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			‘The wasting of time is the thing I worry about 
the most, because when you get to my age, 
you realise time is all there is.’  

			Gloria Steinem

		

	
		
			

			

			A Year at Hotel Gondola by Kat Black

			CHAPTER 1

			There is no sadder feeling than being jealous of your own life. Do you know what I mean? Have you ever been envious of the girl you once were? Looked back on your past and realised it was more exciting than your future is set to be? Have you ever felt that way? Because right now I’m doing my best to make sure I won’t.

			My life has been pretty interesting since I took sole charge of it. Oh, I had the same dull start as everyone else. School and homework, late-afternoon cartoons, setting the table for a meal of soggy vegetables and chewy meat, then early to bed and lying awake for hours, staring at a crack of light creeping beneath the door, thinking and thinking. Somehow I knew better things were waiting. I just had to find them, or help them find me.

			Childhood is such a waste of time, isn’t it? Mine seemed to drag on for ever. As soon as I was free of it – with my back turned on my northern hometown, with the train hurtling towards London Euston and a new life – I swore I wasn’t going to waste another moment.

			Obviously we all have to do the laundry and vacuum the floor so I haven’t been living it large every single second. But I’ve tried to make the most of my time.

			I’ve ridden on horseback over the Mongolian steppe and shared yak meat with nomads. Been fed seal blubber by Inuits in Greenland. Choked down fermented shark in Reykjavik. Breakfasted on crisp pancakes cooked by street hawkers in Shanghai and spicy dosa from a roadside stall in Mumbai. I’ve followed my appetite around the world. You may have seen the television shows I’ve made, read some of the articles or books I’ve written? Mine has been an adventurous life; at least so far.

			Then I turned fifty and something shifted. I blame my mother. ‘Twenty good years,’ she said. ‘That’s what you’ve got left at your age. After that you won’t want to have adventures any more.’

			I told her she was talking rubbish but after I’d put down the phone, I kept thinking about her words. Twenty good years didn’t sound like enough. What if my mother was right? Perhaps at seventy I might feel entirely different than I did right now. Maybe there was some threshold you crossed then started craving safety and comfort. How could I know for sure?

			That night I woke up at three a.m. and couldn’t get back to sleep. Fears always seem so much bigger at that hour and I hoped by morning this one would be gone. But the worry had found a space in my mind and moved in. I couldn’t get rid of it.

			I rang my mother back. ‘You’ve never been adventurous,’ I complained. ‘So how would you know?’

			‘Because everyone around me is old and all of us are the same,’ she replied. ‘We’re letting our passports lapse and surrendering our driving licences.’

			‘God, how depressing.’

			‘You can find pleasure in smaller things, you know, Kat. It’s rather lovely being a homebody. You’ll see.’

			No, I won’t see. For me, life is what happens beyond my front door. It’s a packed suitcase and a purse full of foreign currency. I’m not saying that I don’t feel older. My left hip hurts a bit, I need reading glasses and if I didn’t make a monthly visit to the hairdresser there would be much more grey in my hair than brown. I can see the signs all right. But I’ve made myself a promise – even if I live till I’m a hundred I’ll never be a homebody.

			I’m planning for things to get more interesting as I get older, not less. I won’t be wasting time. And I’m not going to be jealous of my own life. Not ever.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			1

			Kat Black hadn’t been sure if she should admit to being fifty. People pigeonholed you, didn’t they? Perhaps she could gloss over her exact age and let everyone assume she was still in her forties. But then the ‘twenty good years’ line wouldn’t work; and her mum actually had said that; and Kat had been rattled, just as she had written. Besides, it was a great first chapter and she didn’t want to change it.

			What was the point anyway, her age was already beginning to make a difference. Wasn’t it the reason the network hadn’t been interested in another series of her travel and food show Black of Beyond? Perhaps it was even why her publishers had halved the advance for her new book? Her agent claimed the same thing was happening to everyone, but Kat hadn’t been convinced. It seemed more likely that her career was contracting. She had worked so hard and achieved so much but she could smell change in the air.

			She stared through the window. From here she couldn’t see much unless she opened it up and leaned out. The guest suites in the Hotel Gondola boasted all the best views. The room Kat lived in was up a steep staircase, beneath the eaves, and looked out towards the window of the hotel opposite. Still she loved it here, right in the centre of Venice, all its life humming around her. This was such a different city to live in than to visit. Everything was different now; that was the whole point of coming.

			Kat stared at her computer screen, checked the word count and sighed. The beginning of a book was always the hardest part, and this one was going to be even trickier, because she was living the adventure as she was writing it.

			A Year at Hotel Gondola; she had been surprised how much her publishers liked the idea. She’d had to promise recipes, of course, which were always hard work, with all the testing required and making sure she measured things down to the last teaspoon. It wasn’t the way Kat preferred to cook but she could tell it was going to be a deal-breaker.

			‘This is going to be my biggest adventure yet,’ she had promised when she was pitching the concept. ‘Kat Black experiences the one journey she has never taken before – a relationship.’

			It wasn’t strictly true. She’d had plenty of boyfriends, but the longest Kat had managed to stick with one was eight months, and he was a photographer who travelled almost as much as she did, so it hardly counted as a proper relationship. She and Massimo Morosini, though; that was different; at least it had better be because there was so much more at stake this time.

			Kat closed her laptop, stretched her arms and yawned. Perhaps if she took a walk it would clear her head. She needed to explain how she had ended up at Hotel Gondola and wasn’t sure how best to tell the story. Massimo’s mother would read this book and so would her own. Some of those ex-boyfriends might pick it up, and hopefully thousands of strangers would buy it. All those eyes turned towards her personal life. Sometimes Kat wondered why she’d ever thought it was such a great idea.

