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Prologue


London, March 1964


As the taxi crawled towards the Royal Courts of Justice, Leonora Birch savoured the last moments of calm before she was devoured by the press pack and spat out as tomorrow’s newspaper headline. She turned to her companion, wondering whether they would be making the return journey together later that day. If he were nervous too, Bruce Cato hid it well, the expression behind his untrimmed beard as relaxed as the shabby cream linen suit that had seen better days.


She examined the palm of his bear-like hand, ingrained with decades of paint, tracing the love line that had known they would find one another again. ‘What do you think will happen?’ she said.


He shrugged. ‘The judge refused my bribe, so he’ll probably throw us both in prison.’


She cuffed his arm. ‘How can you joke about it?’


‘My darling Leonora, I joke about everything. As you well know.’


‘But this isn’t one of your games, Bruce. This is real.’ As the traffic slowed, she spotted a newspaper vendor hawking the morning edition. ‘Judgement due in the Battle of Bond Street’, screamed its headline above a photograph of Leonora looking all of her sixty-one years as she was accosted on her doorstep the previous evening.


Why hadn’t she just put a stop to this? Apologised and coughed up the costs, then got out of London to begin her new life with Bruce in Italy? Instead, she had upheld her claims about Sir Edwin Viner, the man who had nearly destroyed her twenty-five years earlier, and now commanded a ferocious legal attack from his prestigious Mayfair art gallery.


The taxi growled onwards until she could make out the cathedral-like façade of the courts, the crowds below waiting for their quarry as photographers perched on stepladders for the best shot.


‘Let’s get the driver to drop us around the back,’ Bruce said.


‘Why should I creep in? It’s Edwin who should be hiding,’ she said as faces pressed against the cab window, a shout going around as she was recognised.


Bruce snorted. ‘Fat chance. Look who’s pulled up in front of us.’


A chauffeur opened the door of the sleek grey Bentley, and a roar of support went up for Sir Edwin Viner and his wife, dressed in a cream suit with matching feathered hat, every inch the debutante model Edwin had plucked from the conveyor belt. How dare a frumpy Pimlico landlady challenge such people?


The cabbie pointed to his meter. ‘That’ll be five shillings. Call it eight, including the valet job my paintwork’s going to need now this lot have had their sticky paws all over it.’ He must have sensed her distress, however, and as she held the money out to him, he shook his head. ‘Second thoughts, you’ve got a tough enough day ahead. Have this one on me.’


Tears pricking her eyes at this small act of kindness, she turned to Bruce. ‘This is it, then. Are you ready?’


‘Ready to get it over with so we can finally carry on with our lives,’ he said, then frowned, stroking her hand. ‘You’re really sure you want to see this through?’


‘As sure as I ever have been about anything.’ She took a deep breath, steadying herself as Bruce leapt out to open her door, hellish chaos breaking noisily into the privacy of the cab.


‘Good luck, Leonora Birch,’ the cabbie shouted as she stepped out on to the pavement. ‘Don’t you let him get away with it.’


The sound of the baying crowd was deafening against the machine-gun click of camera shutters as a galaxy of popping flashbulbs blinded her, reporters pressed so close that she could smell the pints they had drunk the night before, the washing powder their wives used. She glanced once more at Bruce and smiled. ‘Let’s get him.’
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Tuscany, June 1989


Phoebe stepped off the aircraft steps and on to the sticky black tarmac, cheeks burning and nostrils stinging as the distant terminal shimmered through the heat haze. Beyond lay rolling hills dense with ripening vines and ancient villages, their bell towers ringing out the daily rhythm of this timeless, sleepy region, cradle of the Renaissance and her second home.


Tuscany.


As she walked away from the roar of the cooling engines, she felt London slip from her, shed as a skin from another life. She pulled off her blazer, longing to swap her neat jeans for one of the summer dresses packed in her luggage. Even through the acrid cloud of aviation fuel, she could already smell the tinder-dry grass surrounding her uncle Bruce’s hilltop villa with its medieval watchtower, the mellow oil produced in the Villa Clara olive groves.


It still saddened her that she had only been permitted to get to know Bruce properly when, at the age of eleven, she was deemed old enough to be despatched alone to Italy for school holidays – every school holiday, she noted. Life in the former Hampstead family home had been fraught with the ever-present danger of fierce rows between her parents in the chaotic Edwardian villa until her father’s death three years ago and her mother’s subsequent relocation to Cornwall. Of course Phoebe missed them both, but in truth Bruce Cato had been her primary parent for most of her life, and she the daughter he never had.


She hurried through to the arrivals hall, scanning the crowd for her old friend Stefano, whom she spotted lounging against a pillar in chinos and a linen shirt, floppy dark hair pushed back from his eyes and looking as though he had come from the pool rather than his desk at the law office in Florence. For once Bruce wouldn’t be collecting her from the airport, but she could hardly contain her delight at seeing the housekeeper’s son there in his stead, and ran across to greet him.


‘Hey, Topolino!’ he said, tussling her into a playful hug.


She sighed. ‘Vero?’ Even though she pretended to be irritated at the nickname he had given her when they were children, its familiarity was a kind of homecoming.


‘You were such a little mouse when you first arrived at Villa Clara,’ he went on, slipping into Italian, as they always did when they were alone. ‘How was I to know you would be so bossy?’ And it was true: once Phoebe had settled into life at Villa Clara, picking up Italian as quickly as she picked up a suntan, she had forced Stefano to play anything from wildlife explorer to medieval knights. ‘Nice hair, by the way. I like it shorter.’


‘Really?’ Phoebe said, suddenly embarrassed. The previous week, she had paid a fortune she didn’t have, in order for her long blonde hair to be lopped into a stylish bob, encouraged by her friend and colleague Tilly, on whose sofa she had been sleeping for the last week. After the recent dramas in Phoebe’s romantic life, she had needed a change, and she certainly felt better for it.


‘Reminds me of when you made me cut it off when we were twelve. Boy, I got a hiding from Mamma for that. So, no boyfriend with you this time?’ Stefano asked lightly, taking her suitcase and heading towards the car park.


‘No boyfriend ever,’ she replied. ‘Seems you and everyone else was right about James.’


