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Kate Harper has always loved the painting that has hung in her parents’ dining room for years, never suspecting that it is worth a fortune. When her art dealer boyfriend cheats her family out of the proceeds of the painting’s sale, she is left devastated and alone.


Kate discovers that two hundred years ago, the girl in the painting, Charlotte Browne, ran off to Rome with the artist who painted her portrait, but her eventual fate is unknown.


Hoping to uncover the mystery of what happened to Charlotte, Kate seizes the chance of a summer job in Rome, where she strikes up a friendship with Jamie Taylor, an English artist. As they explore the city and start to piece together the surprising secrets of Charlotte’s life, Kate finds herself wondering if a summer in Rome can mend a broken heart . . .









Chapter One


June 2016


I sit on the steps of a stone fountain in a tiny piazza, surrounded by tall ochre-coloured buildings with shutters at their windows, scarlet, crimson and purple flowers tumbling from every wrought-iron balcony, and eat my gelato – it’s limone flavour, and it’s mouth-wateringly delicious. A flock of chirping sparrows flies into the piazza, circling the fountain, before flying off over the red-tiled rooftops. Two young women, elegant in dresses and high heels, come out of one of the houses, smiling at me as they pass by, and wishing me buona sera, before vanishing into a narrow alleyway.


I am in Rome for the summer. The thought makes me smile.


My ice cream finished, I take out my sketchbook, resting it on my knees. With the shadows growing longer, and the sunlight turning to liquid gold, I make a pencil sketch of one of the flower-bedecked balconies.


I know that when I’m back in England, every time I look at this drawing, I’ll remember how it felt to sit in a sunlit piazza in Italy, eating gelato, hearing the plash of a fountain and breathing in the scent of flowers.


Three months earlier . . .


When we left London, the morning was grey and chill, but by the time we’d crossed the South Downs, the cloud had lifted, and we drove along the narrow lane that led to the village in bright sunlight – a good omen for the weekend, I hoped.


‘It’s very green around here,’ Gabe said.


‘That would be the fields and trees,’ I said, looking out of the passenger window at the familiar countryside, seeing daffodils growing on the grass verges and blossom in the hedgerows, and then, as Gabe steered the car around a bend, the village where my family and many of my childhood friends still lived.


‘So are there any country traditions I ought to be aware of this weekend?’ Gabe said. ‘Do I get to make love to you in a hayloft?’


‘I’ll see what I can arrange,’ I said.


He laughed. ‘How much further?’


‘Not far,’ I said. ‘There’s the house – just past the oak tree. You can park on the drive.’


Gabe turned into the driveway and, with a crunch of gravel, brought the car to a halt. We got out, and he retrieved our luggage from the boot. Suddenly, my stomach was churning – I so wanted this visit to go well. I stole a look at Gabe as his gaze travelled over the thatched roof of my parents’ house, the ivy-covered walls and the leaded-glass windows, and I saw his mouth lift in a smile. If he had any qualms about meeting his girlfriend’s family for the first time, he was keeping them to himself.


‘Kate?’ Gabe said. ‘Shall we go inside?’


We went to the front door and, taking a deep breath, I rang the bell. Almost immediately, my mother flung the door open.


‘Kate!’ she exclaimed – as if she hadn’t been keeping watch at the window for our arrival. Looking back over her shoulder, she called out, ‘They’re here!’


My father came out of the living room, followed by my younger sister, Alice, and my older sister, Melanie, holding the hand of her three-year-old daughter, Hester. Melanie’s husband, Pete, brought up the rear, along with their six-year-old son, Mason. They all looked at me and Gabe expectantly.


‘Happy birthday, Dad,’ I said. ‘This is Gabe – Gabriel Heydon. Gabe, these are my parents.’


‘Hello, Mrs Harper,’ Gabe said smoothly, seemingly oblivious to the intensity of my family’s scrutiny. ‘Mr Harper. It’s good to meet you.’


My mother smiled. ‘Oh, please call me Louise. We’re so glad you were able to join us this weekend.’


‘And I’m Brian,’ my father said. To my relief, for he had an unfortunate tendency to regard any male brought into his house by his daughters as a scoundrel until proved otherwise, his face also broke into a smile, and he held out his hand for Gabe to shake. I introduced the other members of my family


‘I hope you’re good at remembering names, Gabe,’ Melanie said. ‘There are rather a lot of us.’


