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Chapter One


Italy was a place of legend for Kathy Courage. Her middle name was Florence: her mother had fallen in love with the Renaissance city, which she had visited with Kathy’s father on their honeymoon, and insisted on naming their daughter in its honour. 


As a child, Kathy had loved to hear her mother Clare’s stories about that long-ago romantic holiday. Not so much about the fabulous architecture, the frescoes and statues back then, but about the ice creams as big as a baby’s head – ‘and so many flavours’ – the endless spaghetti, and the glamorous Italian ladies who carried small fluffy dogs in their Ferragamo handbags. Often Kathy’s mother would get out the honeymoon photograph album and together they would marvel at the joys of la dolce vita. So different from life in the Essex suburbs where Kathy had grown up.


Kathy’s favourite photograph was one of her parents standing together beneath the giant replica statue of Michelangelo’s David in the piazza della Signoria. Her mother, with her flicked-up hair-do – ‘very fashionable then’ – was wearing a red dress with white spots that showed off her tiny waist. Kathy’s father, Eddie, sported a hat – a sharp-looking Panama that he’d bought from a street vendor. It was the only time Kathy had ever seen him in a hat other than the grey knitted beanie he sometimes wore for the office commute in winter. Her parents looked so young and so happy that Kathy became convinced of the power of sunshine and good ice cream.


Kathy’s mother always promised that one day she would take her to Italy – ‘when you’re old enough to appreciate it’. For various reasons that moment had never come and, somehow, Kathy had never found her way to Italy on her own. As an adult she could in theory have gone anywhere any time she wanted, but over the years Florence had grown to occupy such a special place in the Courage family mythology that it would not have seemed right for Kathy to go there for the first time alone. It was a city she wanted to share with someone special, just as her mum and dad had shared it on their honeymoon all those years ago.


So, when David, younger brother of Kathy’s long-term boyfriend Neil, had announced that he and his fiancée Shelley were getting married in Tuscany, Kathy was over the moon. She might get to see Florence at last.


Shelley and Dave outlined the plan over Sunday lunch with his and Neil’s mother, Margaret. 


‘We went for a destination wedding,’ said Shelley, ‘so that people can combine it with a holiday.’


‘If they’ve got time for a holiday,’ said Neil, who worked as a corporate lawyer. 


‘We chose the Thursday before the bank-holiday weekend for the wedding day itself so you wouldn’t have to take many days off to make a whole week of it,’ Shelley continued.


‘It sounds wonderful,’ said Kathy, who was very fond of Shelley and Dave.


‘I’ll have to see what’s in my schedule,’ Neil muttered.


‘Neil,’ Dave looked upset, ‘you’re my brother. You’ve got to be there. And so have the children. Shelley wants both my nieces as bridesmaids.’


Sophie and Amelie, Neil’s teenage daughters, shared a not very subtle look of horror at the thought.


‘And Oscar can be ring-bearer if he likes,’ Shelley joked. 


Oscar, Amelie’s twin, did not look up from his phone.


Margaret said, to no one in particular, ‘I don’t know if Italian food agrees with me.’


‘Italian food agrees with everyone,’ Shelley insisted, by now on the verge of tears. 


Kathy said what she knew Shelley needed to hear. ‘It’s going to be lovely. I’ve always dreamed of going to Italy – and for a wedding? How perfect.’


Shelley gave her a grateful smile.


On the way home, Neil and the children continued to come up with reasons why the wedding could only be a disaster. 


‘It’s selfish,’ Neil announced. ‘And pretentious. Typical of my brother to expect people to fly out to Italy. To stay in a palazzo, for Heaven’s sake. It’s going to cost a fortune.’


He said this, though Dave had already assured him that he and Shelley would be paying for the whole family’s accommodation.


‘And it’s the same weekend as the Jolly Farmer Festival,’ Sophie complained. ‘All my friends are going to that.’


Kathy didn’t think that would sway Neil. The Jolly Farmer Festival was not, as it sounded, a weekend of agriculture-based activities but a music festival that should have been banned after three drug-taking teenagers had ended up in hospital the previous year.


Seventeen-year-old Amelie groaned. ‘I can’t believe she wants us to be bridesmaids. I’m not doing it unless I can choose my own dress.’


Oscar didn’t look up from his phone.


Did Kathy really want to go to the wedding? Neil asked, as they got ready for bed that night. Of course she wanted to go. While Neil complained that flying out on the Tuesday to attend the pre-wedding festivities would mean four days away from the office and a lot of inconvenience and catching up for him, Kathy was already planning her mini-break wardrobe and imagining herself standing on the terrace of a Tuscan palazzo, overlooking a splendid garden scented with jasmine and roses. 


