like witnessing a tiny slice of their lives.’


Curious now, I looked more carefully at the old man and the young girl across the table from us. They were making their way through a shared plate of crab, cracking the claws with a hammer and sucking out the sweet white meat inside. Beside us was a larger group feasting on steamed leafy greens covered in a silky sauce and platters piled high with fried squid. The whole restaurant was filled with the sound of friends and family gathering over food. It hummed with happiness.


‘So what do you think of the dim sum?’ Addolorata asked. ‘Do you love it?’


‘I like the way it looks,’ I told her, ‘the baskets and little dishes of dipping sauces. It’s pretty.’


She gave me a sideways look. ‘But do you like the flavours?’


I’d thought most of it tasted pretty good so I nodded and Addolorata used that as an excuse to take more from the trolleys: gelatinous rice-noodle rolls, little squares of shrimp toast, deep-fried silken tofu. Far too much for me to eat. I worried this was going to cost more than the ten-pound note we’d found and tried to make her stop.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘On weekends I do waitressing shifts for my dad. I’ve always got a bit of cash on me.’


It was only once we were out on the street again, full of dim sum and not sure what would happen next, that Addolorata asked me the question I was sick of hearing.


‘So how are you doing anyway, Rosie?’ she said awkwardly. ‘Are you all right?’


I gave her the reply everyone seemed to want: yes, I was fine. And then I tried to get away from her.


‘Thanks, that was great,’ I said, moving off a few steps. ‘Really delicious. I’ll see you tomorrow, I expect.’


‘Hang on, Rosie.’ Addolorata looked worried. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’


‘You’re not…I’m just … going somewhere.’


‘Not back to school?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Well, where then?’


‘To Liberty.’ It was my favourite place back then, still is really. ‘I’m going to look at scarves and handbags.’


Addolorata laughed. ‘Really? Why?’


‘It’s what I like to do.’


‘So can I come with you?’ she asked.


‘I’m fine on my own, you know; I don’t need company.’


‘Maybe I’d like to come.’


I gave up trying to shrug her off and together we walked through the side roads of Soho and down Carnaby Street. She seemed to know this part of London as well as I did. But she didn’t know Liberty, with its small rooms filled with luxury. She hadn’t ever visited its collections of designer clothes or browsed its glass cases of costume jewellery, the squares of screen-printed silk scarves, the boxed stationery – all of it chosen by people with taste. We spent ages walking through each floor, touching things we couldn’t afford and ended up in my favourite place of all, the beauty room, spraying our wrists with perfume and smearing our skin with samples.


‘Mmm, this is lovely.’ Addolorata misted the air with Chanel No 5. ‘I wish I could afford a bottle.’


‘Didn’t you just say you always had loads of cash from waitressing?’


‘Yeah, but I’m hopeless at saving up enough to buy anything proper.’ Addolorata set down the bottle and smiled at the sales assistant. ‘I spend it all on things to eat.’


By now it was growing late and outside London’s treacly light was thickening into gloom. Liberty had switched on its lamps and seemed even more like a jewel-box, its counters heaped with things anyone would want to own, its air smelling of new fabric, polished wood and empty afternoons.


‘I should go,’ Addolorata sounded reluctant. ‘My mother will be expecting me home.’


‘Yeah, I guess I should head off too,’ I agreed.


It wasn’t until we were more than halfway back up Carnaby Street that I pulled the bottle from my pocket. ‘Here you go.’ I held it out to her. ‘This is for you.’


‘What?’


‘The perfume you wanted. Chanel No 5.’


‘You took it?’ Addolorata looked astonished.


‘It’s only the sample. Half of it’s been used up already, see?’


‘But still, you stole it.’


‘Hey, if you don’t want it, no problem.’ I shrugged.


‘No, no, I’ll have it.’ She took the bottle and shoved it deep into her jacket pocket.


It wasn’t that I was trying to shock Addolorata, or impress her even. The only reason I’d taken the perfume was that she seemed to love it so much. And stretching out my hand to scoop it up was the easiest thing in the world. But now I could tell she was looking at me in quite a different way.


‘What if they’d spotted you?’ she asked.


‘Well, they didn’t,’ I pointed out.


‘If I got caught doing something like that my parents would kill me.’


‘But I don’t have any parents.’ I said it matter-of-factly. ‘Not any more.’


‘Oh no, damn it, I’m so sorry.’ Addolorata looked appalled. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I just kind of … forgot for a moment.’


‘Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault.’