‘I’m glad,’ he said, pausing to push his long, dark fringe from his eyes. ‘I mean glad he’s gone. He wasn’t good enough for you.’


‘And is Jocelyn good enough for you?’ Phoebe would never be best of friends with Stefano’s latest girlfriend, a shiny London lawyer he had met at a conference, but she could at least show an interest.


He shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


‘Maybe for now?’ Stefano’s inability to make relationships last was legendary.


‘I don’t know. But I’m sorry that pidocchio hurt you.’


‘I think you’re being unfair on the common louse.’ Phoebe pulled out her sunglasses. ‘Now, can we please go to Villa Clara? I’m in dire need of a glass of Bruce’s hideous house white and Angelina’s excellent lasagne.’


‘Mamma’s recipe is legendary, for sure,’ he said, leading her towards a silver Lancia parked nearby and opening the passenger door. ‘I can’t stay for lunch, but maybe after dinner I can take you into the village? There’s a fiesta all weekend. We can dance your worries away.’


If only it were that easy. She waited whilst he climbed in beside her, then turned to him. ‘Stefano?’


‘Si?’


‘Is everything OK at Villa Clara? Bruce wrote that he’d been undergoing a few medical tests.’ ‘Nothing to worry about’ had been Bruce’s throwaway comment, but the fact that he’d even mentioned his health led Phoebe to believe there was everything to worry about.


Stefano’s green eyes clouded over briefly. ‘I don’t know for sure.’


‘I sense a but?’


He hesitated. ‘He asked me to update his will.’


‘Really?’


Stefano pressed his tanned hand over hers. ‘Probably just doing his housekeeping – he is in his eighties, after all. I wish more of my clients would. Try not to worry.’


‘Easier said than done. On all fronts.’


‘I’m sorry. You said things weren’t great at the museum when we spoke last week?’


‘They’re really not,’ she said. The idea for the Cato Museum of Artifice had been born five years earlier at Villa Clara, one evening when too much wine had inspired Phoebe and Bruce to imagine a museum of their own. Bruce had been serious, it seemed, signing the lease three months later on a quirky four-storey London townhouse to showcase some of his finely crafted reproductions of Old Masters and a few curiosities he had collected over the years. And yet now Phoebe was coming to realise that the numbers would never add up. The building had recently been sold to an American management consultancy, along with those on either side, and with the rent about to double unless she accepted their offer to buy her out of the lease, the museum’s future seemed uncertain.


‘Need to talk it through?’


‘Only if you can tell me there’s a crock of gold sitting somewhere in Bruce’s estate.’ She watched as he shrugged uncomfortably. ‘Right. Then let’s forget it until I’ve had a chance to talk to Bruce, if that’s OK?’


‘Of course. So, shall we go?’


She nodded. ‘Andiamo.’


He crunched the car into gear and headed out to the trunk road that would take them south to the tiny village of Monteleone and the old villa at the end of a rutted track.


Bruce Cato was in animated discussion with Stefano’s father Marco about where to plant some new lavender bushes when Phoebe appeared beneath the vine-covered pergola. Stefano’s parents had arrived at Villa Clara not long before Phoebe herself began to visit in the early seventies, and while Angelina ran a tight ship looking after the house, Marco cared for the terraced garden that was Bruce’s pride and joy.


An Italianate formal space that defied the blistering heat and provided shady reading corners amongst the gravel paths and low hedges of scented herbs, the garden was where Phoebe had spent long childhood hours whilst Bruce tried to pass on his mastery of watercolour techniques, finally admitting that his ability to create art, if not his love of it, had bypassed her entirely. Beyond the wide bed of dahlias that Bruce insisted on tending himself each summer, until they burst into a blaze of autumnal colours, stood the solid mass of the ancient watchtower, which for six hundred years had warned of intruders, and now housed his art studio.


Angelina had laid two places at the table, where a large green garden salad sat in a wooden bowl beside ruby-red tomatoes and creamy buffalo mozzarella, a cold roast chicken and a condensation-frosted carafe of almost colourless white wine.


‘Sit, sit,’ Bruce said to Phoebe, lowering himself into his seat with the help of a walking stick. Although the once-black hair and beard were now snowy white, his tanned, freckled arms were strong and dark eyes still roguish. ‘Tell me your news,’ he said.


She started with the easy stuff: a few pieces she was considering for the museum, in the unlikely event that she could find the funding; how she was moving back into the Notting Hill flat soon, now James had moved out; how her mother had managed to fall out with half the village over a postcard-sized scrap of land.


‘Your mother could fall out with herself,’ Bruce said, ripping off a chunk of rosemary-flecked focaccia. There was no love lost between Bruce and Phoebe’s parents, which saddened her. Bruce had played a small part in some court case in the sixties, in which his word stood against that of Sir Edwin Viner, acquaintance of her parents and pillar of the London art world. Phoebe’s parents had picked their side, and in the way that only siblings can, the brothers had nursed an ice-cold grudge for over a quarter of a century, leaving Phoebe stranded in the middle. ‘Why do you think I’ve always stayed out of the way here?’ he added.


‘Because you wouldn’t live anywhere else?’


‘Exactly. The world comes to me, and I don’t have to endure any more wet English summers.’


Phoebe looked at him, noticing the slight catch in his breath. ‘But you’ll be back in London to visit the museum? I need your help with that empty room we’ve not curated yet,’ she said, trying to sound positive about their joint project, even though the truth was far from positive.


He shook his head. ‘My travelling days are over.’


He was tired, she could see, his lightly imparted news perhaps more serious than he was letting on so far. ‘Because of the tests you mentioned in your letter?’


‘Maybe. But you don’t need me at the museum. Trust yourself, Phoebe. Besides, I’m done with London.’ Phoebe watched as a twinge of sadness crossed his face. ‘Too many memories.’


‘What sort of memories?’ Phoebe asked gently, pouncing on a rare moment of candidness.


‘We thought we could change the world back then,’ he said, staring out across the gardens.


‘When?’