‘Ridiculous to choose a date right before the bank-holiday weekend,’ Neil continued. ‘The airports are bound to be chaos.’


‘But it’s perfect timing,’ Kathy jumped in. ‘If the wedding party officially ends on the Friday morning, we can have three more nights in Italy without you having to take any extra holiday. We could hire a car and go to Siena. Or Montepulciano. Or Pienza. Even better, if you don’t feel like driving, we could just spend three days exploring Florence.’


As Kathy said the words, the city shimmered in her mind. At last, at last, she would be visiting her namesake. She and Neil could even recreate the photograph of her mum and dad in front of the statue of David. Neil would look good in a hat. 


‘I’m sure the children would enjoy it,’ she added hopefully. 


In her imagination, Kathy glossed over the fact that Sophie, Amelie and Oscar would be scowling on the sidelines of any photo. Whenever a camera was brandished in their direction, Neil’s children conspired to look like three ghosts come to deliver terrible news. 


‘Oh, Chicken Licken,’ Neil sighed, ‘it all sounds like way too much bother to me.’


Kathy bristled.


The one downside about having Florence as a middle name was that it rendered Kathy’s initials ‘KFC’. It was Sophie who had first made the connection with the fried chicken chain and christened her ‘Chicken Licken’. Kathy didn’t like it – the insinuation that she was cowardly or flat-out stupid stung – but Neil and the three children thought it was all great fun and, alas, the nickname stuck. 


‘I’ll have had four really tough days at the wedding,’ Neil continued. ‘It isn’t going to be a holiday for me. You know what my family’s like. My brother. My mother … Shelley’s lot are even worse.’


‘Then all the better reason to tag on three days of pure fun at the end,’ said Kathy. ‘We’ll be in Tuscany anyway. All we have to do is find a nice hotel for three days of chilling out and doing some very gentle sightseeing but mostly eating pasta and gelato and drinking Aperol Spritzes in sunny piazzas …’


Neil patted his flat-as-an-ironing-board stomach. ‘Pasta and gelato? I’m watching my weight.’ Kathy was sure she caught his eyes flickering to her stomach, which was more waterbed than ironing board, as he said it. Though, technically, Neil had only commented on his own weight, the implication for hers was there in every syllable.


‘Well, no pasta or gelato, then. Though that would be a pity. We could rack up plenty of steps exploring the city.’


There was nothing Neil liked more than busting through his daily target of twelve thousand steps on the Fitbit. Sometimes, if he was short of steps when he got home from work, he did circuits of the kitchen-diner, pumping his arms as he went. He was wearing a groove in the tiles.


But Neil didn’t respond to the enticement of breaking a record. By this point, he was rearranging things in the dishwasher – nobody else in the house ever stacked it to his exacting standards – and Kathy sensed she was losing the argument. She needed to change tack. If she could just get Neil to an ‘I’ll think about it’ rather than a flat ‘No’, she could do some proper research, find the perfect hotel and persuade him that three extra days in Italy would be a treat rather than a chore. 


‘You know I’ve always wanted to go to Florence.’ Kathy tried one last time. ‘Perhaps if we considered it an early birthday present for me …’


She thought that might swing it, offering Neil the chance not to have to think about what to do for her big birthday – she would be forty in a year. Surely that was a win-win. But no.


‘I’ve already been to Florence,’ Neil reminded her. 


Twenty-five years ago. He’d spent a week in Italy as part of a month-long Interrailing tour of Europe in his gap year. 


‘And I really wasn’t impressed. I don’t know why people go on about it,’ he continued. ‘A few boring old buildings, some dull statues and a lot of overpriced ice cream. Plus, it’s full of pickpockets.’


‘Oh,’ said Kathy. 


‘So I really don’t need to go back. Especially after four stressful days doing Shelley’s bidding. Why they can’t just get married in Guildford like I did, I do not know.’


Possibly because that wedding in Guildford was an unmitigated disaster. The thought crossed Kathy’s mind but she didn’t say it out loud. Neil’s defunct marriage was a minefield.


‘All I’ll want to do when this wedding is over is come home and get some decent rest in my own bed. I’ll have Melanie book us all onto the last possible flight out and the first possible flight back, on Friday so I can minimise the time I have to spend out of the office and catching up afterwards. I’m dreading it already,’ Neil added, as he closed the newly tidied dishwasher with a nod of satisfaction. And that was the end of the conversation.


Kathy didn’t give up hope that Neil might be swayed, but the very next day he announced that his über-efficient PA Melanie had already executed his orders and got them on the last possible flight out to the wedding and the first flight home. They’d have to get up at six the day after the wedding to get to the airport. Kathy knew that Sophie in particular would not be happy about that. 