‘Why are we all standing in the hall?’ my mother said. ‘Come on in, you two.’ As one, my family shuffled back so that Gabe and I could step over the threshold.


‘Where would you like me to put our cases, Louise?’ Gabe said.


‘You may as well take them straight upstairs,’ my mother said. ‘You’re in Kate’s old room. And Kate is in with Alice.’


My mouth fell open. I shut it.


‘Why don’t you show Gabe where the bedrooms are, Kate,’ my mother went on. ‘Then we’ll have coffee and your father can open his presents.’


While my family trooped off into the living room, I led Gabe upstairs. Once we were in my bedroom, I shut the door.


‘I am so sorry,’ I said. ‘It never crossed my mind that my mother would put us in separate rooms.’


‘You really don’t need to apologise,’ Gabe said, his eyes glinting with amusement. ‘Although the fact that you’re so anxious for us to share a bed is extremely gratifying.’


‘I should have said we’d both sleep in my room, but I couldn’t. Not with my whole family standing there.’ My face grew hot at the thought.


‘It’s fine, Kate,’ Gabe said. ‘I get it.’ Crossing the room, he sat down on my old single bed and looked out of the window. ‘So this is the view you woke up to every morning when you were a child. Is that water I can see behind the trees?’


‘Yes, that’s the river,’ I said, glad to talk about something other than our sleeping arrangements. ‘Think weeping willows, rowing boats and ducks.’


‘As depicted in the watercolour we passed on the stairs?’


‘Ah – you noticed that,’ I said. ‘I wish you hadn’t. Try not to look at it again.’


Gabe smiled. ‘Was it you, by any chance, who painted that picture?’


‘Ye-es,’ I said, wishing I’d never told him that I used to paint. ‘I was fourteen at the time. We’ll go for a walk along the riverbank later and I’ll show you where I set up my easel, if you like. Right now, we should go downstairs and join the birthday celebrations.’


Gabe got to his feet. ‘Before we do, come here,’ he said.


I went to him, and he rested his hands on my waist and kissed me. I was breathless by the time he lifted his head from mine.


‘Now, we’ll go and join your numerous relatives,’ he said.


Having rescued my father’s birthday gifts from our luggage and trundled my case into Alice’s room, we went downstairs – Gabe pointedly stopping halfway down to take another look at my painting, grinning at me when I rolled my eyes – and joined the gathering in the living room. After a brief hiatus while Pete obligingly lifted Hester onto his lap, making room for me and Gabe to sit next to each other on the sofa, and my mother served coffee, my father unwrapped his presents. He was, as always, delighted with what his family had chosen for him, and leafed through the biography of a cricketer – cricket being his favourite sport – that I gave him straight away. I’d told Gabe there was no need for him to bring a birthday gift for a man he’d never met, but after learning that his host enjoyed a post-prandial whisky, he’d decided to give him a bottle of single malt. I could tell from the expression on my father’s face and his profuse thanks that the gesture was much appreciated. So far, so good.


After the last present was opened, Alice took Hester and Mason off to play in the garden, while the rest of us sat drinking coffee and talking about the recent happenings in the village – I was amazed at the number of people in the small community who’d got married, given birth or embarked on a scandalous love affair since the last time I’d been home – until my mother, having run out of gossip, and possibly recalling that her daughter’s boyfriend might not have much interest in the doings of her neighbours, scandalous or otherwise, turned her attention to her guest.


‘So, Gabe,’ she said brightly, ‘what do you do?’


‘I’m an art dealer,’ Gabe said. When my mother continued to smile at him encouragingly, he added, ‘I link up artists with people or organisations who buy paintings.’


‘Ah – you work with Kate?’ my father said.


‘Not exactly,’ Gabe said, ‘but our paths cross professionally from time to time.’


‘We met when Gabe came to an exhibition at the gallery where I work,’ I said. My mind drifted back to the exhibition’s opening night, the first such event I’d ever attended, Gabe’s fingers brushing mine as we’d both reached for a glass of champagne . . . him taking me out to dinner and what had happened afterwards, back at his flat . . . Not that my family needed to hear about any of that.


Melanie’s voice interrupted my thoughts. ‘You must know a lot about paintings.’


‘It’s my job to know,’ Gabe said.


‘You should show him the Italian Girl, Kate,’ Melanie said.


‘Is this another of your artworks?’ Gabe asked.


‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s a portrait my grandfather brought back from Italy many years ago.’