‘The sixties. Was there any other time? We tried to turn the Establishment on its head with our miniskirts and pop music, our marches and protests, but nothing has changed. Strikes everywhere you look, and nothing gets through Parliament without a bunch of landed gentry in long red dresses saying so.’


‘Still the revolutionary?’ Phoebe asked, smiling.


He sat back, wincing slightly. ‘Only in spirit. If you want to make a dent in the Establishment, you need a very sharp stick and a very thick skin.’


This was a Bruce she had not seen before: deflated, tired, a smaller version of himself, and Phoebe knew she really did have to worry about him. ‘Like when you challenged Edwin Viner?’ she asked, hoping to re-energise her uncle by poking at the hornets’ nest she had never quite been able to reach. There was an injunction in place, she knew, but surely it didn’t extend to his closest relative?


‘Viner?’ he spluttered, topping up his wine. ‘Even if I were allowed to, I’m not wasting our time together talking about that crook. I want to focus on things that bring me joy rather than peptic ulcers. And speaking of peptic ulcers, tell me what happened with Shameless.’


Phoebe rolled her eyes at the nickname Tilly and Bruce had given James during a recent visit to Villa Clara. She’d protested at the time, but she had to admit, he’d lived up to his name. Phoebe had met James at her first job as an apprentice curator at the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. James had done various internships at auction houses where his parents knew the board, but there was always a reason it hadn’t worked out: he wanted to experience the art market from the bottom up; he wanted to be an artist himself; he wanted to go travelling. Or the truth: that he was killing time until he got his inheritance. ‘It didn’t work out,’ she said, wincing at the understatement. ‘Same old story,’ she explained to Bruce. ‘Girl falls in love with boy, boy moves in with girl, who discovers he is sleeping around . . .’


‘I’m sorry. Want me to set my London gangster friends on him?’


‘You don’t have any gangster friends,’ she laughed.


He narrowed his eyes. ‘Are you sure?’


‘With you, I’m never sure about anything.’ And it was true: for all his joking, Phoebe would not be surprised to discover Bruce had known the Kray twins.


‘Get yourself a chap who’s not afraid to earn his own living next time. Or better still, find yourself an Italian who knows how to treat a woman.’ He smiled. ‘You might not even need to look that far.’


Bruce had long hinted that she and Stefano should be together, but she brushed his comment aside. ‘I think I might take a break, to be honest,’ she said instead. ‘It was exhausting keeping up with James and his awful friends. They actually pitied me because I work for a living. Good riddance.’


Bruce laughed. ‘I met a few of those back in the day. Called themselves hedonists in the twenties, bohemians in the thirties, and now they’re just plain old spoiled brats. Well, at least you have the museum. So tell me, did you manage to chase up that fake Fabergé egg? I heard that instead of a portrait of the Tsarina hidden inside, there’s a rather terrifying Russian clown with a striking resemblance to Rasputin. I was thinking it could go in the Bloomsbury Room.’


She hesitated. This was her moment to explain about the books that didn’t add up, the falling footfall and rising rent, the American management consultants; to tell him she’d had enough. ‘Maybe,’ she said instead.


He looked deflated. ‘Well, you decide where it goes. Your museum, after all.’


‘Bruce . . .’


He frowned. ‘I don’t like the sound of that tone. Are you about to spoil this lovely lunch?’


‘I don’t want to, but I need to talk to you. The museum is struggling,’ she said, deciding to simply come out with it. ‘Really struggling.’


‘I can help with that. Who do you think will get this money-gobbling place and my enormous debts when I go?’


‘I don’t know. Who?’ There were parts of her uncle’s life she knew nothing of, other than a brief, disastrous marriage in the fifties to a woman with a temper equal if not superior to his own. She looked at him now, still raffishly handsome but with no obvious love interest, other than the professed infatuation with Angelina, whom Marco offered to exchange for the Alfa Spider. Where did he disappear off to on his long, solitary drives every day or so? What, or who, was running through his mind when he sat alone with a cigar on the terrace late at night after everyone had gone to bed?


‘You will get the villa, you silly woman,’ he said. ‘And if I could give it to you now, I would. All I want is for you to be happy. But you’re clearly not. You walked in here like a wet Sunday afternoon in February.’


‘I’m sorry.’ She looked up at him. ‘I’ve had an offer for the lease on Bedford Court.’


‘An offer?’


‘The Americans who bought the building want to redevelop it.’


‘But we can’t let them. We must fight.’


‘Not we. Me. I’m the one at the coal face every day. I’m the one supplementing the coffers with—’ She stopped suddenly – he didn’t need to know she had begun dipping into her savings to pay Tilly. ‘I just know I’ve done as much as I can.’


He sighed. ‘And the collection?’


‘I’d have to sell it.’


‘Even the not-Vermeer?’ He suddenly slammed his glass down on the table. ‘No, that is yours, Phoebe. I painted it for you, not the museum. You are never to let that work go. Promise me.’


‘Of course. I promise.’


‘And Tilly? I hate to think of her talent going to waste. She’s been a huge asset to the museum.’


‘She would find something else – as you say, she’s brilliant.’ And it was true: Tilly was not only Phoebe’s best friend in London, but a fearsomely capable second-in-command at the museum. ‘It might not come to that. Miracles do happen.’ Phoebe leaned across and took his hand. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’


‘And I didn’t mean to snap. I haven’t . . . well, I haven’t been myself of late. Speaking of which . . .’ He felt in the pocket of his shirt and pulled out a small bottle of tablets, knocking back two with the rest of his wine. Even beneath his deep suntan, she could see his colouring was a little sallow.


‘Bruce, please tell me what’s wrong.’


He stood, pushing his chair aside. ‘Come. It’s a beautiful afternoon. Let’s take a walk. I want to show you the vines – there should be a bumper crop this year. Then let’s have a drink in the studio, where Angelina can’t badger us and we can talk frankly.’
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Phoebe followed him inside the squat tower that sat across from the gardens, unable to shift the sense that Bruce wanted to show her everything one last time. She glanced around at the stacks of paintings, scruffy chests of drawers containing pigments and brushes, the desk with his neatly stacked blue notebooks. ‘I’ve always loved it in here,’ she said.