Kathy was disappointed, of course, but she focused on the good news. She was still going to get three nights in Italy – her first ever trip to the country of her dreams. She would be staying in a grand palazzo with a view of the Tuscan hills – the photographs on the Palazzo Boldrini website were pure Instagrammable perfection. 


There would be great food, music and dancing. There would be excursions to Tuscan villages to taste wine and watch artisans decorating ceramics. Kathy had always wanted one of those big painted fruit bowls. There would be lazy hours by the pool and aperitivi on a terrace overlooking an olive grove. There would be glorious sunshine. There would also be a whole bunch of Neil’s relatives with whom to make painful small-talk but, in Kathy’s fantasy, they were firmly out of the picture.




Chapter Two


Now, six months after Shelley and Dave had announced their wedding plans over Sunday lunch, Kathy and Neil were on their way to Tuscany. 


Melanie had arranged a minibus for the trip to Gatwick (Kathy had long since given up being offended that Neil didn’t seem to trust her with any travel plans). They swung by Neil’s former family home – now his ex-wife Caroline’s house – to pick up the children, who had refused to do anything so helpful as be at Neil’s the night before they had to travel. As a result, though it was almost midday, none of them was ready to go when the minibus pulled up outside. Even before the holiday started, Neil and his teens were at daggers drawn.


‘I don’t even want to go to Italy anyway,’ Amelie reminded them loudly.


‘I can’t believe I’ve got to miss a festival for this,’ Sophie complained.


Oscar didn’t look up from his phone. He didn’t look up from his phone or say a single word until they were two minutes from Gatwick, at which point he announced, in a wavering voice, ‘I think I’m about to be sick.’


Oscar was sick. Kathy had to give the minibus driver fifty quid to deal with it. Neil argued that a cleaning fee should be included in the original fare. It wasn’t as though Oscar was drunk, he pointed out. He was travel sick and probably as a result of the cabbie’s appalling driving. But Kathy knew that, as far as the driver was concerned, vomit was vomit, however it came about, and if she didn’t pay up, they would never get into the terminal.


The terminal was where it could all go wrong. Mindful of past airport traumas, Kathy corralled Neil’s children while Neil gave the minicab driver a piece of his mind through the dark tinted glass of the driver’s window.


‘I’ll report you for that too!’ Neil informed him. ‘This glass is illegal. You’re supposed to be able to see the driver of any vehicle.’


Kathy wasn’t sure that was true but she stayed out of it. She looked at her watch. They still had two hours before the flight took off. That should be long enough to get through security with minimum stress. She scanned the horizon for signs that would lead them to the departures lounge. She speed-read a board full of flight numbers and had a route straight to the check-in desk worked out before Neil took the steering bar of the luggage trolley.


Kathy led her group through the terminal with the determination and expertise of a soldier ant, steering them past potential dangers such as slow-moving pensioners.


‘Shouldn’t be allowed to travel!’ Neil tutted.


Or fast-moving toddlers.


‘Ought to be on a lead.’


At security, Kathy made a lightning calculation as to which was the fastest-moving queue. She yanked Oscar into it before he blundered into a retractable barrier. His eyes were still on his phone. When Sophie went into a small meltdown over the prospect of verrucae, having been told to take off her enormous clunky trainers, Kathy handed over her own sandals so that she didn’t have to walk barefoot over the sticky mat under the security arch.


‘Have you got a verruca?’ Sophie asked, in lieu of saying ‘thank you’.


Then, when Amelie set off the X-ray machine with a belly-button piercing that her father didn’t yet know about, Kathy told Neil, ‘It’s probably her bra,’ and quickly ushered him forwards so that he couldn’t see Amelie flashing her tum for the guards. 


Over the next hour and a half in the departures lounge, while Neil scrolled through work emails (and watched reruns of great Fulham FC goals), Kathy dropped eighty pounds in Ted Baker and Accessorize. Not for herself but on Sophie and Amelie, who both insisted that the clothes they were wearing smelt of Oscar’s puke. Oscar didn’t seem to mind wearing his own puke-scented hoodie, thank goodness.


Then both the girls claimed to have forgotten their make-up.


‘We need to get some here,’ they told Kathy. ‘We don’t know what they’ll have in Italy. It’ll be the wrong colour.’


As far as Kathy could tell, Amelie and Sophie were always wearing the wrong make-up colours, but she couldn’t be bothered to disagree. That was another forty quid down.


Then they started arguing about which of them actually owned the ridiculously expensive primer of which there had been just one tube left in the store.


‘Can’t you share it?’ Kathy suggested.


They looked at her aghast.


Meanwhile, Oscar and Neil kept their eyes on their phones. 


By the time Kathy heard the boarding announcement, she was beginning to wonder if she shouldn’t try to sneak onto the flight to Málaga that was boarding from the adjacent gate. 