She fell silent for long enough for it to be uncomfortable and then, as we turned the corner into Broadwick Street, Addolorata asked me a question. Just one little question but it ended up changing everything.


‘Hey, Rosie, what are you going to do once school is finished?’


‘I don’t know,’ I admitted. ‘What about you?’


‘I’m going to Spain. Toni’s aunt is letting us have her place in Majorca for a few weeks.’


‘That sounds good. Lucky you.’


‘So do you think you might like to come?’ she ventured. ‘It won’t be very exciting or anything. We’re just going to lie in the sun and live on San Miguel beer.’


‘Me?’ I said, surprised. ‘Toni wouldn’t want me, surely?’ Toni was another girl I barely ever spoke to, part of that same crowd, with their noisy boyfriend troubles and the packs of condoms posing obviously in their handbags.


‘Why not? A bunch of us are going. One more won’t make any difference.’


‘But Toni doesn’t like me.’


‘I don’t think that’s true. She doesn’t even know you.’ Addolorata fingered the outline of the fragrance bottle in her pocket.


It was true that I didn’t have any idea what I was going to do once the exams were finished. School was the only constant left in my life. Yes, I hated the teachers and their dreary lessons, but at least they were something to run away from. Where would I be when I didn’t even have that?


‘You’re living with your aunt, right?’ Addolorata asked. ‘Would she pay your airfare?’


‘Things didn’t work out with my aunt. I’m with an uncle now.’


‘Well, perhaps he’d help out. It won’t cost much, just the flights and food. My dad’s paying for me … It’s meant to be an advance on my wages. Can you get the money somehow?’


I thought about being in another country, far away from here, with foreign voices I couldn’t understand, different colours, foods and faces. ‘Maybe … I don’t know … I’ll think about it,’ I said.


‘I’ll tell the others then, shall I? It’ll be fine, I’m sure it will.’




EXTRACT FROM ADDOLORATA’S JOURNAL


Oh bloody hell, I’m going to be in so much trouble when they find out who I’ve asked to come to Spain. My family’s always telling me I’m too impulsive and now I see they may be right. But I can’t go back on it now, not if she says she wants to come. Poor little thing. Her parents all smashed up in their car on the M6 and now she’s living with some uncle and always seems so lonely, even though she must have some friends, I suppose. I’ll have to make the others go along with it. I mean, it’s only a few weeks and there’ll be loads of us. Hopefully she won’t start stealing stuff over there and get us all arrested . . .


God, she’s a strange girl. I keep thinking how I’d be if my parents were wiped out like that. Not like Rosie Goodheart. I’ve never even seen her cry. No one has . . .








The Olive Estate


To Enzo the olive trees were like soldiers, climbing the hill behind the house in regimented columns, moving only to let the breeze shake itself through their silvery green leaves. There were so many of them now, thousands and thousands. They made the landscape what it was, stretching away in every direction. Only one small group broke the long, neat lines. On stony ground at the start of the rise, they fell about in an undisciplined straggle. Their trunks were twisted and split by time, their branches left unpruned. Hundreds of years ago some forgotten member of the Santi clan had planted them there. Enzo often wondered what he might think if he could see what his humble olive grove had become.


In this part of southern Italy almost everyone grew olive trees. If you owned a scrap of land you planted a few so you might pickle the fruit or press your own oil. Enzo’s Nonna liked to dry the olives in her oven and store them in terracotta vases with salt and oregano as her own Nonna had taught her to years ago. She drank the olive oil like water. Each morning when she woke she took a long, grassy green sip of it. She swore that was why her skin was so soft and her face still unlined, and promised it would help her live for many more years.


Enzo knew that olive oil was the lifeblood of the Santi family. It had made them wealthy and respected. His greatgrandfather was the one who had understood there was good money to be made from it. He had bought the big stone press and begun to plant more trees, so many different varieties. From the beginning he favoured majatica, for it gave good crops and the oil was prized and plentiful. Those who tasted it for the first time found it difficult to describe: fruity, maybe slightly bitter, elegantly spicy, just a little peppery. His Nonna would roll her eyes. ‘It tastes like majatica, nothing else. Why always try to complicate things?’


Enzo had grown up with the trees. His childhood harvest task had been to collect the fruit that fell from the panniers of the adults picking from their highest branches. Even then he’d known one day the whole grove would belong to him, the eldest son of the eldest son. These trees were his whole future.