‘As have I,’ Bruce replied, gesturing for her to sit beside him on a dusty velvet sofa.


As she sat, she spotted the ladder and trapdoor that led to the next floor. ‘What is up there?’ she asked now. ‘You’ve never let me see.’


‘On the first floor?’ He shook his head. ‘Mainly rubbish. Old canvases, that sort of thing. And,’ he added, ‘rats. Why do you think I’ve always stopped you going up there?’


‘I was never frightened of rats.’


‘You think your mother would have let you come here again if you caught bubonic plague on my watch? Or died from rat poison?’


‘If only rats go up there, what’s that for?’ she said, pointing to a dusty bell hanging from a chain next to the hatch.


‘So I can call Angelina for my evening gin,’ he said a little sharply, then sighed. ‘Since today seems to be about honesty, you’re right, there’s something I need to talk to you about.’


She wanted to tell him to stop, that she didn’t want to hear it, but instead she nodded. ‘Go on.’


‘Phoebe, I am unwell. Very unwell, as it turns out.’


‘Please, don’t . . .’


‘But I must. I can’t pretend.’ He smiled. ‘I’m very proud of you, you know?’


‘I’m proud of you too.’


‘Despite what they say about me?’


‘No one says anything about you.’


‘Then it really is over. The cancer may as well take me.’


‘Cancer?’ She felt tears prick at her eyes. It was worse than she had feared. ‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I’d have come out here and helped.’


He waved a hand dismissively. ‘Exactly why I didn’t. You know I hate a fuss. Besides, it’s untreatable. I broke my lungs, and now I’m paying the price. I don’t regret a single cigar, however,’ he said, taking one now from a drawer and lighting it, his eyes closed as he released a stream of bittersweet smoke.


‘Dare I ask how long?’


‘Six months, maybe more, but I’m not interested in outliving my useful life. Once I can’t paint, I’m done.’


‘Surely there are things that can help?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m eighty-six. I’m not interested in chemotherapy.’


‘Bruce, I don’t know what to say.’


‘There’s nothing to say. I’ve had a good life, with only one regret.’


Phoebe looked at him. ‘What?’


He narrowed his eyes. ‘I’d be breaking the law if I talked about it.’


‘Even to me?’ she asked, wondering whether he might finally explain what had happened in a London court over two decades ago, which he refused to divulge in case even one word got back to her parents’ London circle.


‘Restricted information, even now. Get yourself a court transcript in twenty years’ time.’


She smiled. ‘You are incorrigible.’


‘You can put that on my gravestone: “An incorrigible old fart who smoked too many cigars.”’ His gaze drifted suddenly. ‘Did I ever tell you about the time I met Churchill? A weekend house party, back in the twenties. Full of artists. He was trying to tout his shabby watercolours. One of the Sitwells was there. Can’t remember which. And a rather extraordinary woman who’d married old Roland Penrose, great friends with Picasso. Now what was her name?’


Phoebe sat up straight. ‘You met Lee Miller? The war photographer? Sometimes I feel I don’t know you at all.’


‘I am just a man who has loved and been loved. I’ve been lucky.’ He glanced towards his desk, his eye alighting briefly on a black and white photograph of a woman. Phoebe had noticed it many times over the years, yet never really looked at it.


‘Who did you love?’ she asked, but a fit of coughing overtook him before he could answer.


‘Get me a brandy, would you?’ he said eventually.


Phoebe shook her head. ‘I’m glad I’m not your doctor.’


‘My doctor also wishes she weren’t.’ He reached for the tortoiseshell glasses he kept in his shirt pocket, so spattered with paint that they could barely be of any use. ‘Come, let’s play the old game, shall we?’


‘A treasure hunt?’ Phoebe said, recalling the elaborate trails he would leave around Villa Clara and its grounds, using works of art to punctuate the clues. She and Stefano had lost entire days deciphering cryptic messages, checking behind paintings and statues, in order to find Easter eggs, Roman coins, even a kitten once.


‘Not quite. I’ve got a new acquisition to show you. Want to test your eye?’


She had spent hours in the studio over the years, poring over art books while Bruce trained her never to trust the evidence of her eyes, to question the provenance of a piece, until she was almost good enough to pick a Bruce Cato reproduction out of a line-up – only ever almost, for he was unquestionably a master. ‘If I get it right, do I keep it?’ she asked.


He laughed. ‘You might as well, my dear. You might as well.’


Phoebe gradually came to realise that her visit was as much about helping Bruce put his affairs in order as it was about spending time together. It was a difficult time, and she was grateful to Stefano for taking her into Siena for dinner one evening when Bruce had gone for one of his regular drives. It was good to talk to someone who understood what it was to love and to lose Bruce Cato. Stefano let her laugh and cry, often joining in himself. There had been a difficult conversation as Stefano prepared the ground for what might have to happen if Bruce needed palliative care. The Villa Clara finances were not in great shape, but they decided to cross that bridge when they came to it. These few days felt too precious to be loaded with more worry.


The next day Phoebe helped Bruce crate up a Leonardo da Vinci replica he had made for the Cinecittà studios in Rome, the perfect excuse, he said, for a trip to the post office in Siena in the old red Alfa Spider. During that perilously fast drive along the tiny lanes, Bruce had looked across at Phoebe, protected from the dust and wind by large sunglasses and a scarf tied Grace Kelly-style over her hair. He had suddenly slowed down, pulling on to the verge at the edge of the road.


‘What is it?’ she’d asked.


‘You just reminded me of someone, sitting there like that.’


And that had been it: a tiny glimpse into the secret world of Bruce Cato, before his foot hit the accelerator and off they shot again.


The week passed too quickly, and Phoebe hated the thought that she was helping her uncle clear the decks. ‘Think of it as a spring clean,’ he told her cheerfully as they went through the house, sorting old paperbacks and throwing away ancient correspondence.


‘Bin or bonfire?’ she said, sitting on the study floor one afternoon and holding up a manila envelope full of newspaper clippings, airmail letters, postcards and other correspondence.


‘You needn’t think that’s going in your black bin bag, young lady,’ he said, snatching it from her.


‘I’m beginning to think nothing is.’ She shook her head. ‘If I do give up the museum, I could have a full-time job here, just sorting you out.’