‘I shouldn’t be here,’ said a little voice in her mind. 


She shook her head, which caused Sophie and Amelie to share one of their patent she’s-gone-cuckoo looks. Ignoring them, Kathy promised herself this was the last time she would find herself in this situation. When they got back from Italy, she was going to address what had happened and make a plan for the future that took her feelings and dreams into account. For now, though, she had a wedding to attend. 


‘Are you all right?’ Neil asked her.


‘Yes,’ she lied. ‘And you?’




Chapter Three


The flight went reasonably well. Providence put them near the front of the plane so the chances of Neil being upset by someone taking too long to put something in an overhead locker were considerably reduced. The three children sat in one row. Neil and Kathy were across the aisle. Neil took the window seat while Kathy sat in the middle. Neil hated to have to sit next to someone he didn’t know. He took one of Kathy’s armrests. A portly male stranger took the other. Kathy kept herself small and concentrated on her book. It was only a short-haul flight, after all.


She had picked up The Magic of Jasmine back in March, when the thought of this trip still filled her with excitement. The paperback’s summery cover seemed to embody everything she’d hoped for back then. Warmth, relaxation, romance. It was about a woman called Jane, who had given up her important job in finance to become a simple farmer in Tuscany. 


‘Nothing is impossible,’ the book enthused. ‘If you want something enough, you can make it happen. You can live your dream.’


Hmm, thought Kathy. If you don’t give a toss about anyone else. Perhaps Jane the-financier-turned-farmer didn’t have a mother, widowed for the past twenty years, who needed her within an hour’s drive. Or a partner with an important job and three children firmly tying him to London. Kathy snuck a glance at Neil’s profile. He was enjoying the view of southern England in the sunshine as they took off. 


The flight landed on time and disembarked promptly. The Italian border guards waved Neil, Kathy and the twins through with a smile, though they lingered on Sophie’s passport for far longer than necessary, Neil thought. Kathy assured him that it was random and not lecherous before he picked a fight. 


Melanie had arranged for a fancy car to pick them up at the airport in Florence, of course. The only problem was that she had not told the taxi firm she needed a car big enough for five and the driver would only take four.


After much outrage on Neil’s part – which did not increase the size of the vehicle – it was decided that Kathy should follow in an ordinary taxi. She didn’t mind. The trip wasn’t long and she relished having a moment to herself, without the girls fighting, Neil griping and Oscar moping. She needed a moment to prepare herself for walking into the Palazzo Boldrini, for acting suitably pleased for Shelley and Dave, for seeing Neil’s mother … She was pleased for Shelley and Dave but she definitely needed time to prepare for meeting Neil’s mum, whose past opening gambits had included such gems as ‘You’re looking tired’ and ‘I feel like I’ve seen that coat a few times now.’ 


In the back of the taxi, with no air-con, Kathy could relax. She wound down the window and enjoyed the warmth. If only she could ask the driver to stop at a bar where she might get a cold beer and listen to Italian rock music for half an hour. She knew, however, that Neil would be checking every couple of minutes that the taxi was still behind the air-conditioned limo he was sharing with his kids. If she stopped, he would notice and come back for her.


He sent her a text message: Are you safe?


It was a little late for that. Kathy was tempted to text back, I’m being abducted. Instead she typed, I’m safe. Still right behind you. See you at the hotel. It wouldn’t have been fair to tease when he was showing concern.


In the late afternoon the mini convoy arrived at the Renaissance palazzo turned hotel that Dave and Shelley had chosen for their wedding. As Kathy’s driver swung his car between two huge stone gateposts topped with lions rampant, he announced their arrival: ‘Welcome to the Palazzo Boldrini.’ 


Kathy gasped with delight at her first glimpse of the vast white building with crenellated towers, which was to be home for the next three nights. A flag, featuring lions to match the beasts on the gateposts, fluttered from one of the turrets. A slightly smaller flag, with the initials of the bride and groom, fluttered from another. 


Neil and his children piled out of their car. Amelie looked as though she had been crying. Sophie was jabbing angrily at her phone. Oscar clearly hadn’t looked up from his. He tumbled from the car and staggered straight to a flowerbed to throw up again. Neil went on ahead into the palazzo. 


Leaving Neil’s teens to bicker and puke – thinking, Not my circus, not my monkeys – Kathy walked from her taxi to the edge of the driveway, wanting to savour the view. The palazzo was right at the top of a hill. Below, the Tuscan countryside unrolled like a patchwork blanket of peaceful olive greens and lavender blues, embroidered here and there with imperial cypresses and umbrella pines. It was so perfect, so much like a photo on a postcard, that Kathy wanted to clap with delight.