Right now, though, he was only twenty-one, his grandfather was healthy, his father still young enough. One day Enzo would be the head of the Santi family but not for a long time. He wondered what he was supposed to do till then. Live with his five sisters in the house hemmed in by trees, waiting for each of them to marry and leave? Follow his father’s orders as the years slipped by bringing the same tasks every season? Shake himself free now and then by driving too fast round the coast road, although his Nonna had begged him a thousand times not to?


The old lady fussed over him, she always had. Sometimes he found himself growing impatient with it. Now, for instance, as he sat in a kitchen chair while she took her time trimming his fingernails into neat squares and massaging olive oil into his cuticles with the pads of her fingers.


‘I’m old enough to do this for myself,’ he grumbled, marvelling at the firm grip of her worn hands. ‘There’s no need to keep treating me like a baby.’


‘You wouldn’t do it right,’ his Nonna said briskly. ‘I don’t want people thinking my only grandson isn’t well looked after. Let me put this towel around your shoulders and I’ll trim your hair a little. Then you’ll be my handsome Enzo again.’


He continued to mutter his complaints as she snipped at his hair. As a boy, he had liked all the attention. With his mother often busy cooking or cleaning and his father working on the land, only his Nonna always had plenty of time for him. Summer or winter they’d walk through the olive groves hand-in-hand and she’d tell him stories about the trees, how there were some in the world that had lived for thousands of years, perhaps even since Jesus and the saints had walked the earth.


‘Imagine that, tasting the same fruit those holy people ate,’ she liked to say. ‘When we’re gone and forgotten, these trees will be here still, Enzo. Never forget that. We are only guardians, here for a short while to care for them.’


At harvest-time she liked to take him to the pressing room and hold a small cup beneath the flow of fresh virgin oil. Together they’d take turns sipping from it, as though it were the finest wine. Always there was a lesson to be learnt. ‘Wine ages well, oil doesn’t,’ his Nonna might remind him. ‘All its goodness fades over time. That’s why the Santi family is so healthy. We get the freshest and the best oil. The trees bless us with it.’


Enzo noticed how his sisters never walked in the olive groves with Nonna. Instead, they were put to work in the kitchen or given a bucket full of sudsy water and sent to mop the floors. He had heard the nickname they had for him – the little Prince of Olives – and knew how jealous they were. But he was the eldest son and they were girls; in their place he’d have felt bitter too. Still, what could he do?


His Nonna put down her scissors and held up a mirror so he could examine her work. ‘Is that good or do you think I should take off a little more from the front?’ she asked.


Enzo surveyed his reflection. His eyes were dark brown and his skin had turned the colour of liquid honey in the sun. Since his Nonna didn’t like the fashion for hairstyles that touched the collar, she kept his short and sleek. His father’s hair she cut in exactly the same way and his grandfather’s too. ‘It looks fine,’ he told her. ‘Don’t take off any more.’


‘Va bene, va bene. Go and wash your hands while I find a little something for you to eat. Some prosciutto and a few of my good olives, eh? That will keep you going until lunchtime.’


Enzo stood and hugged his Nonna, his arms wrapping easily round her tiny frame. He knew she was far from frail, despite her appearance. If she chose to she could still walk from one end of the olive grove to the other without getting breathless. And at harvest-time she’d be out with her basket from dawn to dusk gathering the fallen fruit. ‘I am a Santi. We know how to work,’ she often said. ‘We take strength from it.’


Brushing a few stray clippings of hair from his shoulders onto the floor, Enzo went to wash his hands just as she’d told him to.





Rosie


London was wearing its weather like a grey shroud and every day seemed the same to me. Walking to school through the endless drizzle, lining up outside the exam hall, doomed to another day trapped at a desk, and then catching the tube back to my uncle’s house where laundry hung from a rack that covered the kitchen ceiling and the rooms smelt of something they used to kill flies. As the exam weeks dragged by, it was only dreaming of the swell of the Mediterranean and the sound of Spanish voices that kept me going.


Addolorata must have regretted her invitation but once she’d offered me the words so impulsively there was no way she could take them back. I expect she was feeling sorry for me like everyone else and really hadn’t meant me to accept it. I knew I wasn’t welcome … I wasn’t particularly welcome anywhere. But the more I thought about it the more I longed to escape to an island, to sit in the sun, close my eyes and do nothing. To be anywhere but where I was.