‘Promise me you’ll give it another six months, and I’ll let you throw everything away next time you’re here.’ He was joking, but she knew that next time she was here, at best he would be a little less himself. At worst . . . maybe he was right. Keeping busy was the only way.


They’d arranged she would return in six weeks, but already that felt like a lifetime away as she said her goodbyes in the early morning sunshine on the gravel driveway, Stefano waiting nearby at the wheel of his Lancia. The tickle of Bruce’s beard on her forehead as she hugged him was the same as ever, the whisper of linseed oil and white spirit, but within her arms he felt smaller, and his breathing was laboured as Phoebe closed her eyes, memorising the hum of crickets warming up for the new day, the whickering of horses in a nearby field and the rhythmic swish of Angelina’s broom. And then it was time to go.


‘Look after her,’ Bruce called out to Stefano as the car pulled away.


‘What did he mean?’ she asked Stefano, his eyes firmly fixed on the road ahead.


‘He wants me to drive you safely, I suppose.’ The forced lightness of his tone kidded neither of them, however, and it was a difficult, silent journey before he dropped her at the airport.
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London, July 1989


Phoebe was still half-asleep as she emerged from the Underground a few days later, a bicycle courier yelling as he swerved to avoid her. Her reactions were dulled after a night on Tilly’s sofa and rather more Hungarian cab sav than she was used to – the last one, thankfully, since James had finally moved his stuff out of the Notting Hill flat and she could at last go home.


She checked herself – Tilly was not only the best employee she could ever have hoped for, but her lifesaver, of late. The closest thing she had to family in London, now Dad had passed away and Mum moved to the deep South-West, Tilly had been at Phoebe’s side ever since they’d met as Art History students at the Courtauld Institute years earlier, through their various relationship break-ups, trips to Phoebe’s uncle’s estate in Italy, and the formative years of the museum that now just about paid both their wages. So no, she wouldn’t miss the late nights and daily hangovers, but she would always be grateful for Tilly’s generosity. If the museum ever made enough of a profit, she would promote Tilly to joint director, but those days were a long way off.


Having sent Tilly on an early morning scavenge for materials for the school trip booked in that afternoon, Phoebe made her commute alone through the Georgian streets and verdant squares that made up Bloomsbury, the elegant, bookish corner of London that lay behind the British Museum and had once found notoriety as the home of Virginia Woolf and her racy set. She passed countless blue plaques that marked the history of the area until she reached Bedford Court, a tiny, cobbled enclave of blue-brick buildings.


She paused, using the sleeve of her trench coat to polish the brass plate on the door of number 11: The Cato Museum of Artifice, where each room was dedicated to an artist or period. With the help of Tilly, Phoebe had trawled auctions and flea markets to create a series of beguiling domestic vignettes. It was a labour of love, and she couldn’t be more proud of what they had created with Bruce.


Phoebe scooped up the post from the black and white tiled floor: bills, junk mail, a letter from the Arts Council probably confirming another rejection for funding. She would deal with these later, and instead focus on opening up the museum for the day.


She let herself into the drawing room inspired by the homes of the Bloomsbury Group who had lived close by in the early twentieth century, pulling back the heavy velvet curtains to cast light on Edwardian red-velvet sofas and a spindle-legged Arts and Crafts desk. On the sideboard sat Bruce’s framed photograph of a young girl staring wistfully at a troupe of fairies. The Cottingley Fairies had caused uproar in 1917, until years later the girl in the photograph admitted it was a hoax. Further rooms included a Georgian salon upstairs, where visitors could work out which of the portraits on the walls were genuinely eighteenth century, and which were by Bruce Cato – it always amazed her how people missed the wristwatch he had added, or a vapour trail in the sky. If that weren’t enough, in a sixties-style bedsit-cum-studio, anyone could have a go at creating their own Andy Warhol print to take home.


This carefully curated museum was a joy, and yet if visitor numbers continued to decline, she would be accepting the Americans’ escape route. A route that was increasingly tempting, now Stefano had described the financial difficulties at Villa Clara. Besides, if – when – Bruce’s health deteriorated, she wanted to be free to look after him.


Hearing Tilly arrive, she went to switch on the kettle in the office, pulling a packet of chocolate Hobnobs from a cupboard in anticipation of her temporary landlady’s low blood sugar.


‘Hi, babe,’ Tilly said, slinging her denim jacket on the rack, and shaking out her shock of dyed satsuma-orange hair. She tipped a carrier bag out on to the desk. ‘Here you go. Crayons, paper, glue, glitter . . .’


‘Glitter?’ Phoebe asked, aghast.


Tilly looked deflated. ‘OK, so maybe not the glitter.’ She brightened suddenly. ‘Hey, you’ll never guess. I got talking to some bloke on the bus.’ She tipped her head coquettishly. ‘We’re going for a drink tonight.’


‘I don’t know how you do it.’


‘Nothing to stop you, now you’ve dumped Shameless. You’ll have them queuing up, with that new wardrobe.’


Phoebe looked down at her new tailored black dress, worn with a long, knotted necklace. It had been an eye-wateringly expensive Saturday spent on the King’s Road with Tilly the previous weekend, tempered by a few charity-shop bargains, but her friend had been right: she needed a revamp. ‘I don’t want anyone else. Not yet.’


Tilly narrowed her eyes. ‘Not even Stefano? You obviously like each other.’


‘Stefano’s my oldest friend. Of course we do. Besides, he’s got a girlfriend. Not that it makes any difference.’ Phoebe looked at her watch, unsettled by an unwelcome blush. ‘We’d better get on,’ she said briskly. ‘Twenty minutes before the hordes start banging the door down.’ Or more likely the bailiff. ‘I’ll open up the studio.’


Even after five years, she still experienced a thrill whenever she stepped into the large, north-facing room at the back of the house, laid out by Bruce as a seventeenth-century Dutch artist’s studio. A traditional ivory-coloured lime wash covered the walls, contrasting with a striking black and white chequerboard floor skirted with antique Dutch blue and white tiles. A heavy velvet curtain had been pulled halfway across the fake-leaded window beside a simple wooden desk and blue-upholstered chair. On top of the ornate patterned rug spread on the table lay a writing quill and paper, and a shallow pewter dish was pooled with the wax of a burned-out candle, a large monochrome map hanging on the wall behind.