‘My village,’ said the taxi driver, drawing Kathy’s attention to a cluster of honey-coloured houses nestled in the valley, turning golden in the last of the sun.


‘What a beautiful place to live.’ Kathy sighed.


The driver beamed with pride.


When he left her alone again, Kathy gave herself a quick pep talk. ‘I’m here for Shelley. I’m going to enjoy myself. I’m not even going to think about last week until I’m back in London. I’m just not.’


Having taken in the view and sucked in a lungful of clean Tuscan air, Kathy joined Neil and the children at Reception. He was leaning against the desk, tapping his foot on the polished tiled floor, while a young woman took their passport details. The children were given keys to their rooms in the modern annex. Sophie and Amelie would be sharing.


‘How does that work?’ Sophie complained. She jabbed a finger at Oscar. ‘He’s her twin.’


‘You have a room in the old building,’ the receptionist said to Kathy and Neil. 


‘I hope it’s got decent plumbing,’ said Neil. He tapped his foot a little faster while the woman searched out their key, which was a real old-fashioned key, not one of the modern cards she’d handed to the children. It had an enormous wooden fob to boot.


‘You’ll have to carry this,’ said Neil, passing it straight to Kathy. 


Kathy hoped that once they were inside the room Neil might finally begin to relax. In his professional life, he was renowned for being cool, calm and collected. Out of the office, when his perfectionist tendencies met with the incompetence – as he saw it – of the general public, he could be a pain in the arse. After five years, Kathy was used to it but she wished that, just for once, Neil could be a little more chilled out about travelling. 


A porter carried their cases upstairs to the first floor – the piano nobile – where the palazzo’s grandest rooms were situated. Hand-painted signs pointed to a library, a music room and two guest suites. Their bedroom was called the Dante Suite.


Kathy was thrilled by the suite, which had floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the valley to the back of the building. It was one of the bedrooms she had admired on the website. One of the best in the place. Dave must really love his big brother to have allocated him such a good room. 


‘Look at the view,’ she said. In the formal garden directly below, the roses were in full bloom. She couldn’t wait to go outside and walk among them. She would have flung the windows wide, but they were a little stiff and took some effort to budge. And when she did manage it, Neil said, ‘Don’t open them now, Chicken Licken. This is exactly the time of day when mosquitoes come out. The last thing I want is to get bitten.’


Kathy agreed that would be ‘sub-optimal’, as Neil liked to say, so she wrestled the windows shut again, contenting herself with looking out through the glass, which was wavy and uneven with age. 


Neil lay down on the neatly made bed, still wearing his shoes and tapping on his phone. Kathy kicked off hers to lie down beside him.


‘Isn’t this lovely?’ she said. ‘It’s exactly as I imagined it would be. Look. There are swallows painted on the ceiling.’


Neil glanced up but then something else caught his eye. Something floating in the air between the painted ceiling and his face. He pulled off one of his shoes and made a swipe at it, almost rolling off the bed in the process.


‘See? What did I tell you, Chicken? There’s a mosquito in here already. For crying out loud!’


He got the Jungle Formula from his overnight bag and sprayed it so liberally that Kathy thought she might choke to death. The mosquito kept flying regardless.






Chapter Four


Within half an hour of arriving, Kathy, Neil and the children were expected on the palazzo’s pool terrace for the first formal event of the wedding. 


The pool was gorgeous. Long enough for proper laps and illuminated for the evening with underwater lights that changed colour to the music on the terrace speakers, it could not have looked more inviting. 


While Neil scanned the crowd for his close relatives, Kathy took a glass of Prosecco from a silver tray. As she sipped, London seemed satisfactorily far away. Shame that the same couldn’t have been said for Neil’s mother. Kathy spotted Margaret on the other side of the pool, holding court from a sun lounger, regarding the comings and goings as though she’d smelt something bad.


‘This is all a bit fancy, isn’t it?’ Neil said, as he rejoined Kathy at the pool’s edge. 


It really was. The terrace was decorated like a spread in a travel magazine. Shelley and Dave had hired a wedding planner who’d organised a roster of events worthy of a corporate retreat, let alone a small family marriage. 


Kathy knew something of the timetable, having spoken to Shelley often over the past few months with regard to Sophie and Amelie’s bridesmaid duties. Kathy had been cast in the role of de facto mother since Caroline, Neil’s ex, and his brother Dave did not speak. Caroline would not have lifted a manicured finger to help her ex-brother-in-law’s wedding run smoothly. 


It was Kathy who had had to drive the girls to and from various rendezvous at Bluewater, where Shelley cajoled them through a number of miserable trying-on sessions in various shops and department stores. Both Sophie and Amelie had very strong ideas about what they were willing to wear. It had to be from Pretty Little Thing. It had to be skin tight. And it had to be in ‘nude pink’ – a colour more like sticking plaster – which flattered no one unless they were perma-tanned. Fortunately, both Sophie and Amelie, though they were redheads with skin that was naturally the colour of milk, were fake-tanned to a shade of American walnut varnish at all times. 