Gabe raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you know its provenance?’ My family stared at him blankly.


‘He’s asking if we know the painting’s history and who were its previous owners,’ I explained.


‘The only thing anyone knows is that Louise’s father bought it in Rome at the end of the Second World War,’ my father said.


‘I inherited it along with this house,’ my mother said. ‘We don’t know its real title, but Kate started calling the girl in the picture “the Italian Girl” when she was very young, and the name stuck. It doesn’t have a signature.’


‘Would you like me to take a look at it?’ Gabe said. ‘It’s a long shot, but I might be able to tell you the name of the artist.’


‘That would be very kind of you,’ my mother said. ‘I’d love to know who painted it.’


‘We’d all like to know that,’ Melanie said. ‘I’ve often wondered if it’s one of those lost masterpieces that you sometimes hear about.’ I shot her a look. When had my sister ever been interested in art?


‘You do realise that most of those stories about priceless Old Masters being discovered in attics aren’t true, don’t you?’ I said.


Melanie’s eyes widened. ‘Do you think Mum’s painting might be valuable?’ she said.


‘No – exactly the opposite,’ I said.


‘But you’re no art expert,’ Melanie said. ‘How would you know?’


I reminded myself very firmly that one thing I was determined not to do this weekend was squabble with my siblings, however much I was provoked.


‘I’ll show you the painting now, if you like,’ I said to Gabe, getting to my feet. To the room at large, I added, ‘We won’t be long.’ Melanie, who was half out of her chair, sat back down again.


I ushered Gabe out of the living room and along the hall, coming to a halt outside the dining room where the portrait had hung for so many years.


‘Just so you know,’ I said, ‘when I invited you to be my plus one this weekend, it wasn’t an excuse to have you value the family heirlooms.’


Gabe laughed. ‘It’s never going to be a hardship for me to look at a painting.’


I turned the door handle. The heavy door creaked open.


‘Meet the Italian Girl,’ I said.









Chapter Two


Gabe stepped past me into the room, his gaze going immediately to the painting on the far wall. His face impassive, he walked around the dining table and stood directly in front of the picture. I went and stood beside him, both of us staring up at the portrait of the young woman which had hung above the fireplace for as long as I could remember.


The Italian Girl was seated on a white marble bench, in front of a hazy landscape of undulating hills studded with dark trees. Her long dark hair was drawn back from her face and caught up on top of her head with a pink ribbon, her dark eyes looking out of the picture at something only she could see, her mouth lifted in a secretive smile. She wore a white, high-waisted, ankle-length dress, with a pink sash, her dainty black shoes just visible beneath her skirts, and she was holding a leather-bound book. I smiled, remembering how often as a teenager I’d stood gazing at her, wondering what thoughts were going through her head.


‘That girl looks English to me,’ Gabe said.


‘You think?’ To me, she’d always looked Italian.


‘I reckon the artist was English as well,’ Gabe said. ‘Or at least, he painted in the English style of the time.’


‘Which was when?’


‘Early nineteenth century.’


My head reeled. ‘You think this portrait is two hundred years old?’


He gave me a quizzical look. ‘Have you never tried to find out anything about it before now?’


‘I’ve never even thought about it,’ I said. ‘She’s always just been here, hanging on the wall.’


‘Well, I’m not a specialist in nineteenth-century painting,’ Gabe said, ‘but I think your Italian Girl was painted during the Regency, probably in Italy, given that the artist has placed her in the Italian countryside. A lot of English artists were working in Italy at that time.’


‘Any idea which one of them painted her?’ I said. Not for the first time, I was suddenly very aware of the depths of my ignorance when it came to art history.


‘Not anyone I recognise at first sight,’ Gabe said, ‘but let’s see if there’s anything on the verso that’ll help us find out.’ He reached towards the painting. ‘May I take it off the wall?’


‘Oh, yes, of course,’ I said – I’d been working long enough at the gallery to learn that exhibition labels or inscriptions on the back of a painting were often clues as to its provenance. ‘I’ll just find something to protect the table.’ I went to the sideboard, pulled out a thick linen tablecloth and spread it out on the dining table’s highly polished surface.


Gabe lifted down the painting, revealing a rectangle of paint behind it several shades lighter than the rest of the wall, and laid it carefully on the tablecloth. I stood beside him and we examined the verso. The canvas was a dark brown in colour, and the wooden frame was rough and worn.