			Cramming her laptop into her bag, Kat found sunglasses and a hat. She was cautious as she opened the door to her room, stopping and listening before setting a foot outside. The hotel was full of guests and on no account did she want to meet any of them. There were always questions to answer, problems to solve. They needed directions to the Lido or an extra pillow or ideas for where to eat that night. So Kat had taken to creeping out of her room, then taking the stairs as quickly as possible, head down, sunglasses on, hat brim pulled low. If she could get through the reception foyer without being stopped then she was almost in the clear, but she never fully relaxed until, turning off the quiet fondamenta, she knew the Hotel Gondola was out of sight.

			Kat had only been in Venice for a short while but already she had found places she was starting to think of as her own. In search of tall, leafy trees she often walked to the Papadopoli Gardens. Even now she still got lost on her way; it only took one wrong turn, one moment of distraction. But those were the times she would stumble across some hidden spot she had heard about but never managed to find before. The little osteria with the handwritten menu, the bar where they served paper cones of hot fried polenta, the family-run restaurant that was always full of locals. Massimo kept telling her half the joy of Venice was discovering its secrets for herself. But this was his city; he’d been walking through it most of his life, and often had reasons not to join Kat on her daily strolls – too much work, too many commitments. So she explored alone, the way she always had.

			Today Massimo was in his cubby of an office, frowning at spreadsheets filled with numbers. He owned and managed the Hotel Gondola and took his work seriously. Kat was meant to be working too; the weight of the laptop in her bag was a reminder of that. But she had never been good at thinking while she was sitting at her desk. Besides, she had a whole year ahead of her to finish this book and surely it was better to be out experiencing things, finding colour and adventure to fill it with, so she could bring Venice alive for people, make them feel as if they were actually here as they read her words.

			A year in this watery, shadowy city; learning to be Venetian, to eat and love like them. When Kat had dreamed up the idea it seemed the answer to her problems. Now she wondered if all she had done was create a whole lot more. A book to conjure out of nothing was one thing; a relationship to negotiate quite another – particularly as she and Massimo were so new to one another.

			‘Excuse me, excuse me.’

			Kat turned at the sound of the English voice and recognised the woman speaking as a guest from the Hotel Gondola. She had noticed her earlier in the reception area, sitting beneath the chandelier, puzzling over her guidebook.

			‘Are you OK?’ the woman wondered.

			‘Yes, why?’ asked Kat, a little too abruptly.

			‘I’m sorry. There was something about your expression.’ The woman removed her sunglasses and gazed at Kat with bluish-grey eyes. ‘I thought it was best to check there was nothing wrong. It’s easier not to but then I always regret it. And I recognised you from the hotel. My name is Ruth Wilson. I’ve been with you a week and I’m staying for three more.’

			‘Yes, of course.’ Kat tried to sound warmer because Massimo had told her the long-stay guests, the ones that tended to come back year after year, were like gold dust.

			‘I’m a fan of yours, actually,’ the woman continued. ‘I’ve watched your show on TV for years. It was one of the things that made me excited about travelling again after my husband died.’

			‘Oh, thank you, I hope you’re having a great holiday.’

			Kat began to edge sideways but the women seemed not to understand this was a signal for the conversation to end.

			‘I’m here to paint,’ she explained, ‘but I haven’t even unpacked my canvases yet. I’m getting a feel for the place. I want to portray it in a way that goes beyond the clichés.’

			‘Difficult with Venice, so many other artists have been here before you,’ Kat pointed out.

			‘Yes, but I’m not here to paint the canals and gondolas. It’s the people I’m interested in.’

			‘Ah, well, there’s no shortage of them. But I suppose you want to paint Venetians rather than tourists?’

			‘I’m not sure yet. I was wandering around trying to decide when I spotted you.’ The woman’s eyes searched her face again, as if there might be an answer there. ‘I’ve been hoping to talk to you but you always seem in such a rush when I see you in the hotel.’

			This woman was lonely, that much was clear. As tempting as it was to walk away from her, Kat couldn’t do it. Venice seemed such a terrible place to be alone, so colonised by honeymooners and noisy groups, so prone to sudden mists and gloomy afternoons, so filled with faded grandeur.

			‘Would you like to join me?’ she made herself ask. ‘I’m heading over to the Papadopoli Gardens.’

			‘Oh I love gardens. Are they pretty?’ Ruth sounded eager.

			‘It’s a nice park, nothing amazingly special, but I find it’s a good place to go when I need to think about the book I’m trying to write.’

			‘I suppose you won’t be able to think properly if I’m there chattering away, will you?’

			Kat murmured something noncommittal but it was enough to encourage Ruth.

			‘Still, if you’re sure, then yes, I’d love to come.’

			They walked together, Ruth matching Kat’s long stride, darting round groups of tourists clotting the way, crossing bridges arching over the silty canals, keeping pace with the slow chug of motorboats.

			She was a chatterer, just as she had warned. Mostly what she talked about was Kat’s work; the TV shows she had especially liked, the travel books that had inspired her. She mentioned several times what a huge fan she was. Admiration always felt so awkward. It wasn’t the reason Kat sent those things out into the world, to be feted and famous. They were a means to an end, a way of funding the life she wanted. At least they had been up until now.

			‘So what’s your new book about?’ asked Ruth. ‘Venice, I’m guessing.’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘What aspect of it are you focusing on? The history, the cooking … Oh, I’m sorry, perhaps you’re one of those writers who hates to talk about your work in progress?’

			‘There isn’t much to talk about yet,’ Kat admitted. ‘The idea is that I’m going to spend a year here, and I’ll write about the people I meet, the places I visit, the food I eat, that kind of thing.’

			‘It sounds like an adventure.’

			‘I hope it’s going to be.’

			Ruth’s eyes searched Kat’s face again. ‘You know earlier when I asked if everything was all right?’

			‘I had a frown on my face? Thinking about the book, I expect.’