The cash for my fare was easy enough to come by. My parents’ house had been sold and there was a bank account full of money that had belonged to me since I’d turned eighteen a couple of months before. It might have funded the life they’d meant for me – the years at university, a place of my own, maybe even a little car. But there didn’t seem much point in any of those things. My parents were gone, smashed up beyond recognition in the crash that had taken their lives. Bodies that once held me, warmed me, loved me had been turned into gruesome things, far too damaged for a girl my age to see. ‘It’ll only upset you, make it worse,’ people kept saying in the run-up to the funeral, and I thought they were stupid because how could anything be worse than this?


I’d never had a chance to say goodbye. That final evening I ignored the sound of my mother’s voice calling out to me, didn’t glance out of my bedroom window to see them walking down the front path or wave as my father drove away – furiously and much too fast – in their little blue Citroën. Everything stopped with the last time I saw them, with my raised voice and a slamming door, with words I knew I hadn’t meant at all.


It was the only thing I could think of. During sleepless nights and lonely days it weighed heavy on my mind. There was no way of changing it, nothing I could do to make it better. But if I could escape, run away from everything familiar for a while, then maybe I could forget that the last thing I’d ever said to my mother was that I hated her.


‘I hear you’re coming with us to Majorca,’ Toni had muttered to me as we stood in the queue for an English exam. Her tone was offhand, her expression bland.


‘I am … if that’s OK.’


‘There’ll be a crowd of us, I expect,’ she replied with a slow shrug of her shoulders. ‘So one more won’t make that much difference.’


Toni didn’t bother mentioning the trip to me again. It was Addolorata who gave me the dates and details of the flights they were on. She showed me the new bikini she’d bought and said she hoped it wouldn’t look too awful on her. When I asked who else was going, her reply was vague. ‘Me, Toni, Lou, possibly a friend of hers, maybe my sister Pieta. Just, you know, whoever wants to. We’re really relaxed about it.’


It was turning into the wettest of summers. As London’s streets filled with puddles I got through my exams by writing the first thing that came into my head. Like Addolorata, I didn’t care about the results, couldn’t see how they might possibly affect me. The old me might have spent every night revising then turned over the exam papers with a nervous intake of breath and written until my fingers hurt. I expect when it was over I’d have rushed to join the girls who used to be my friends to hash over the questions and our answers to them.


But that wasn’t me, not any more. Now my life stretched ahead, decades and decades of it, and I wasn’t interested in it at all. Couldn’t see the point in literature, French and history. So instead of cramming in last-minute revision, I tried to fill my thoughts with Majorca. And I booked some flights and bought my own bikini.


My Uncle Phillip tried not to show his relief at getting rid of me for a few weeks. His wife, frowsy and fed up, was much less successful. She was shoving sausages, bread and ketchup into her two little boys when I waved my plane tickets under their noses.


‘Majorca? Wish it was me. I could do with some sun. We all could,’ she muttered. ‘So, how many weeks will you be gone?’


‘Three,’ I told her. ‘That’s how long we can have the house for.’


‘Three whole weeks, lucky you. And then what? When you get back what will you do?’


‘Find a job and a room to rent,’ I said with more confidence than I felt. ‘I’ll start looking as soon as I get back.’


‘No hurry,’ Uncle Phillip insisted. ‘You’ve always got a home here, you know that. For as long as you like.’


I couldn’t miss the sharp look his wife shot him then, just as I hadn’t failed to hear her frantic whispering through their closed bedroom door night after night. I knew she felt as though her house didn’t belong to her any more and couldn’t wait to see me disappear out the front door with all my suitcases and boxes. Not that I blamed her, really. Most likely I’d have felt the same.


At first they’d tried really hard with me, moving their boys into bunk-beds in the box room so I could have the larger space, getting in my favourite foods, taking me on outings, and buying endless movie tickets and pizzas. They didn’t understand why none of it worked, couldn’t see that I felt as dead as my parents, as though nothing anyone did could bring me back either.


Eventually they gave up trying. To them I was just an awkward silence in a room. Someone who made laughter seem wrong and conversations stilted. How much nicer it would be if I was some place else. When she offered me the chance of three weeks in Majorca, Addolorata had no idea how big a favour she was doing us all.


The Majorca I’d imagined was all about sunburnt tourists and brash resorts but that first ever villa was backed by mountains and full of other people’s books. A shabby old farmhouse, it had thick stone walls, a mossy terracotta-tiled roof and a long terrace with a view right down to the sea. There was quite a walk to go for a swim, down a path that was only sometimes shaded with trees and trekking back up it, salty-skinned and desperate for the first cold San Miguel of the day, seemed to take for ever.