‘The wire it’s hanging on is of a much later date,’ Gabe said, ‘but that looks like an early-nineteenth-century frame to me. And the colour of the canvas indicates that the painting is the same age. See where it’s frayed?’ He pointed at the edge of the canvas where it had been nailed to the stretcher. ‘Those are handwrought nails. All signs that I’m right about when the portrait was painted, but as to who painted it . . .’ His brows drawing together in concentration, he bent over the canvas to peer closely at a mark in the top right-hand corner. ‘That looks like black ink – a couple of letters. C and B, I think.’


I felt an unexpected frisson of excitement. ‘Could they be the artist’s initials?’ I asked.


Gabe shrugged. ‘Possibly.’ He picked up the painting and returned it to its place on the wall, readjusting it several times until he was satisfied it was hanging straight. Taking several steps back, he regarded the painting in silence for a long moment, before saying, ‘All I can tell you is that the artist who painted this portrait isn’t anyone particularly well known, but he is – was – technically very proficient. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.’


It wasn’t as if I’d expected him to announce that my family had been harbouring a long-lost masterpiece in the dining room, but I couldn’t help but feel mildly disappointed that he couldn’t tell me the artist’s name or, now I came to think about it, the name of the girl in the painting.


‘Oh, it doesn’t matter,’ I said. Realising that this sounded both ungrateful and dismissive of his efforts, I added, ‘What I mean is, I’d have liked to know more, but it doesn’t make any difference to how I feel about the painting. I’m very fond of it. I always have been.’


Gabe raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘But surely you’d like to know how much it’s worth?’


‘That isn’t important to me,’ I said. ‘But maybe don’t tell my boss that – the first thing he ever said to me was that a gallery is a business, not just a space to display artwork.’


Gabe laughed. ‘That sounds like every gallery director I know. And they’re right.’ Putting his hands on my hips, he leaned in for a kiss, raising his head from mine far sooner than I’d have liked. ‘Shall we go and join your family?’


‘What, now? I was hoping that you were about to ravish me on the dining table.’


He laughed again. Waiting only for me to return the tablecloth to a drawer, he headed for the door. I followed him, pausing in the doorway to look back over my shoulder at the Italian Girl. Whatever secrets lay behind her smile, she was keeping them.


We found my family still ensconced in the living room, discussing whether a visit to the pub was in order before lunch. When we stepped through the doorway, every face turned towards us.


‘So what have you got to tell us, Gabe?’ Melanie said. ‘Don’t keep us in suspense. Is Mum’s painting worth anything?’


‘For goodness’ sake, Mel, give the man a chance to sit down,’ Pete muttered, which earned him a frown from his wife.


‘I’m sure Mum is dying to know if her painting is valuable,’ she said.


‘It isn’t—’ I began, but no one was listening to me – their attention was all on my boyfriend. I strode across the room and sat down on the sofa, expecting Gabe to sit next to me. Instead, he went and stood in front of the fireplace.


‘I’m afraid all I can tell you about the portrait is that it was painted approximately two hundred years ago, probably in Italy,’ he said, looking from my mother to my father and back again. ‘But if you’re interested in finding out more, I do have a colleague – a friend – who specialises in that era whom I could show it to.’


I sat bolt upright. Who was this friend Gabe was talking about? He’d never said anything about a nineteenth-century-specialist friend to me.


‘You think he might be able to identify the artist?’ my mother said.


‘If anyone can,’ Gabe said. ‘He’d also be able to value the painting, should you ever wish to sell.’


My parents exchanged glances.


‘So the painting could be worth . . . what?’ my mother said.


My father leaned forward in his chair. ‘Are we talking hundreds of pounds?’ he asked. ‘Or more?’


‘I couldn’t say at this point,’ Gabe said, ‘not without knowing more about the painting, but I do have the connections to ensure that you’d get the best possible price in today’s market.’


I gaped at him. One moment we were speculating about the name of the artist who’d painted the Italian Girl, and now we were talking about selling her? How had that happened?


‘Hey – hold on a sec,’ I said. ‘No one’s going to sell that painting.’


‘I rather think that’s up to Mum, not you,’ Melanie said, which took me aback.


‘Ye-es,’ I said. ‘Of course.’ Suddenly my heart was thumping. Turning away from Melanie, I caught my mother’s gaze and held it. ‘You know how much I like that painting. I thought you liked it too.’