			‘Actually it was something else. I always find this tricky to explain but when I see people, I see colours.’

			Kat was taken aback. This slight, slender woman seemed so ordinary. Her grey hair was neatly cut in a bob, her clothes were practical and her face bore only the lightest trace of make-up. There was nothing in her appearance to suggest she was the type to start talking about seeing colours.

			‘I don’t mean an aura,’ Ruth explained hurriedly. ‘It’s more an impression of colour than a halo of light. And it gives me a sense of that person, who they are and how they’re feeling.’

			‘So all these people’ – Kat gestured at a tour group heading their way – ‘you’re seeing colours when you look at them?’

			‘That’s right. As a child it was a shock when I realised everyone didn’t experience the world the same way.’

			‘What colour am I?’ Kat asked.

			‘That’s the thing,’ Ruth said hesitantly. ‘Your colour keeps changing. Right now you’re silver. Earlier there was blue swirling around you. And yesterday you rushed past me in reception and left a trail of orange.’

			‘Does that not normally happen?’

			‘Not really, that’s why I wondered if something was wrong.’

			‘Was I a different colour when you watched my TV shows?’

			Ruth smiled. ‘It doesn’t work like that for me. It only happens when someone is physically present. I’m sure you’re sceptical, most people are. But I’m not a madwoman, I promise you.’

			Kat decided to humour her. ‘So what do you think it means, my changing rainbow?’

			‘I don’t know, only how it makes me feel. “Unsettled” seems the best way to describe it.’

			‘And I’m still silver, right?’

			‘For now.’

			Kat laughed. ‘I’m sorry but that’s so weird.’

			‘My husband was the most beautiful shade of green,’ Ruth said wistfully. ‘It made me feel calm. And then he got sick and it dirtied to a dull khaki. Nothing the doctors did ever changed it back.’

			‘I’m sorry … You said he died?’

			‘Yes, two years ago although he was ill for a long time before. He always used to tell me I should paint the colours I saw. It was after I lost him that I started.’

			They were nearing the gardens now. Kat had managed not to take a wrong turn even though she hadn’t been concentrating. ‘Were the two of you together for a long time?’

			‘Forty years. We never had children; it was just him and me, a tight little unit. That’s why I’ve been doing so much travelling. It’s easier than being at home.’

			Poor Ruth, lonely everywhere she went. Kat was glad she had invited her along even if she did seem quirky.

			‘So what made you come to Venice?’ she asked.

			‘I visited once many years ago and wondered if it had changed.’

			‘And has it?’

			‘Not really; not in the ways that matter.’

			The Papadopoli Gardens weren’t large; you could stroll the gravel paths in no time at all. Usually Kat found a bench, not too near the children’s play area, and sat for a while listening to the sound of the breeze in the trees and enjoying the relative calm of the place. Today there was Ruth filling the silence with words and no easy way to escape her. Kat wondered how it must feel, to be so lonely. She listened to her long, rambling story of visiting Venice when she was younger, and imagined the stretch of years between then and now, all spent with one man, then left with nothing at the end of it all, just an empty house, an empty life.

			‘This is my first trip on my own,’ Ruth confided. ‘I did a couple of organised tours and a river cruise to get my courage up then decided to come to Venice. I suppose you’ve been here many times?’

			‘Actually I always avoided it,’ Kat told her. ‘To me the south has always felt like the real Italy and I assumed Venice was a tourist Disneyland and a bit pointless.’

			‘What made you change your mind?’

			‘Chance brought me here,’ Kat told her. ‘It brought me here then it kind of took over my life. That’s what my book is about. The one I’m supposed to be working on right now.’

			

		

	
		
			

			A Year at Hotel Gondola by Kat Black

			Chapter 2

			Love and money – that’s what most people want, at least in my experience. Other things as well, but it all comes back to those two eventually. I’ve always felt different. To my mind love tethers you, it brings children and possessions and they hold you fast. I’ve cherished my freedom too much for that. As for money I have a tendency to send it back into the world as quickly as I earn it. I’m a spender. Not on handbags and shoes, hell no, not on sensible things like property either. You’d laugh if you could see my apartment. It’s a shoebox in Maida Vale, a single room with a bathroom attached. I sleep on a sofa bed and there is always a suitcase on the floor that’s in the process of being packed or emptied. My apartment is cramped and not especially nice but that doesn’t matter because it’s only ever a place to perch. I like travel and adventures; I like a changing view; and I didn’t expect any of that to alter.

			After I turned fifty I started doing too much thinking and one of the things that struck me was I might go through my whole life and never be truly loved by a man. Perhaps I’d been looking at too many happy couple shots on Instagram and Facebook but I began to wonder if a person who lives for experiences really should miss out on such an essential one. What if I’d left it too late? What if it was something I regretted later on? I was surprised how much the idea bothered me; my mind kept coming back to it. I needed to know how it felt to be loved. I didn’t want to miss out.

			Of course, the thing with love is it doesn’t just turn up on schedule like a train or a plane. And the truth is I had no idea where to look for it.

			How do people meet each other? In the past I’d had boyfriends who crossed my path through work or were attached to a circle of friends. There hadn’t been one for a while, not even a casual fling. I didn’t realise quite how long a while until I counted back. Three years, unless I’d forgotten someone and I was pretty sure I hadn’t – a long drought. It was time to do something about that, surely?

			That is the frame of mind I was in when I was offered the Venice trip. It was an assignment for a travel magazine, flights and accommodation all covered, and the editor gave me the same brief they almost always do.

			‘Get off the beaten path. Find me places that aren’t in the tourist guides, the things only the locals know about.’

			Editors never like to hear your problems. They want you to write your piece, meet your deadline and not make any glaring mistakes their readers might pick up on. Usually I deliver but this time I couldn’t help objecting.

			‘Is there really any such thing as off the beaten track in Venice?’