These are the things I learnt about the others almost straight away. Addolorata worried she was fat. She’d eat a lunch of serrano ham, manchego cheese, salad and crusty bread, then squeeze her stomach into a roll of flab, groan and say, ‘look at me; I’m huge.’ Next she’d have an ice cream.


Toni had one weakness, a phobia about buttons. All her clothes fastened with zips, hooks-and-eyes or press-studs. She refused even to sit in a chair if someone else’s buttoncovered cardigan was draped over the back of it.


Lou was a lot of fun. But she drank a glass of red wine five times faster than anyone else and sometimes in the morning, when she tried to cut up fruit for breakfast, the knife would shake in her hand.


There were only the four of us. The others had dropped out one by one, taken summer jobs or family holidays, been short on cash or enthusiasm. So it was just Toni, Lou, Addolorata and I with our bottles of suntan oil, our hats and sarongs taking a holiday in Majorca.


At night we drank wine and lay on our backs to look at the stars, wishing we knew what they were all called. Sometimes Addolorata played Michael Jackson and Prince, turning the sound up as loud as it would go, dancing like a mad thing with Lou on the terrace. During the day, if we weren’t baking our bodies down on the rocks, we shopped for brightly coloured ceramic dishes and arranged fat green Spanish olives on them. They made so much noise the three of them, filled each day with their energy and laughter. It was a relief to let myself fade into the background of their lives for a while.


I’d brought my camera, a heavy old Russian Zenit my father had given me when I turned sixteen. While the others talked, drank and argued, I stayed behind its lens. I liked looking at life like that, restricted inside a frame.


When Toni bought little golden pyres of coconut cakes at the bakery one morning I photographed them arranged on a turquoise dish. Quietly I took shots of Addolorata as her skin turned to copper and glistened with sun oil. I looked through my camera at Lou, a glass in her hand, and at Toni while she spent an intrepid morning climbing the walls of rock that surrounded our little swimming bay.


‘Do you have to photograph everything? Can’t you put that camera away?’ each of them complained at some point.


So then I started rearranging things in the villa, moving furniture around and gathering wildflowers to brighten up the brown-tiled kitchen. The décor in the whole place was a little tired, with faded fabrics and walls begging for a fresh coat of white-wash. But I put a bowl of waxy-skinned lemons on a table, collected shells, seeds and pebbles to layer into a clear glass vase, ordered stray books into piles and even organised the food we bought, bread on a board, tomatoes in a roughcast earthenware bowl, and it all looked so much prettier.


‘Why don’t you just sit down and relax?’ they kept saying.


I couldn’t explain why plumping up a cushion made me feel better. Or why I wanted to photograph a basket of bread before Addolorata’s hand dipped into it greedily. Often I tried to be part of the group, lying out in the sun or sitting on the terrace talking about music, movies and boys. But far sooner than them I’d grow tired of it and wander off to find something beautiful to point my camera at.


After a few days I began getting up early, sometimes while it was still quite dark, and going to sit out on the terrace with a pot of strong coffee. Watching the light break through and hearing the birdsong that greeted it felt like time that was only mine.


That’s where Addolorata found me one morning when it was barely light. She said she’d woken up hungry and decided to walk to the village for sticky almond cakes. When she saw me sitting on the terrace she looked startled.


‘You’re up already. Is everything all right?’


‘Yes, I’m just waiting for the day to begin,’ I told her. ‘I really love it here.’


‘That’s good. I love it too.’ She sat on the low rock wall that surrounded the terrace. ‘I’m glad you came with us.’


‘Are you really? I’m not driving everyone insane with my camera and my tidying up?’


She laughed. ‘A little bit, maybe, but that’s OK.’


I walked up to the village with her. The road was a gentle slope shaded by pine trees and Addolorata strode up it, panting a little as she neared the top. ‘I’ve got to burn a few calories,’ she said breathlessly. ‘There are still two more weeks of eating to go. I’ll be huge if I’m not careful.’


‘You could just eat less,’ I suggested.


She looked at me as though I were mad. ‘But I’m in Spain with all this delicious food. I can’t miss out. I want to taste everything: the tapas, the seafood, the cheeses. Don’t you?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Oh, please don’t tell me you like the way it looks.’


I smiled. ‘But I do.’


‘You’re strange. Food is for eating not photographing, you know.’