Poor Shelley had planned for her colour scheme to incorporate all the colours of a Tuscan spring, which would have looked lovely had the girls agreed to the flattering shade of pale green Shelley wanted them to wear. Their dogged insistence on dressing as though they were ballroom dancers who’d forgotten to put dresses over their body stockings had changed the plan somewhat. 


On that first evening, Sophie and Amelie came down to the poolside dressed like … well …


‘Hookers!’ was the first thing Neil’s ancient uncle Tony said upon seeing them. ‘I thought Dave was supposed to have got that out of the way on his stag do.’


‘These are your great-nieces, Uncle Tony,’ Neil reminded him.


Uncle Tony’s dementia had robbed him of his ability to be appropriate, though Kathy suspected he’d never been all that appropriate to begin with. While Amelia and Sophie scowled and huffed, and Oscar kept his eyes on his phone, Kathy sought out the bride.


Shelley was crouching between Neil’s mum and her own, on their sun loungers.


‘Did you have a good journey?’ Shelley asked.


‘Yes,’ Kathy said, before Neil could begin his litany of all the reasons why they hadn’t. ‘This place is beautiful,’ she continued. 


‘I’m glad you think so.’


‘It’s like something out of a fairy tale. Thank you so much for inviting us.’ 


‘I’ve been bitten,’ Margaret announced, apropos nothing. 


‘It’s a matter of time before I am,’ said Neil. 


Kathy greeted her. ‘Hello, Margaret. How lovely to see you.’


‘When did you buy that dress?’ Margaret asked. ‘Not recently by the look of things.’


Kathy was suddenly conscious that it was a little tight over the hips.


‘It’s a beautiful dress,’ said Shelley’s mother, Elaine.


‘For someone younger, perhaps,’ said Margaret, as though Kathy wasn’t there. 


Fortunately, before Margaret could say anything else, they were distracted by the sound of feedback from a microphone. Shelley joined her fiancé on a little stage to greet their guests officially. Dave wasn’t used to public speaking and Margaret rolled her eyes at her younger son’s ineptitude as he struggled to get the microphone to work. In the end, he gave up.


‘Can you hear me?’ he asked his audience.


Margaret shook her head and said, ‘No,’ although Kathy thought Dave was doing perfectly well. Margaret should turn up her hearing aid.


‘On behalf of myself and my future wife …’ Shelley beamed ‘… we’d like to thank you for coming all the way to Italy to celebrate our wedding.’


‘I’ve been bitten again,’ Margaret muttered close to Kathy’s ear. ‘I don’t know what Shelley was thinking. A foreign wedding … Insects, strange food. I bet we’re miles away from the nearest hospital if somebody’s allergic … I know this wasn’t my David’s idea.’


‘It means a great deal to us both to have all of you here together,’ Dave continued on stage. ‘All our favourite people in one place. We look forward to making some happy memories with you.’


Then he stepped back. 


‘Was that it?’ Neil asked. ‘Was that the whole speech?’ 


‘I expect he’s saving himself for the wedding day,’ said Kathy.


‘I hope he does better than that.’


Kathy smiled faintly. As an only child, she didn’t always understand why Neil and Dave were such bitter rivals. She suspected that Margaret had played them off against each other since they were small. She certainly did now. Every Mother’s Day, birthday and Christmas turned into a bitter competition. Which of her boys had sent the better card or the bigger bouquet? Although Margaret had expressed nothing but disapproval of this Italian wedding, Kathy knew that, once everyone was back in the UK, its extravagance would be held up as evidence of how well Dave – a tech geek, who developed trading software for financial institutions – was doing in comparison to Neil, plodding along as a partner at his medium-sized City law firm. 


Now that the speech was over, waiting staff began to circle with canapés. Neil was soon deep in conversation with his mother. Kathy reintroduced herself to a couple of Neil’s cousins, who called her by his ex’s name. Caroline had studied to be a lawyer – she and Neil met when they were training – but had given up her career to have her children. When the children started school, she had retrained as an image consultant. Her skill at combining colours and fabrics was spoken of in terms of awe. 


Kathy had been made redundant from her admin job in March and was still looking for something else to do – or, at least, something else to talk about. Not that she didn’t have enough to fill her days, what with looking after Neil and, one week in every two, his children. Actually, his children seemed to be around more and more, since their mother had moved her new lover, a tennis coach, into the family home. Neil had commented that Caroline didn’t need to shack up with anyone with a proper job since she’d taken more than half of Neil’s money.