			‘Oh, come on, Kat, you must have loads of insider knowledge. Just hook up with your contacts and find me some juicy stuff then I can get a front cover out of it – Secret Venice.’

			I didn’t tell her I’d never been to Venice, that I’m a traveller rather than a tourist, and I prefer the far-flung places to the thoroughly discovered ones. I didn’t mention any of that.

			‘OK, I like a challenge; I’ll do it,’ I told her, because I didn’t have anything else on at the time. ‘How many words do you want?’

			After I put down the phone I read a few blogs and started to feel more enthusiastic. Secret Venice might be a stretch but there were definitely locals and they had to hang out somewhere. I had a whole week; surely I could come up with a decent story.

			So it was chance that sent me to stay at the Hotel Gondola. Its name was there on the itinerary supplied by the magazine, and my contact was its owner/manager Massimo Morosini.

			Let me tell you about the Hotel Gondola. It’s a jewel-box of a place, filled with chandeliers, Murano glass mosaics and antique mirrors. Every room is different, but all have swagged satin curtains and gold-leaf wallpaper. A few of the better suites boast balconies overlooking the canal and you really can arrive at the hotel by gondola if you choose because it has its own landing. There is a breakfast room, and a small bar that opens out onto a terrace where on warmer evenings you can enjoy a cocktail before you head out to dinner.

			On that first afternoon I was out of sorts when I arrived. Venice had outfoxed me. I’d been lost in a maze of narrow streets, pulling my suitcase behind me, listening to the ugly sound of plastic wheels rumbling over old stone, passing other visitors doing the same. I should have taken a water taxi but it had seemed fairly straightforward when I checked the map that was now crumpled in my hand.

			When I reached the hotel at long last it was to find there was some confusion over my booking. A lot of tip-tapping on the computer and head-shaking ensued. In some parts of the world I’ve found the thing to do in these situations is to get a bit cross and wave your arms around. It doesn’t seem to matter what you say or even which language you’re speaking; it smooths the way. I tried it here but the young female clerk’s expression didn’t change. Genuinely pissy now, I glanced at my itinerary and raised my voice, this time throwing in the manager’s name. A moment later a man appeared from a screened-off area behind the reception desk. I have no idea how he’d folded himself in there. He was tall, with wide-set shoulders, olive skin, dark eyes and one of those solid chests you feel like leaning into.

			‘Signora, is there a problem?’ he asked, in a low, slow voice.

			‘Yes, there seems to be. I’m from Travel Dreams magazine and I’m meant to have a room here but apparently I’m not showing up on the computer.’

			More tip-tapping, more head-shaking then the pair started arguing. It ended with the young woman storming off through the reception area. The tall man muttered something to himself then looked up at me.

			‘I’m sorry, signora, there has been some sort of screw-up with the booking system and your room has been assigned to another person who has already checked in.’

			‘Great,’ I said. ‘Can you recommend somewhere else that might have space for me?’

			He held up a hand. ‘No, wait, it seems we have had a last-minute cancellation so there is another room. In fact, it is an upgrade – the honeymoon suite.’

			‘Really? Who cancels the honeymoon suite at the last minute?’

			‘Someone who has had a far worse day than you, signora.’

			He introduced himself as Massimo Morosini, the hotel’s owner, and then he apologised for his clerk, checked me in himself and insisted on accompanying me to my room. The lift was so tiny that to not touch at all, we had to stand pressed against its walls. That made conversation awkward but still I thought I should ask for some tips on places to check out.

			‘I’m looking for the secret spots, the ones the tourists never find,’ I told him. ‘Little bars, restaurants, music venues maybe.’

			‘To visit or as research for your magazine article?’ he asked as the lift doors opened.

			‘To write about, obviously,’ I said.

			‘I can’t think of anywhere, I’m sorry.’

			‘Where do you go when you’re not working?’

			He had been about to unlock the door of my room but now he straightened up and looked me in the eye. ‘We Venetians need a few places that are just for us. They aren’t grand; in fact most are the opposite. Your readers wouldn’t like them as much as they do Harry’s Bar and Caffè Florian.’

			‘My readers are looking for an authentic experience,’ I argued.

			‘But if these places fill up with outsiders they won’t be authentic any longer. I’m sorry, signora, but there are some secrets I won’t share.’

			He opened the door, gesturing for me to go in. It was a big room and the first thing I noticed was the generous balcony that looked down onto the canal. Then I registered the red rose petals strewn across the bed and the bottle of Moët in an ice bucket beside two champagne glasses.

			‘Oh dear … they really were honeymooners.’

			Massimo put down my suitcase, glanced at the petal-covered bed, then over at me, and smiled. His smile was the best thing about him. It warmed his face and made his dark eyes spark.

			‘You may as well enjoy their champagne. But I can send someone to clear the rose petals.’

			‘No, that’s fine, leave them.’

			‘Well in that case enjoy your evening, signora.’

			‘Could you just tell me about one place?’ I wheedled. ‘One little favourite spot that I won’t find in any of the guidebooks.’

			‘I’m sorry, no.’ He shook his head. ‘But if you look hard enough you may find them for yourself.’
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			Secret Venice. As the afternoon settled in, Kat Black sat on a bench in the Papadopoli Gardens, wondering if she would ever uncover it. A week hadn’t been enough; a year might, but still she wasn’t sure.

			‘The trouble is they’ll only let you in so far, the Venetians,’ she told Ruth. ‘That’s what’s worrying me. A magazine article is one thing … but a book …’

			‘How long have you been here?’ asked Ruth.

			‘You mean officially, as in living here? Just four weeks. There was some toing and froing before that but I’m not counting it as part of the year. So I do have plenty of time ahead, I suppose.’

			‘A year in Venice, I envy you. I expect your readers will too.’

			‘I’m pretty sure I’ve never spent an entire twelve months in one place,’ Kat admitted. ‘At least, not as an adult. I’m always on my way somewhere else.’