‘But it makes a difference, doesn’t it? Arranging it so it looks appetising? In your father’s restaurant they must do that.’


‘Yes, I suppose. But at Little Italy the flavours always come first. If things don’t taste right it doesn’t matter how good they look.’


‘When we get back to London will you go to work there as a waitress?’


‘No. I’m going to train as a chef. My father’s big dream is that I should take over the place some day when he retires.’


‘And do you want that?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, I suppose so. I want to cook. That’s what I’ve always wanted.’


A part of me envied Addolorata her certainty. My parents would have pushed me through university and into some sort of career. Perhaps I’d have kicked against their plans, complained studying was dull or refused to take whatever course they wanted, but I’d have gone along with it in the end. I’d believed them when they said working hard was the only sensible option.


Now they were gone and it was entirely up to me to make all the decisions, to choose my own life. Even the idea of it was daunting. How was I supposed to start? To me it seemed a whole lot easier to fill my time rearranging cushions, putting flowers in glass jars and making life seem prettier when I looked at it through a camera lens.




WHAT ADDOLORATA SAID


‘I know I shouldn’t have asked her without checking with you first. I’m really sorry, OK? But they say that her dad had been speeding. That the car they were in was crushed and they were killed in an instant. I just felt so bad. Can you imagine how awful it must be? She must be trying desperately to hold herself together. How could anybody not feel sorry for her? Ah come on, Toni … I know she’s a funny little thing but she’s turning out not to be that bad really.’








The Olive Estate


Around her neck Enzo’s Nonna wore a small silver spoon on a long chain. When meals were being cooked she dipped it into the pans to test the sauces; nothing was ever put on the table until she was satisfied.


There was no part of the household she didn’t have a hand in. Shopping lists were drawn up by her, the little vegetable garden outside the kitchen door was planted on her advice and she spent hours writing in her slow, large print in the ledgers where she kept the family accounts.


Her influence was felt beyond the house, well into the olive groves she walked through every morning. At harvest-time, other farmers saved time by using machines to shake the branches of their trees and laying nets to catch the falling fruit. But she believed shaking a tree hurt it right down to its roots so the Santi olives were handpicked by teams of workers with high ladders and then rushed to the pressing room and turned to oil within hours. Even the labels for the bottles weren’t printed until his Nonna had checked that the words ‘Single-estate grown, pressed and bottled’ were large enough for her liking.


So many times now she had told Enzo how hard they’d worked in the early days, his grandfather busy planting and pruning while she raised their babies in two small rooms. Now the family owned a large house, painted pale orange and built right beside the highway where any passer-by could admire it. The basement was stacked with dusty jars of pickled artichokes and tomato sauce and hung with sides of prosciutto left to cure. Above it were three spacious floors that held modern bathrooms, well-equipped kitchens and comfortable living rooms but these apartments were used only for sleeping, for his Nonna still preferred the old house, with the lemon trees espaliered over the terrace, the television constantly blaring in one corner and the chickens underfoot. Ever since she was a newly-wed she had tended the shrine of Our Lady there; had swept the floors of its two rooms and gathered the family round its long marble-topped table to eat their meals. She liked the new apartments well enough – it was a pleasure to show guests through their cool, shuttered rooms and sense their admiration – but for the everyday business of living the old house was best.


As lunchtime approached, Enzo watched his Nonna setting the table that had been pulled outside into the shade of the terrace. She was calling instructions loudly through the kitchen door at whichever of his sisters was busy cooking. There had been some sort of squabble earlier, with tears at the end of it, although Enzo hadn’t bothered listening so had no idea what it was about.


In the Santi family peace and quiet was hard to come by. Even when they gathered to share a meal, one sister would be kicking another beneath the table, there would be some reason for raised voices as the pasta was eaten, and before the meal was over someone would have stormed away from the table. Sometimes Enzo wondered if other families were like his. He remembered his parents’ wedding anniversary when all of them had dined at the smart hotel restaurant in Triento. The entire meal had been eaten in silence, for unless they were fighting the Santi family had no idea what they should say to each other.


Often one look from his Nonna could silence any raised voices. Enzo didn’t entirely understand why, as she was such a gentle-looking woman. One of his hands could crush her wrist easily, for her bones were like an insect’s in comparison to his. And yet no one tried to argue with her or change the way she’d ordered things.


Even as she laid before him a dish of baked pasta or a platter of minnow-sized fish, rolled in flour, fried and doused in lemon, Enzo knew she did it because she wanted to. If she lit a cigarette and placed it into the mouth of his grandfather; or ate her own dinner in a rush over the sink while the rest of them dined at the table, it was because she chose to. This was her family and it brought her pleasure to look after them.