‘How are you, Caroline?’ one of Neil’s aunts asked now. ‘How’s the fashion business?’


Kathy didn’t correct her, knowing the aunt didn’t care anyway. ‘I’m very well,’ she said. ‘And the fashion business is absolutely fab.’


That evening’s reception did not go late. Dinner – a buffet arrangement with freshly made pizza – was over by half past nine, ending with another short address by Dave, during which he asked ‘the younger guests in particular’ to refrain from skinny-dipping. The wedding party would be fined a hundred euros for anyone caught in the pool after 8 p.m. ‘If you get caught,’ he added, with a wink.


‘Urgh!’ Sophie and Amelie chimed. Oscar did not look up from his phone.


Neil was not in the mood for skinny-dipping. 


Back in the bedroom, he filled Kathy in on the family politics that had passed her by. Shelley’s half of the party was full of ‘people who don’t know how to behave’. Apparently Shelley’s brother kept mentioning his new car. Shelley’s younger sister claimed her necklace was worth five grand. Neil’s own cousin, Jeff, had attracted his ire by pointing out that they were wearing the same watch, but since Jeff had bought his entry-level Rolex at Duty Free in Zürich, he’d saved enough on the retail price Neil had paid to get himself some matching cufflinks. Kathy didn’t understand why Neil got so upset about the showing off. He was doing perfectly well and could have shown off with the best of them (indeed, probably did). It was touching, in some way, that he couldn’t seem to let it wash over him. The little boy who’d grown up in a council house in Wolverhampton, determined to prove himself, was never far from the surface when his family was around. 


Halfway through his diatribe, Neil leaped out of bed with such haste that Kathy wondered if he’d heard someone trying to break into their room. He snapped on the overhead light.


‘There is a bloody mosquito in here!’ he exclaimed.


He armed himself with one of Kathy’s shoes and Kathy duly joined him in searching every inch of the room for the tiny critter. Even with four pairs of eyes on the job, they didn’t find it. However, as soon as Neil decided they should go back to bed, the high pitched whining started anew. The light went back on. They got out of bed. The mosquito stayed out of sight. They went back to bed.


‘Buzzzzz.’


Neil turned the light on. They got out of bed. 


And it carried on like that until well after two in the morning. 






Chapter Five


The next morning, Kathy and Neil joined the rest of the family for breakfast. A vast buffet had been laid out on the terrace. Piled high with fruit, charcuterie and cheese, the table was as beautiful as a still-life painting. Still Sophie complained that she could find nothing that fitted with her gluten-free vegan diet (apart from a chocolate croissant – she totally ignored the fruit). Then Amelie complained that Sophie had kept her awake all night, Skyping her boyfriend. He was at the festival and she needed to be in contact with him at all times to make sure he wasn’t cheating on her, she explained. Oscar didn’t look up from his phone as he mechanically stuffed three pastries into his mouth.


Shelley joined them, eager to talk about plans for the day ahead. That day – Wednesday or ‘Wedding Eve’ as Shelley called it – minibuses had been booked to take the guests on a couple of excursions. Dave was having a last-minute stag do for the male guests, with wine tasting following by paintballing in a nearby forest. The ‘ladies’ were invited to join a trip to the Mall – a nearby designer retail outlet, where all the big labels could be had for a song. Sophie and Amelie’s eyes lit up while Kathy felt her credit-card wilt at the very idea. She knew that the girls saw her as an extension of their father’s wallet.


‘The outlet bus leaves in an hour,’ Shelley said. ‘Nine o’clock. Don’t be late!’


There was no way Amelie and Sophie would be late to go shopping.


With an hour to kill, Kathy decided she’d spend half of it catching up on the sleep she’d missed, thanks to Neil’s all-night battle with the mozzie. She’d dared not suggest that if you thought hard enough about mosquitoes you’d always hear one, even if you were in a hermetically sealed bunker three thousand miles from the nearest breeding ground.


Now, with Neil out of the way – the paintballing bus had already gone – Kathy turned off the air-conditioning and lay down on the bed. It didn’t take long before the room started to warm to something approaching actual room temperature. She set the alarm on her phone for half an hour. Alas, she forgot to turn it on. When she woke up, it was already 9.05.


‘Arse!’


Kathy grabbed her bag and her floppy sunhat and cantered down the stone staircase to the palazzo’s lobby. It was ominously empty. She burst through the big doors into the sunlight. Likewise, no one was standing outside on the driveway from where the minibus to the outlet was due to depart.


Because it had already departed.


‘They’ve gone,’ said the hotel manager, who rushed out to join her on the gravel. ‘I could arrange for a taxi to take you. You’ll catch them up. I’ll call right now.’ 