			‘But you’ll pop back to London to see your friends and family?’

			‘No, I don’t think so. For this to be an adventure it has to be a complete change for me. It would be cheating if I went back to my own life.’

			‘Really?’ Ruth sounded surprised. ‘Why would it be cheating?’

			‘What sold this book idea to my publishers was the midlife passion element,’ explained Kat. ‘After pretty much a lifetime of being single I’ve fallen for an Italian man and committed to us spending the whole year together to see if we can make it work.’

			Kat gave Ruth the abbreviated version of the story. It was an explanation she had honed in the retelling. She and Massimo had met, been instantly attracted to each other and decided not to waste time on a long-distance relationship. They were both at a stage of life when it seemed wiser to get on with things.

			‘So we’re risking everything on love,’ Kat finished with a flourish, as she always did. ‘Romantic, isn’t it?’

			There was a frown on Ruth’s face. ‘What if it doesn’t work out? What if Massimo isn’t the person you think? That seems to be the biggest risk.’ She sounded genuinely concerned.

			‘It’s only a year and anyway that’s how I’ve always lived, taking risks,’ Kat pointed out. ‘This is just a different one.’

			‘I suppose it explains why your colours keep changing.’

			‘You mean because I’m scared that I’ve over-promised with this book?’

			Ruth shook her head. ‘No, not that.’

			Kat had lost count of the people who’d told her not to move in with an Italian man she hardly knew. Her mother had been especially horrified, declaring that she was behaving like a teenager, which if anything had helped Kat make up her mind. When her mother disapproved of something, generally she went ahead and did it. It was a life rule that had served her perfectly well so far.

			There were friends whose opinions she valued more who seemed similarly disquieted. Some met Massimo, and liked him, yet still they thought she was going too far. Don’t rush in, take things slowly, give it more time, they kept saying, as if she were still eighteen with the whole of life ahead. This opportunity was here right now, she told them. She could take it and see how things turned out. Or she could wait and lose her chance.

			‘It will be a different book if things don’t work,’ she admitted to Ruth.

			‘What happens once the year is over? Will you stay here or go home?’

			‘Who knows? I can’t predict what’s going to happen, that’s the whole point.’

			‘You must have thought about it surely?’ Ruth sounded surprised.

			‘Not really,’ Kat admitted. ‘We have a whole year ahead of us so I expect things will work themselves out like they do in any relationship. You can’t plan this stuff, can you?’

			‘I suppose not,’ Ruth murmured.

			Kat wondered how old Ruth was, in her mid-sixties perhaps? As the amber light of the late-day sun found her face it showed up lines and thread veins, it sparkled from the single strand of blue glass beads around her neck, and made her hair a halo of grey. Kat glanced away and noticed another woman, this one a mother crouching down to a child, smoothly and easily, without a hint of a twinge in her knees. She was ordinary enough but she was young and that made her attractive. Kat had the odd sense that she was caught in a crowd and being forced along in the wrong direction. In no time at all she would be old, just like Ruth. There was nothing she could do to stop it. The thought made her feel panicky.

			‘There’s no regrets so far,’ she told Ruth. ‘It’s all going well. Massimo works long hours, obviously. It’s not easy running a place like the Hotel Gondola; he has to be everywhere. But when I can get him away we have a great time together.’

			Ruth nodded, but in a manner that suggested she was unconvinced.

			‘So how did you meet your husband?’ Kat asked her.

			‘Oh, it was a long time ago.’ Ruth smiled. ‘I was an usher at the local cinema. I used to show people to their seats with my torch once the lights went down and sell ice creams in the interval. He loved films so he was always there, with friends or on his own, and one day he asked me out. It was as simple as that.’

			‘How long afterwards did you get married?’

			‘A year, more or less.’

			‘And you never had any doubts, never worried what would happen if it didn’t work out?’

			‘When you’re young and in love you don’t think that way.’

			‘So you took a risk.’

			‘It didn’t feel like it at the time,’ Ruth insisted. ‘But yes, I see what you’re saying. Why should it be any different when you’re older?’

			‘Why should anything be different?’

			Ruth gave a half-sigh. ‘That’s a big question and I’m not sure I can answer it.’

			The park was getting busier, students and workers criss-crossing it on their way home. Kat wished she could follow them, see inside their apartments, meet their families, listen to them talk and taste the food they cooked for dinner.

			She got up from the bench, stretched her stiff hip, and said to Ruth, ‘Why don’t I make you a drink and see if you can try?’

			‘Don’t you have a book to work on?’

			‘I do, but right now the bar at the Hotel Gondola is calling me. I’ll write another chapter later, or at least I’ll attempt to.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			A Year at Hotel Gondola by Kat Black

			Chapter 3

			Nothing is ever normal in Venice; it can’t be. That’s what I’m coming to realise. The first night, when Massimo left me alone in the honeymoon suite, I sat out on the balcony and sipped my way through an entire bottle of champagne. Generally I’m not a big drinker but there was something about being in Venice that made me feel like celebrating.

			It was early autumn and I caught the damp, slightly musty smell of the canal on the breeze. Beneath me a gondola glided past and music drifted upwards from a nearby bar. I didn’t realise it then, but Venice was starting to seduce me.

			I’ve travelled a lot but would never describe myself as world-weary. Each new destination holds something to surprise and delight. Still, these days I’d rather avoid the places that have been too tainted by tourism. It isn’t easy. I’ve had hawkers follow me along the Great Wall of China trying to sell me fridge magnets. I’ve sighed at the queues pushing their way through the Sistine Chapel or the Anne Frank Museum, at the hordes taking selfies in front of the Mona Lisa. Oh yes, and then there is the food. I’ve been offered hamburgers in North Vietnam, egg and chips in Spain; it breaks my heart. So if I’m honest, I expected over-hyped, tourist-laden Venice to be a series of disappointments.