Taking his share of the fish, Enzo passed the platter down the table to his sisters. He nodded for his glass to be filled with the wine that his father had made and helped himself from the salad of rocket his mother had grown. Later he might take a nap then drive the few kilometres to Triento to meet his friends in their favourite bar by the marina and drink a coffee or a limoncello. Only during harvest-time or pruning was he needed much in the olive groves. His father could check the trees were growing free of disease; his grandfather would deal with customers. Summer had always been Enzo’s time to please himself.


‘Go and find a wife,’ his Nonna always nagged when he left for the beach in the morning. ‘Don’t just sit there on your towel sunning yourself – think of your future.’


But when he was lying on the shingle listening to the waves crashing against the rocks and smelling the salt in the air, his future seemed such a long way away. Until then, what was there to do except enjoy himself?


By far the most important thing in Enzo’s life was the red sports car he’d been given for his twenty-first birthday. It was kept in one of the barns and he was always careful to leave the roof closed up properly so he didn’t find chickens roosting on its seats, their droppings spoiling the pristine cream leather. In summertime, especially, he loved driving fast round the bends of the coast road, although his Nonna had made him promise he’d be careful. The one time he’d persuaded her to come for a ride she’d complained endlessly about the dust and the sun in her eyes. Only when she was safely home again did she seem happy.


His Nonna didn’t see much point in life beyond the estate. Other women her age might waste hours gossiping in the piazza or the bread shop, but she had no patience for it. Enzo knew far more than she did about the things that went on. He was aware, for instance, that his grandfather had a woman in the village, brassy-haired, many years younger and wearing a new gold necklace he was certain she hadn’t paid for herself. He knew his father played cards for money and often lost the lot. He knew which of his sisters was likely to marry first and which one would get into trouble. His Nonna might have learnt all these things, too, if she’d spent more evenings strolling back and forth through Triento’s narrow streets, stopping to chat or to take a coffee, just like he did.


There was a group of them that met most nights. They’d known each other for years, been in the same class at school, taken confirmation together. Now they dressed in pastelcoloured shirts, threw matching cotton sweaters around their shoulders, and moved in a flock from piazza to bar.


They might drink a couple of liqueurs, eat an ice cream or share a few slices of pizza, but none of that was the real point of the evening. For Enzo and his friends the hours squandered hanging round the streets or at the pavement cafés were for one thing only – looking at pretty girls.


And there were plenty of girls to admire in Triento. Often Enzo might let loose a whistle at a particular favourite – or even risk the pinch of a firm, young bottom – but that was as far as it went. Each girl had a mother who dreamt of seeing her in a pure white dress, standing at an altar, and Enzo was aware that the size of the Santi Estate was enough to waken any woman’s ambitions so he’d learnt to be especially careful with the local girls.


Each evening, as he and his friends combed their hair and splashed on cologne, what they were really hoping for were tourists – foreign girls who’d stay only a few days and then move on to the next place. The trouble was there were so few of them. A little further up the coast were much richer pickings. Several times they’d driven all the way to Amalfi for the evening and been dazzled by what they’d seen: expensive girls, their wrists and throats glinting with silver, dressed skimpily in the latest resort wear and swaying on high heels. Enzo had tried to get himself noticed, talking in a louder voice and laughing more confidently at his own jokes, but somehow they seemed to know he didn’t belong. None of his whistling and catcalling worked; the girls only laughed and shook their heads. He’d never had any luck in Amalfi, none of them had.


So mostly they stayed in their own village where the tourists were shod in ugly hiking sandals and interested only in staring at old churches or the famous statue of Christ on the mountain. Triento was an ancient place, caught between the mountains and the sea, a tangle of alleyways and steep streets shaded by the swell of the land behind it. Enzo always thought winter was a gloomy time there. But in summer, when the sun warmed the terracotta-tiled roofs and thick stone walls, he felt the place come alive. Then, on market days, people would travel from miles to buy waxy gourds of caciocavallo cheese, pink-speckled borlotti beans and peaches swollen with sweet juices. They stopped for espresso and rum-soaked cakes at the café, crowded the narrow streets and made the village more interesting.