‘I do,’ my mother said, ‘but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t sell it. If the price was right.’


‘I wouldn’t miss it if you sold it, Louise,’ my father said. ‘I forget it’s there most of the time. But then I’ve never been much of a one for art. No offence, Gabe.’


‘None taken,’ Gabe said, with a disarming smile, seemingly unaware of the tension in the room. Caused by him, I thought, irritably.


‘Well, I think it would be a shame to sell it after it’s been in your family so long,’ Pete said. Melanie’s mouth became a thin tight line.


‘Aren’t we all getting just a bit ahead of ourselves?’ I said. ‘Just because a painting is old it doesn’t automatically give it monetary value. Isn’t that right, Gabe?’


‘Absolutely,’ Gabe said. ‘Just a suggestion, Louise, but why don’t Kate and I take the painting back to London with us so that my friend can look it over?’


‘That sounds like a good plan,’ my mother said. ‘If it wouldn’t put you to too much trouble.’


‘It would be my pleasure,’ Gabe said. ‘You’d like to discover who painted the Italian Girl, wouldn’t you, Kate? And if my friend can give us a valuation, all the better.’ He smiled, apparently confident that I’d agree with him.


I thought of the Italian Girl hanging in her usual place in the next room, and my heart sank. I did not want to take her to London to be identified and valued. I wanted her to stay right where she was. And yet, how could I explain this to Gabe, who made his living selling works of art, and would never understand my reluctance to discover the painting’s value. He probably thought he was doing me a favour. I reminded myself that I had no right to feel so possessive towards a painting that didn’t actually belong to me. And that the chances of it being priced at a sum that would make it worth selling were remote in the extreme.


‘Kate?’ Gabe said.


‘Oh, why not?’ I said. Thinking that he was probably expecting me to respond with more enthusiasm, I added, ‘Thanks, Gabe. I would like to know who painted my Italian Girl, and if your friend can tell me her real name, all the better.’


Melanie clapped her hands.


‘This is all very exciting,’ my mother said.


I managed a feeble smile.


My father said, ‘Right. Now that’s settled, who’s joining me for a drink in the Black Horse?’









Chapter Three


My phone’s alarm woke me at 6 a.m., which I was sure would give me time to slip out of my old bedroom, creep back to Alice’s room, and have another couple of hours’ sleep, before anyone else in the house stirred. Gabe, lying beside me, groaned, opened his eyes and raised his head from the pillow.


‘Please tell me it isn’t morning,’ he said.


‘It is, but you don’t have to get up yet,’ I said. ‘Try to go back to sleep.’ He immediately shut his eyes and rolled over onto his side, facing the wall. Not without difficulty, I made myself slide out from under the duvet, shivering at the touch of cold air on my bare skin, located my pyjamas on the floor where I’d dropped them the previous night, and put them on. Yawning my way to the door, I opened it and stepped out onto the landing – and came face to face with Melanie coming out of her old room. We both jumped about a foot in the air. She was the first to recover.


‘Morning, Kate. You’re up early.’ She spoke to me quite naturally, as if there was nothing unusual or awkward in her meeting me slinking out of the room where my boyfriend was sleeping at the crack of dawn.


I pulled the bedroom door firmly closed. ‘So are you.’


‘I woke up at five with a splitting headache – too much wine probably – and I can’t get back to sleep. I thought I’d make a cup of tea. Would you like one?’


‘I would, actually.’ I was wide awake now. There didn’t seem much point in going back to bed.


We went downstairs to the kitchen. Melanie made tea while I found her an aspirin, and we sat down at the kitchen table.


‘I’m glad we’ve got this chance to talk,’ she began. ‘About the painting . . .’


The previous day, after a drink in the Black Horse – where my mother had enjoyed herself introducing Gabe as ‘Kate’s boyfriend from London’ to everyone she knew – and a sandwich lunch back at my parents’ house, Gabe and I’d left the others chatting, and I’d shown him around the village. I pointed out the Saxon church, the old forge – now a tearoom – the ancient oak in which Charles I had allegedly hidden from the Roundheads, and the flintstone cottages, their tiny gardens bursting with spring flowers, that had made Upper Teyford a popular stop-off point for camera-wielding coach parties.