			I woke at dawn on the first day so I could see the place without people. It was a crisp, calm morning and I walked through the graceful squares and cobbled streets; across bridges arching over dark water; shop windows filled with carnival masks; past an old palazzo quietly crumbling and a grandiose church. I lost myself in silent, empty Venice and it felt almost like stepping through history.

			It wasn’t too long before the spell was broken by the sound of a motor. A delivery barge, loaded with casks of wine and crates of beer, chugged past and moored a little way ahead of me. Men called to each other as they unloaded its cargo onto handcarts.

			Suddenly the air was scented with coffee and warm sugar. I rounded a corner to find a small bar, its doorstep thronged with people drinking espresso and eating freshly baked pastries. These must be locals, I thought, squeezing past an old lady wearing a bright pashmina and a businessman in a pinstriped suit and sunglasses. Inside was a long wooden counter holding a glass case filled with more pastries, and an old Gaggia coffee machine, hissing and steaming.

			I always love that first taste of coffee in the morning, the burnt bitterness of it jolting me awake. I had to wait some time for this cup, though, as I’d stumbled into a place where the regulars were served first. Standing patiently at the counter, I listened to the Italian voices at my shoulders and glanced at the man beside me deep in his copy of La Repubblica. It seemed this assignment might not be so tricky after all. Already I was finding the real Venice.

			The rest of the day was devoted to wandering, pausing from time to time to eat or drink, to take some notes or rest my feet. What I wanted at this point were impressions rather than details. So I jotted down the names of places to return to and kept walking.

			By afternoon the tourists were with me wherever I went. Piazza San Marco was a sea of them. They bobbed in gondolas on the Grand Canal, sat on the steps of the churches and swarmed along the narrow streets.

			I moved to the further reaches of Venice, where there was still peace to be found if you looked carefully enough. In a park tucked away behind a palazzo or beside a canal lined by people’s homes, their windows shuttered for privacy, the only sign of life the day’s laundry fluttering on clothes lines.

			I spent a long time wandering until I was tired and lost. Every archway or corner tempted me onwards. Finally I came across a vaporetto stop and took my chance to ride the crowded ferryboat back towards Hotel Gondola.

			It was almost evening by the time I arrived and other guests were straggling in: families clutching maps and wearing daypacks, middle-aged women in comfortable shoes, a couple hand in hand. I glanced towards the reception desk but there was no sign of Massimo, just the unhelpful clerk from the night before.

			‘Is the manager around?’ I asked.

			‘No,’ she replied, doing her best not to meet my eyes.

			‘Do you know when he’ll be back?’

			‘No.’

			‘Have you any idea where he is then?’

			‘He is upstairs, in the bar,’ she said grudgingly in heavily accented English.

			Assuming Massimo was having an after-work drink, I climbed the narrow staircase to the bar beside the terrace. Rather than relaxing at a table with a cold beer, I found him standing behind the bar, staring at the screen of his phone and frowning.

			‘Good evening,’ I greeted him.

			‘Buona sera,’ he replied distractedly.

			‘Are you the bartender here as well as the manager?’

			‘Not usually.’ Massimo looked up. ‘The regular barman didn’t turn up this evening.’

			‘Is he often so unreliable?’

			‘He is my nephew.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘The clerk on reception is my niece.’

			‘Ah, right.’

			‘This is a family hotel and we employ relatives whenever we can.’ Massimo held up a hand. ‘Please don’t ask how that is working out for me.’

			I laughed. ‘So you’re pouring the drinks this evening?’

			‘I’ve been trying but those two English women out there have ordered a cocktail I’ve never heard of – a Double Banger. I pretended I knew it, thinking I’d look up the ingredients. I’ve found a Fruity Banger, a Cactus Banger and a Harvey Wallbanger …’

			‘But not a Double Banger?’

			‘No, it doesn’t seem to exist.’

			I glanced over at the pair of women at the outdoor table. They were about my age and dressed in sparkly things for their evening out. One of them was looking back at us and giggling. A Double Banger, eh? I was pretty sure they were having Massimo on.

			‘Let me through,’ I told him. ‘I’ll sort this.’

			‘You’ve worked in a bar?’ he asked hopefully.

			‘Loads,’ I exaggerated. ‘For years and years.’

			I made a basic Harvey Wallbanger with orange juice, vodka and Galliano. Then I poured in a shot of grenadine that sank prettily to the bottom and finished with a twist of orange and a maraschino cherry.

			Massimo was looking on. ‘Is that a Double Banger?’

			‘I’ve got no idea but don’t worry, neither will they.’

			I watched him take the drinks over. He smiled and chatted to the women as he laid paper napkins and a silver dish of salted nuts on their table. The younger of the two took a sip from her glass and nodded. The other did the same. Massimo stayed beside their table, talking for a while longer, and their faces tilted upwards as if every word he said was fascinating.

			As he headed back to the bar, he grinned at me. ‘The perfect Double Banger apparently, well done and thank you.’

			‘I’m sure if you flirt with them enough, they’ll drink anything,’ I said drily.

			He gave me a sideways look and laughed. ‘I hope so. Because I have a feeling I’m not going to be the greatest bartender.’

			‘You’ll be OK. Surely it doesn’t get too busy up here?’

			‘Guests come in for drinks before dinner. This time of year it’s chilly on the terrace in the evening so we put out rugs, have the heaters on, there are fairy lights; it’s pretty.’

			‘Do the locals drink here too?’

			‘No, they go elsewhere. This is not one of your secret spots.’

			‘I think I managed to find one today,’ I told him. ‘A little coffee shop packed with only Venetians.’

			‘Ah yes.’

			‘I’m sure you could show me better places I’d never discover on my own.’

			Massimo laughed again. ‘Didn’t we already have this conversation? Last night, wasn’t it?’