Only in summer did the marina beneath Triento hold more than just the usual fishing boats. Enzo and his friends had wasted whole days sitting on the short stretch of sand waiting to see who would step off the smart yachts and shiny speedboats. Each year they teased themselves with the idea that some day their luck might change and the kinds of girls they were hoping for would finally appear in Triento.


Enzo finished his fish and nodded when his Nonna offered more. He wondered if this at last might be the summer it happened.





Rosie


I’d already taken loads of photographs of the café in the nearest village. Its wisteria-covered terrace, dotted with round metal tables, appealed to me and so did the people I found there.


Over the course of several days I’d managed to take surreptitious shots of the waiter, his tray balanced in one hand as he danced between his customers, and of the grizzled old men trying to make their cups of café Americano last for hours. I’d even photographed our milky morning coffees, which arrived with a little dish of sugary vanilla biscuits on the side.


Addolorata liked to settle at a table in the sunshine and pull down the straps of her dress so her shoulders would tan evenly. She lived in hope that a good-looking man might pass by and catch sight of her sitting there. ‘I read that loads of movie stars have villas here – it’s a playground for the rich arty types,’ she told me, stirring spoonfuls of sugar into her coffee. ‘So where exactly are they?’


‘Sitting by their swimming pools, I suppose.’


‘How are we meant to have any fun, then? There doesn’t seem to be any nightlife, not even a disco.’


‘There must be something, surely?’


‘Yes, but it’s all on the other side of the island where the hotels and resorts are. And we’re here on this side … for weeks.’


‘Maybe there’s a bus that would take you over there.’


‘But then we’d have to sleep on the beach and get bitten by mosquitoes and wake up with hangovers.’ She made a face. ‘I’d rather stay here and be bored, wouldn’t you?’


‘I’m not bored,’ I told her.


‘Really? Not at all? Just a nightclub and some male attention, that’s all I ask. Then I wouldn’t be bored either.’


I swung my camera lens over towards the bakery and focused on its doorway. ‘Maybe there’s a movie star in there, buying bread.’


‘I doubt it. And don’t bother pointing that thing at the wine shop either – it’s only ever full of short, ancient men … I’ve checked.’ Addolorata finished her coffee and forked up a mouthful of almond cake. ‘I can’t believe we’ve already done everything there is to do here. We should have rationed ourselves. We had way too much fun at the beginning.’


‘There has to be something else.’


‘Well, if there is then the locals are keeping it a secret.’ Addolorata finished the last of her cake. ‘I guess we could go and buy food now. Or is it too early? Maybe we should save the grocery shopping as a treat for later.’


I laughed at her. The emptiness of the days didn’t bother me at all. I liked that there were so few expectations and hardly any choices. And I loved the hillside village, all its buildings made from the same pinky-grey stone and the landscape dotted with cypress and olive trees. I liked eating a lunchtime bocadillo at the café and buying fresh food in the tiny hole-in-the-wall store.


And I’d sent a postcard to my uncle’s family purely to give myself an excuse to stand in the old post office where nothing seemed to have changed for a hundred years.


That morning we arrived at the food store at the same time as a delivery of fresh seafood: prawns in their shells, live mussels in a bucket, scary-looking octopus. At the sight of it Addolorata was more animated than I’d seen her in days. ‘We could make a paella,’ she suggested. ‘I’m sure there’s a proper pan in one of the cupboards and we could gather some wood and cook it over the barbecue on the terrace. What do you think?’


‘Do you know how?’


She shrugged. ‘I expect so. It can’t be that difficult.’


I watched as she stripped the shop of everything she thought we might need: lots of seafood, Spanish rice, spicy chorizo, saffron, tomatoes and a bag of fresh green beans. ‘Mmm, this is going to be fantastic,’ she told me. ‘We just need smoked paprika and then we’re sorted.’


The walk down the hill with our heavy shopping bags was hot and exhausting. ‘But it’ll be worth it,’ Addolorata promised. ‘We’ll go down for a swim first and then come back and have the paella as a late lunch with lots of lovely white wine.’


When we reached the house Lou and Toni were sitting on the terrace, still in their pyjamas and eating toast and jam. I’d noticed how they were beginning to form a pair, leaving Addolorata to keep me company. If she minded too much, she didn’t show it.


‘Have you guys only just woken up?’ she called out to them. ‘Jeez, Rosie and I have been out for breakfast, we’ve bought stuff for lunch and we’ve got the whole day planned.’


‘We both have headaches,’ Lou told her. ‘Actually, we were just considering a couple of cold San Miguels for breakfast. Thought a beer might perk us up.’
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