Across the room, an artist’s workbench had been set with antique glass jars of linseed oil and pigments, their labels written by hand – lapis lazuli, yellow ochre, vermilion, green earth – alongside a selection of worn paintbrushes, handmade affairs of squirrel hair bound with string. A deep stone bowl of walnuts waited to yield their precious oil to the master, perfect for creating light skin tones.


Nearby stood a paint-spattered antique easel, with a wooden palette and painting stick the artist might have used to steady his hand. The easel was covered out of opening hours, to protect the paint that should have taken decades to dry, rather than the several hours in Bruce’s Tuscan bread oven, and Phoebe smiled as she pulled away the cloth. There, set behind a sheet of glass in an ornate frame, and no larger than an A3 sheet of paper, was one of the most skilful copies Bruce had ever executed.


To say the painting was a copy was to misinform, however. If the original of this work ever existed, it would be shielded by a high-security system in the Louvre or the Met, discussed by experts and insured for a king’s ransom. But this was a figment of Bruce’s imagination, the result of years of study, so that the composition, the execution, the pigments used, made it appear that an undiscovered Dutch treasure had found its way here. Such a painting had been mentioned in a seventeenth-century Amsterdam sale, but whether the original had looked anything like this was anyone’s guess.


The painting depicted the tableau set up in the room, with the addition of a young woman in a striking blue gown, hand poised over the pages of a letter. Her yellow ermine-trimmed jacket thrown on the back of the chair echoed the blonde tendrils of hair escaping dainty plaits and tiny red ribbons arranged on her head. The slight flush on her cheeks and hint of moisture on the bottom lip she gently bit suggested she was excited, disturbed, the burned-out candle and screwed-up former drafts a sign she had been there for hours, trying to find the right words.


So convincing was this work, that art experts occasionally contacted the museum, but when Phoebe explained it was from the hand of Bruce Cato, they melted away.


It broke her heart to think of how he had been treated over the years, of how her parents’ friendship with Edwin Viner had essentially cast Bruce from the family fold. Phoebe knew very little of what had happened, other than that there had been a court case, in which Bruce and Viner clashed. Reporting on the trial had been restricted, so that newspapers at the time, and subsequently, were barred from printing any details, and as far as Phoebe knew, the trial transcripts that she had secretly tried to track down whilst a student were still not in the public domain. Bruce, under a lifelong injunction preventing him from speaking about the case, had long since decided he had better things to think about than an ancient spat with ‘that pompous arse’.


Phoebe had come across Viner at various dinner parties at the Hampstead home when she was a child, and found him to be exactly that, as from behind the door she heard him drawl the silver-spoon aristocratic vowels she would come to know from his occasional lectures at the Courtauld Institute. If it were an integrity contest between Bruce and Viner, Phoebe knew whose side she would be on. Shame her own parents had been too starry-eyed to agree.


She looked at the painting once more. It almost didn’t matter that it was of no material worth, based merely on rumours of a missing piece: as a work of art, it was perfection. Even if Phoebe lost the museum, if she gave everything up, she would still have this thing of beauty, this thing made for her with love, which she had promised her uncle she would keep at all costs.


Her very own bespoke Vermeer.


A few weeks later, Phoebe was sitting at her desk poring through a pile of funding rejection letters. It was 20 July, four weeks since she had left Villa Clara, and she was trying to work out how easy it would be to get back there soon. Bruce’s goodbye had troubled her, and she longed to walk out on her responsibilities in London and jump on a plane to Tuscany. Could she and Tilly share running the place, she wondered, short or long term, if she spent half her time at the Villa, looking after Bruce? It wasn’t ideal, but her life was split into two, and compromises had to be made.


As it happened, such decisions were made pointless when she received a telephone call from a tearful Angelina later that afternoon.


‘Mia cara,’ she sobbed from the echoey hallway of Villa Clara.


Phoebe was instantly on alert. Bruce had taken a turn for the worse, perhaps? The doctor had perhaps misjudged how long he had before he became incapacitated. ‘What is it, Angelina?’


‘Oh Phoebe, may the Blessed Virgin preserve us.’


‘Angelina, please . . .’ Phoebe pressed, in no mood for Angelina’s dramatics. ‘Just tell me what has happened.’


‘Mr Bruce, he took the car out this morning to San Gimignano,’ the housekeeper gabbled on in Italian. ‘As he does at the same time every morning. Day in, day out . . .’


‘Yes, I know.’


‘But when I came to serve lunch – a saltimbocca I had been preparing for two days, you know how it is his favourite . . .’ There was a pause as the housekeeper blew her nose noisily. ‘He hadn’t come back. Four hours, he’d been out. He never stays out for four hours.’


‘So where was he?’


‘I didn’t know. I was frightened for him. He’d seemed so sad at breakfast, so quiet. It worried me, and then when he didn’t come back I called the carabinieri.’


‘You called the police?’ Phoebe asked, shocked. ‘What did they say?’


‘They went to look for him.’


‘And did they find him? Where is he? Where’s Bruce?’


An almighty wail blasted through the receiver, and Phoebe was forced to wait for Angelina to compose herself, time in which she imagined every scenario except the one she was finally told.


‘They found his car. He had veered off the road and crashed through a copse. The car hit a tree full on.’


She hardly dared asked the question that hovered between them, the sound of the street outside muffled beyond the deafening beat of her racing heart. ‘Is he all right, Angelina?’ she eventually whispered, already sure of the answer, but relishing the last few seconds in which she could pretend that the world remained unchanged.


‘All right?’ Angelina sobbed. ‘Oh, my dear Phoebe . . . He died instantly. Mr Bruce is dead.’
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Tuscany, August 1989


It was the sort of sky Bruce would have described as Turner with a chance of Constable, the landscape he loved so dearly putting on its most ravishing display as Stefano drove Phoebe back to Villa Clara a week before the funeral.