			‘Yes, but last night you didn’t need me,’ I pointed out. ‘Now you’re an inexperienced barman who is about to struggle with a rush of customers – imagine how that is going to play out on TripAdvisor.’

			Massimo leaned back against the bar and crossed his arms across his chest. ‘Clever,’ he said.

			I smiled. ‘Yes, I know.’

			‘So you will help me out in the bar this evening and in return tomorrow night I show you my Venice?’

			‘It’s a deal,’ I agreed.

			‘But if I take you to my favourite places then you can’t tell your readers where they are.’

			‘That’s not going to work for me.’

			‘It’s the deal I’m offering.’

			‘I’m not taking it.’

			‘Va bene.’ He ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘I suppose I’ll have to do my best here without you.’

			A couple with two teenagers appeared. They settled at a table and waited to be served. An older man came in, and did the same.

			Massimo looked at me and widened his eyes.

			‘Oh, all right.’ I relented. ‘You take the orders and I’ll make the drinks. But you’d better show me a really good time tomorrow night.’

			‘I will; I promise.’

			Soon the terrace filled up and every table was taken. Fortunately most people weren’t adventurous. They wanted beers, Aperol spritz, a Bellini or a margarita; nothing I couldn’t manage. When the orders began to stack up, Massimo came behind the bar and helped out. He popped corks from bottles, rinsed glasses and wiped down surfaces covered with stuff I’d spilt. We worked well together. There wasn’t time to talk for at least a couple of hours but then the customers began to drift out, group by group, until there was only one full table left.

			Massimo poured two glasses of Prosecco and passed one to me. ‘I think we deserve this.’

			‘How long before they all come piling back, do you think?’

			‘A good two to three hours but there won’t be nearly as many. Are you tired?’

			‘No, I’m fine,’ I said, although in truth, after a long day mostly on my feet, I was completely shattered.

			‘I couldn’t have done that without you,’ he said, clinking his glass against mine.

			‘How does your nephew manage on his own?’

			‘Poor Nico, I suppose I’ll have to find him some help.’ He breathed out a sigh. ‘With a place like this there is always something I need to get onto.’

			‘Have you worked here very long?’ I asked.

			‘All my life, more or less.’

			Massimo told me his story between sips of Prosecco. His grandparents had started the hotel when they were young and eventually his parents had taken it over. As children he and his sister used to help with simple tasks like collecting the used linen from the rooms, or polishing the glassware and silver. His parents had them working here at weekends and after school. Then a few years ago they retired to Burano and now the hotel was his to run because his sister wasn’t interested.

			‘All your life spent in the one place,’ I marvelled.

			‘It’s beautiful here,’ he said, looking out over the terrace, with its gleaming fairy lights twisting over wrought-iron balustrades and topiary trees in terracotta pots.

			‘But there are so many other beautiful places in the world,’ I countered.

			‘Yes, and I’ve travelled to see some of them, but I’ve always wanted to come home. Don’t you find that too?’

			‘Not really.’

			He shrugged. ‘If your home was the Hotel Gondola maybe you’d feel differently.’

			I tried to imagine living in Venice and running a place like this, waking every morning to the same tasks and routines, with guests to manage and staff to wrangle. At that point it seemed impossible. I couldn’t dream up a scenario where anything remotely like it might happen.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			3

			Kat Black didn’t especially enjoy tending the bar. But she was here, not as a guest any more, but to help run the Hotel Gondola and it was the one job she could usefully do. So every evening, before the rush for aperitifs began, she joined Massimo’s nephew Nico up on the terrace and they worked together.

			She was better at it now, her repertoire of cocktails had grown and she could shake, muddle and mix with the best of them. The bar had grown busier as a result and often she was recognised. Kat dreaded that moment of feeling someone’s eyes lock onto her face and hearing the inevitable question: ‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’

			If she said yes, and mentioned her TV show Black of Beyond, they’d make a fuss, ask her to autograph a cocktail napkin or wonder what she was doing in Venice. Very quickly, Kat realised it was better to reply: ‘No, I don’t think we’ve ever met.’ And if they managed to put a name to her face she would murmur: ‘Yes, I do look like her, everyone says that.’

			It seemed far easier not to get locked in conversation with any of the hotel’s guests and then have to explain why she was working behind a bar now instead of in front of a TV camera. And yet today, for some reason, she had spent half an afternoon with one of them and here Ruth was still, perched on one of the barstools, staring warily at the cocktail Kat had mixed for her.

			‘What exactly did you say it was?’

			‘A breakfast martini.’

			‘What’s in it?’

			‘Have a taste, it’s delicious.’

			Ruth took a tentative sip. ‘It’s rather strong.’

			‘Don’t worry, you’re only getting one of them.’

			‘There’s a familiar flavour I can’t quite put my finger on. Limoncello?’

			‘Marmalade,’ Kat told her.

			‘Really? In a cocktail?’

			‘Yes. Gin, Cointreau, lemon juice and a spoonful of thin-cut orange marmalade. It’s the cocktail of the week. Massimo is keen on it.’

			Kat had discovered that making cocktails was really not so different from cooking. Half the secret was good ingredients, and having them at your fingertips. Then it was all about bringing together flavours, the sting of gin, the bite of fresh lemon, a jammy hit of sugar.

			Ruth took another sip. ‘Have you ever had one for breakfast?’ she asked.

			‘No, and I wouldn’t recommend it. For breakfast you’d want an espresso martini. I’ll make you one of those some time.’

			Kat was busy checking that the bar was stocked with everything needed for the shift ahead, while Nico was wiping down tables decorated with ugly splatters by Venice’s sparrows and seabirds. Soon guests would start filtering in, ready for their first drink of the evening.

			‘If you’re working here every night, and Massimo is busy with the hotel all day, when do you find time for each other?’ wondered Ruth.