‘No,’ Kathy said at once. ‘No. That would be far too much effort.’


‘It would not be charged to the wedding,’ the manager assured her.


‘There really is no need.’ 


‘I thought I’d made sure everyone was on the bus.’ The manager seemed worried. ‘I must sort this out.’


‘Please don’t,’ Kathy insisted.


‘But there’s no one else here.’


No one? Really? Not even Margaret? She was a little miffed that none of the women in Neil’s family had bothered to find out where she was before they’d set off on their shopping spree but Kathy felt a smile spread over her whole body. Apart from the staff, she had the palazzo entirely to herself.


‘You don’t want to be with your party?’ the manager persisted. 


Kathy reassured him: ‘Absolutely not.’


Kathy spent the rest of the morning pleasing herself. After taking coffee in the rose garden, which was infinitely more pleasant without a soundtrack of Neil’s relatives sniping about foreign food and blood-sucking insects, she had a swim in the pool. She would never have dared go near it if Sophie and Amelie were still around, but with no one to pass judgement on her ancient swimming cozzie, or the ‘ancient’ body inside it, she felt like the luckiest woman on earth. 


She had a whole swimming pool to herself under the glorious heat of the Tuscan sun. She’d never had a pool to herself before. After three lengths – which felt like plenty – she leaned against the edge, with her forearms on the warm limestone flags and the rest of her body in the cool water. She listened to the hum of the industrious bees in the lavender planted all around. Small white butterflies fluttered by, looking like rose petals making an escape on the wind. Swallows played above her head. Occasionally, one would dive-bomb the other end of the pool for a sip of the azure water or to scoop a hapless insect off its surface. Kathy could imagine nothing more perfect than that moment. This was la dolce vita. For a little while she could forget the sadness and anger – yes, anger – of the past seven days.


At lunchtime, the hotel manager had the kitchen staff lay a table for her in the garden, this time in the shade of a thousand-year-old olive tree. Kathy chose a melon, prosciutto and rocket salad. The bread that came with it was addictive, sticky with olive oil and wickedly salty. Kathy ate the lot. Then she had pasta – pici, the local speciality, a sort of chubby spaghetti – in tomato and basil sauce. She also had a cheeky glass of Chianti and a bitter black coffee with a butter-soft gianduja chocolate on the side. 


After lunch, Kathy went back to the bedroom to change out of her swimming costume. She’d noticed that, in the short time she’d been out, she’d caught the sun on her shoulders so decided she’d best stay in the shade for a while. She considered a nap but didn’t want to waste a minute of her glorious solitude. 


There was plenty to explore indoors. On the first floor of the old building, at the opposite end of the corridor to the Dante Suite, a small library was lined with antique red leather-bound books. They were off limits, locked behind glass, but there was a selection of paperbacks left by previous guests, which gave a fairly accurate record of the bestsellers of the past two decades. There were six copies of Fifty Shades of Grey in four languages. The Da Vinci Code was still hanging in there, at least fifteen years after its publication. 


Kathy sat down in a lumpy leather armchair and flicked through a Tuscan travel guide that was only two years out of date. She found the pages on Florence, turned over at the top corner so a traveller could easily find them. The text was underlined in places and someone had added notes. ‘Best tagliata of my life!’ was the comment beneath one restaurant. ‘Don’t miss the tiramisu here,’ said the note beneath another.


Kathy sighed. She would be missing the tagliata and the tiramisu. She would also be missing the Pitti Palace. ‘Great costume exhibition,’ wrote the traveller who wasn’t afraid of scribbling in books. And the natural history museum. ‘Weird-shaped stuffed animals but Joshua loved it.’


‘Lucky Joshua,’ Kathy murmured.


The guidebook also contained photographs of the most popular paintings in the Uffizi Gallery. Kathy was familiar with most of them. Botticelli’s Primavera and Birth of Venus featured, of course, but there was one painting Kathy didn’t recognise.


It was called Doni Tondo and was by Michelangelo. The subject of the painting was the Madonna and Child, with Joseph, sitting in what looked like a Tuscan garden. The colours were as fresh and bright as if they had been painted the day before. Mary was in bright pink and blue robes, Joseph in blue and gold. The baby Jesus was pictured at about a year old with gorgeous brown curls. A crowd of cherubs looked on. The composition, in its round gold frame, was beautiful. But it was the face of the Madonna that really touched Kathy’s heart.


Michelangelo’s Madonna could not have been more different from the stiff, flat-faced Madonnas Kathy had seen in the backgrounds of her parents’ honeymoon photos. She was so very real. Her pose was so natural. She sat on the ground with a book open in her lap. Joseph leaned over her. The Madonna was turning towards the Child, whom Joseph held up over her shoulder. Her arms looked safe and strong.
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