‘Thanks for picking me up,’ Phoebe said. ‘I know you must have loads to do. You look shattered.’ He did indeed look exhausted, his green eyes set within dark circles.


‘Death certainly keeps the lawyers busy,’ Stefano replied, accelerating as he overtook a three-wheeled Ape farm truck, two bewildered-looking goats staring out from its flatbed.


‘You know, I keep thinking about what he said as we were leaving for the airport.’


Stefano glanced briefly at her before turning his attention back to the road. ‘What did he say?’


‘He said, “Look after her.” Maybe he knew I wouldn’t see him again.’ Phoebe had been plagued by a suspicion that Bruce’s fatal drive was a deliberate swansong: out in a blaze of glory on a sun-kissed stretch of road.


Stefano sighed. ‘And he was right.’ He slowed down, turning into the long, cypress-lined drive. ‘Here we are. You ready?’


She had thought she was, but as they stopped in front of the house, the absence of the red sports car suddenly floored her.


‘It’s OK,’ he said, holding her until she was able to put back on the brave face that had served her well in London.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It feels even worse than I thought it would.’


‘I do understand.’


Of course he did: Stefano missed Bruce as much as she did. ‘I really appreciate how much you’ve done,’ she said, ‘with the legalities and everything. It must have been a nightmare.’


He sighed. ‘I’ve barely started. Listen, I know you won’t want to think about this yet, but we should try to find some time to talk about the will. And about what you want to do with the villa. There’s something else I was hoping you could help clear up, too.’


As executor of the will, and a partner at the law firm Bruce had used for years, Stefano had already explained that according to Italian hereditary laws, everything would go to Phoebe, but things with Bruce were never straightforward, even in death. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘What kind of thing?’


‘Just a payment that’s been going out regularly. But we can talk about it later.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘Come on, Topolino,’ he smiled. ‘You can do this.’


The front door, adorned with a funereal wreath of lilies and laurels, promptly opened, and Phoebe was swallowed up in Angelina’s black-jersey soft embrace as Stefano quietly took her bags away.


‘How have you been?’ she asked Angelina.


The older woman shrugged. ‘I would be better if every bugger within ten miles stopped dropping by with runny stews and cakes you could build a house with. They think Angelina can’t cook any more, just because Signor Bruce has gone?’ she complained.


Phoebe saw the worry etched on her face and knew that at some point she would have to address the issue of what would happen to Stefano’s parents, who lived in an apartment attached to the villa. If she sold Villa Clara, they would be homeless; if she kept Villa Clara, she would be jobless. A rough estimate from Stefano over the phone a few days earlier had suggested that Bruce’s few stocks and shares would pay the old retainers’ salaries for twelve months, but Villa Clara was a ticking clock with a leaky roof and medieval plumbing. ‘Flog it,’ had been her mother’s suggestion as she wrote to explain she was far too busy to make the funeral, but it was much too early to make any decisions.


They went inside, where all the mirrors had been covered with black cloths, the air sweet with the scent of lilies. ‘Let’s work out what has to be done, once I’ve unpacked,’ Phoebe said, trying to be businesslike.


Angelina smiled. ‘Everything has been done. Bruce knew exactly what he wanted.’


‘I can believe it.’ Bar the date of his funeral, it seemed Bruce had planned everything: the guest list, the catering, the string quartet who would play a Mendelssohn slow movement in the church, the wine waiting in the cellar. A jazz band had been engaged for the evening, when Bruce demanded his guests dance on the terrace and celebrate his life. He’d even had invitations printed, on which Angelina had filled in the space for the date, posting them in pre-addressed envelopes.


The silent farmhouse gradually came to life, with Angelina restocking the outdoor dining table every few hours to accommodate the string of visitors. Phoebe found herself greeting old family friends and members of Bruce’s Italian circle whom she had never met: the owner of a prestigious Rome gallery, art professors and members of his scopa club, the fiendish Italian card game guaranteed to fuel angry arguments, especially after a glass or two of Bruce’s grappa. It was wonderful to hear him spoken of so fondly, and with such respect: one Florentine dealer told her there was no one in the world who could restore a painting so sensitively and accurately as Bruce Cato.


As if to celebrate the life of the man who had created them, the gardens put on a dazzling display of colour, from the lavender beds and peppery geraniums to Bruce’s beloved dahlias, which glowed in every shade of orange from rose gold to deep blood red.


To keep up with the flow of guests, Phoebe was initiated into the secret art of Angelina’s Tuscan kitchen, collecting tomatoes from the garden as the two women recalled the childhood capers that had kept the young Phoebe and Stefano only a hair’s breadth from the back of Angelina’s hand.


And yet Phoebe still couldn’t face going to the studio, which Angelina had kept closed since the accident. Seeing it as Bruce had left it would drain her of the strength she needed for the next few days.


Before she knew it, the day of the funeral was upon them, and beneath a beating sun Phoebe and Angelina led the mourners behind the coffin borne by Stefano and Marco and some of Bruce’s friends from the village, into the medieval church. She took her seat at the front, fed tissues by Angelina whilst Stefano sat at her other side, the calm façade of the black-suited lawyer belying the shake in his hand as he clutched hers.


She glanced briefly at the congregation behind her, local farmers in dusty black suits sitting alongside tailoring straight off Rome’s Via Condotti. An elderly lady with dyed black hair and livid red lips was apparently the former housekeeper at Villa Clara, Angelina told her sniffily, sitting with her son. Amongst the feathers and net adorning an array of millinery, one woman in particular caught Phoebe’s attention, large sunglasses obscuring her eyes and her dark hair tucked Jackie Kennedy-style within a black scarf tied at her throat. Was she a friend of Bruce? Business associate?


Bruce’s coffin stood beneath a wreath of Villa Clara dahlias as friends and neighbours shared memories of the man who had made his life here. Phoebe was stunned to hear of Bruce’s bravery during the war, when he hid resistance fighters at Villa Clara and couriered messages for the Allies, hidden within painting frames.


Phoebe thought back to a telephone call she had received before she left for the funeral, from an obituary writer digging for titbits about the court case with Edwin Viner. She had given the woman short shrift, but the resurrected accusations of Bruce being a fraud rankled, and Phoebe wished there were a way of putting these tired stories to bed.