			‘It’s not ideal,’ Kat admitted. ‘But sometimes there is a lull and he takes me out for dinner or joins me on one of my rambles around Venice. And, of course, when winter comes the weather will be too bad to keep the terrace open, and there will be far fewer guests. Massimo says we’ll have lots of time to enjoy together then.’

			‘Winter is a long way off,’ Ruth said, sounding dubious. ‘I think you may have set yourself quite a challenge here.’

			‘Maybe, but just like I was saying earlier, I’m not going to give up on challenges just because I’m getting older.’

			Then Kat started on all the things she tended to say when she really got into this subject. How her body might be ageing but she still felt young inside her head, how her dreams hadn’t changed, how she wasn’t buying into this whole business of twenty good years, how her plan was to keep on living right up until the moment she keeled over and died.

			‘Fair enough,’ said Ruth. ‘But do you have to make it so hard on yourself?’

			

			Massimo appeared at the same time as the first group of customers. Usually he liked to look in once or twice over the course of the evening. Kat would pour him a drink and he’d move from table to table, chatting to the guests, hearing how they had spent their day and suggesting how they might enjoy the next one. He was so striking with his lean body, wide shoulders and still-dark hair. People were charmed by him and Kat could see how he enjoyed winning them over.

			This evening, though, he looked distracted. He escorted a group – two American couples – to a table with a view over the rooftops, then came and stood at the small bar, as far away as possible from Ruth.

			‘Kat, I need to talk to you,’ he said quietly.

			‘Right now? I’m about to get busy.’ She could see Nico clutching his order book and moving towards the two couples.

			‘Just for a minute.’

			Kat was polishing up a martini glass. ‘Do you need a drink?’

			‘Not really but you might: my wife is coming in this evening.’

			‘For goodness’ sake, not again.’

			Massimo’s wife Zita, the woman he couldn’t divorce because his parents hadn’t accepted they were separated. She was a tiny, copper-skinned Neapolitan with a taste for blingy belts and dangly earrings. Kat suspected she was trouble, although Massimo kept telling her not to worry.

			‘Is she playing some game with us?’

			Massimo frowned. ‘Zita isn’t like that.’

			Kat threw gin into the shaker, splashed in Cointreau and lime, and a dollop of marmalade. ‘Why else would she be doing this?’ She fought to keep her voice low, aware of Ruth sitting at the bar, quietly eavesdropping.

			‘Because she wants to sit on the terrace, drink a cocktail and say hello to me,’ Massimo told her.

			Kat shook the martini more energetically than necessary, poured it into the glass and placed it on the bar. She wondered why it was taking so long to sort out this stupid situation. Massimo and Zita had been apart for over two years. They didn’t love each other, hadn’t for a long time, and their daughters were both away at university in Milan. On the face of it there seemed nothing to hold him back except family disapproval.

			‘You’re forty-seven, surely you get to run your own life now,’ Kat kept saying whenever they spoke about it.

			‘It’s different for Italians. You don’t understand. This thing with you and me has moved so quickly. It’s necessary to give my family more time.’

			And so Massimo hadn’t told his wife about Kat yet, reasoning that once he did their daughters would have to know. Neither had she met his sister, or his parents. Nevertheless, word must have got out; most likely Nico was reporting back to at least a few of the family. Zita must have heard something. At the end of Kat’s first week she had appeared, hair sleek and nails freshly lacquered. She took a seat facing the bar and Kat could sense her cool, appraising gaze.

			That seemed fair enough; Kat could imagine being curious enough to do the same. Except now Zita was coming back. What did she want?

			‘She’s making sure I know this is her territory,’ she told Massimo.

			‘This isn’t about you,’ he promised.

			Trapped behind the bar, Kat clattered gin bottles in frustration.

			‘Please don’t let it upset you.’ Massimo leaned over and quickly brushed her lips with his. ‘I don’t want you to feel bad.’

			Kat wondered how she was supposed to feel. Nothing in her life so far had prepared her for a situation like this.

			‘Zita will stay for an hour at the most,’ he promised. ‘I’ll reserve a table for her at the far end of the terrace. If you don’t want to be here then take a break and Nico will manage on his own.’

			With another quick touch of his lips, Massimo turned and headed off on one of his circuits, stopping to ask this person if they wanted another drink, that one if they needed help to book a tour, no trace of tension, his usual pleasant self.

			‘I’m not going to run away,’ Kat muttered to herself. She picked up an order Nico had left on the bar and tried to focus on mixing drinks. A negroni, a spritz, a Bellini; the cocktails everyone chose because they were in Venice. So much was inevitable when you were a visitor here, how you ate, what you saw. Perhaps it was the same everywhere. To Kat it seemed as if, in her own life, all those certainties were disappearing. She felt more lost than she ever had in all her years of criss-crossing the globe.

			Ruth had finished her martini now and was playing with the empty glass. ‘Do you think I might risk another one of these?’ she called over tipsily.

			‘No, definitely not,’ Kat told her.

			‘But it’s made me feel so lovely – sort of light, buzzy and relaxed.’

			‘I know but a second one won’t make you feel twice as good.’

			‘What a shame.’

			‘I’ll make you a weak gin and tonic instead. Safer, I promise.’

			‘I thought you didn’t do safe?’

			Kat filled a tall tumbler with ice and slugged in some gin. ‘You know, Ruth, you’re absolutely right, I don’t.’

			How would she cover all this in her book? Kat wondered, watching Massimo pause at a table to chat to some guests, smiling as though he didn’t have a care in the world. She wasn’t even going to think about it yet. Dealing with the opening chapters was proving tricky enough and they covered the very beginning, the heady days of flirting and falling for each other, when everything still felt easy and exciting.
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‘A novel about the joy of learning to live again.
It also made me very hungry’

JOJO MOYES on Recipe for Life
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