As the service drew to its conclusion, she glanced around once more, just in time to see the dark-haired woman at the back of the church remove her sunglasses. Phoebe realised with a jolt that she was looking at Margot Stockton, art critic and dealer, part of the British art establishment that Bruce had loathed – an establishment apparently moved to tears by his passing.
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The last guests were still dancing on the terrace to the dying strains of a love song, and although Phoebe’s energy was drained by a long day of speaking Italian and painting on a brave face, there was one more conversation to be had. As she watched Margot Stockton head across to the old watchtower, she knew her moment had come.


A standard lamp had been switched on in the corner of the studio beside Bruce’s battered velvet armchair. Close by, his desk was piled high with catalogues raisonnés and reference books, alongside his meticulously kept blue notebooks charting every piece that had passed through his hands. A half-full glass beaker of red wine sat alongside them, as though he might return at any moment, and nearby Phoebe spotted Margot Stockton browsing the bursting shelves of a bookcase.


‘Ah,’ she said. ‘You must be Phoebe. I’ve been hoping to catch you alone. You don’t mind me looking around?’ Margot Stockton was even more intimidating up close, her heirloom pearl earrings mirrored by the choker around her neck. Nothing, from the patent pumps and tailored black shift dress to the perfectly coiffed dark hair, said ‘approachable’.


‘Of course not.’


‘I always wanted to visit Villa Clara. I knew Bruce from a long time ago, and had heard so much about it.’


‘You were close?’


‘Acquaintances, really. I hadn’t seen him for over twenty years.’


‘Thank you for coming, in that case.’


‘I wanted to pay my respects.’ She smiled. ‘He also gave me little choice.’


Phoebe frowned. ‘How so?’


‘Bruce included a note with the invitation, asking that I talk to you about someone.’


‘Who?’


‘We had a shared friend.’ Margot wandered towards the desk and picked up a framed black and white photograph. ‘Here,’ she said.


Phoebe took it from her, looking at the slight smile on the woman’s strong, handsome face. It was a photograph she had seen many times, but whenever asked, Bruce had just said she was an old friend from his student days. ‘Who is she?’


‘Leonora Birch. She studied art at Chelsea School of Art with Bruce, back in the twenties.’


‘She was an artist too?’


‘For a short while. She had a sick father to care for, or it would have been she on the Rome Scholarship, instead of your uncle.’


‘She was that good?’


‘I only ever saw some of her sketches, a couple of paintings, but yes. What I wouldn’t give to represent her at my gallery, if she’s still working . . .’ Margot frowned. ‘You haven’t got a drink of anything here, have you?’


Phoebe smiled. ‘In Bruce’s studio? I think that’s a given.’ She began rummaging inside the desk, eventually producing a dusty brandy bottle and two glasses. She handed a small measure to Margot, who sat in Bruce’s armchair, her feet tucked debutante-style to one side. ‘So why did Bruce suddenly want me to know about Leonora Birch?’


Margot frowned. ‘You really don’t know anything about her?’


‘Only what you just told me. Is she still alive, even?’


‘I hope so. I was very fond of her. We all were.’


‘All?’


‘Oh yes. You see, Leonora Birch had a talent for bringing people together, creating a family of sorts, I suppose you could say. One I was lucky enough to be part of.’


‘An artistic family?’ Phoebe asked, wondering how Bruce might fit into this narrative.


‘Not exactly. More of a sort of ark, really.’


‘And how did you end up being part of this . . . well, family?’


Margot smiled. ‘That’s easy. It was 1963 and the day I thought my life was over.’
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London, 9 March 1963


Margot wished everyone would stop fluttering around her. She longed to shrug off the girl from the Ronald Paterson atelier, constantly checking that the ivory shantung silk of her wedding gown fell in perfectly even folds from its boat-necked bodice. She wanted to elbow away the hairdresser smoothing for the hundredth time Margot’s glossy, backcombed bob, curled at the top of her long, bare neck.


She felt as though she were being prepared for a photo shoot, not marriage to Hugo, but perhaps that was exactly what was happening. Ever since the engagement notice went into The Times, the Right Honourable Margot Stockton-Jones had been courted by society magazines, her mother secretly cutting a deal with the Tatler, whose photographer had now joined the circus on the top floor of Belgravia’s Davenport Hotel.


‘Darling, don’t frown,’ Arabella Stockton-Jones, Countess of Abingford, tutted as she pressed a tissue to her crimson lipstick, an exact match to her bracelet-sleeved shantung-silk coat dress. ‘You’ll get lines, and that will never do.’


Nothing had ever ‘done’ for Arabella, as far as Margot had experienced in the brief windows of mother–daughter interaction between terms at Roedean and Swiss finishing school. One’s daughter studying Art History at Oxford was certainly not done: ‘University?’ her mother had said. ‘Books make a girl so dreary.’ Popping pills from her pet Harley Street doctor and criticising her two remaining children were apparently ‘done’, however. No wonder Margot’s brother Cosmo was a functioning drunk and her father kept a mistress in Paris.


Thank goodness for Hugo, she supposed, and the new life they would soon make together, running the estate in Cumbria between his work as a London barrister.


Cumbria.


Margot closed her eyes as the hairdresser carefully attached furlongs of tulle net to the diamond-studded tiara virtually stapled to her scalp. She tried to imagine herself on the other side of this spectacle, dressed in tweed, mud and dog hair. Yes, sharing the Chelsea flat with Diana was trying – Cumbria, though? No one would ever visit. And of course she was fond of Hugo, but the way he sighed every time he took a sip of tea or telephoned his mother to help him decide what tie to wear, the mother who would be living in the dower house . . .


‘Margot.’


She opened her eyes to find Arabella assessing her like a prize filly. ‘Yes?’


‘Diana has your bouquet,’ she said tightly. It was generally perceived that Diana Viner, with her ‘fast’ ways, passed muster for the big day only because their mothers had been at school together and her father Sir Edwin was a well-respected Mayfair art dealer. ‘Now where are those ghastly children?’ she said, moving away to choreograph the offspring borrowed from distant relatives and influential friends.
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