I’d intended to pay a visit to my old workplace, Crafty Gifts, but the shop – which as well as selling arts and crafts materials and the up-market souvenirs found in heritage centres all over rural England, had one white-painted wall where amateur artists could exhibit their paintings – was packed with tourists. I’d contented myself with waving at Janet, the owner and my former employer, through the window and, on reflection, had decided that it was probably for the best if the artistic endeavours of the inhabitants of Upper Teyford were not subjected to my art-dealer boyfriend’s critical inspection. Then, having exhausted the village’s sightseeing potential, I’d taken Gabe down to the Tey and we’d walked along the tree-lined banks as far as the ford that had given the place its name.


‘This was one of the places where I used to come to paint when I was a teenager,’ I’d said to Gabe, as we stood in the dappled light and shade of an alder, looking out across the river, amid a carpet of bluebells and celandines.


‘Very picturesque,’ Gabe had said, surveying the water swirling around the mossy rocks and the willows with their trailing branches.


‘It’s beautiful,’ I said, ‘but I’m still glad I moved to London.’


‘The countryside didn’t provide you with enough excitement?’ Gabe said.


‘Something like that,’ I said, recalling the panic that had overtaken me a year ago when – still living with my parents, doing the same job I’d done since I was a teenager, spending my evenings drinking in the Black Horse with the people I’d gone to school with – I’d realised that unless I did something about it, my life was never going to change.


‘That surprises me,’ Gabe said. ‘After the stories of village life your mother recounted this morning, I’d have thought living in Upper Teyford could be very stimulating.’


I laughed. ‘No, seriously, there’s nothing wrong in living all your life in a village where everyone knows everyone else, but it wasn’t for me.’


‘You wanted more?’ Gabe said.


‘I wanted different.’ I felt closer to him at that moment, standing by the river, talking about my reasons for leaving the village, than I’d ever felt before.


Gabe smiled and put his arms around me. ‘Will it cause yet another village scandal if Kate Harper is spotted down by the river, kissing a Londoner?’


‘Definitely,’ I said, angling my head for his kiss.


We’d walked back to my parents’ house across the fields, hand in hand – Gabe looking askance at the sheep, which amused me, although I didn’t let it show – rejoining the family gathering in the sitting room for the ceremonial blowing-out of the candles on my father’s birthday cake, an event very much appreciated by Hester and Mason. Afternoon had segued seamlessly into evening, the arrival of my aunt, uncle and my two strapping cousins, followed by my father’s oldest friend and his wife, being the cue for my father to put on some music and open the champagne. A night of lively conversation and continually re-filled wine glasses had followed – Gabe talking with Pete about the jobs coming up on the farm as easily as he talked to collectors at an exhibition opening – and it was gone midnight before the guests departed. After much queuing and queue-jumping to get in the bathroom, and queries about what time everyone was getting up in the morning, the household had settled for the night. Gabe and I’d contrived to be the last to go upstairs, and we’d stood on the landing and kissed for a long time before we’d headed off to our lonely separate beds.


Lying on the blow-up mattress in Alice’s room, I’d tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable without success. Then I got worried that I’d disturb Alice, who’d gone straight to sleep, so I lay still, thinking over the day, delighted at how well Gabe had fitted in, and how much he’d appeared to enjoy himself at an event that was considerably less glamorous than those I accompanied him to in London.


I’d lain awake for a whole hour before I’d decided that my current sleeping arrangements were ridiculous. I was twenty-five years old, for goodness’ sake. Where I slept and whom with was up to me.


Slipping quietly out of Alice’s room, I’d crept along the landing – I might be a twenty-five-year-old woman, but an encounter with either of my parents at that moment would have been acutely embarrassing for both of us, so I took care to avoid the floorboards with the worst creaks – and on reaching my old bedroom undetected, joined a surprised but receptive Gabe under the duvet.


It had been such a good day – and night – that the potential loss of the Italian Girl had receded to the back of my mind. Until now.


I sighed. ‘I assume you’re talking about the painting that everyone in the family except me is so eager to sell?’


‘I wish you’d try to understand our point of view,’ Melanie said.


‘Why don’t you explain it to me?’ I said, sounding sharper than I intended.


Melanie drank some tea and placed her mug carefully down on the table before replying. ‘It’s a nice enough picture, I suppose, but I’d rather have the money.’


‘As you reminded me yesterday,’ I said, ‘it’s not your painting. It belongs to our mother.’


‘But if it sold for a lot of money, I’m sure Mum would send some of it our way.’


‘So that’s what this is all about,’ I said, aghast. ‘You want Mum to sell the Italian Girl because you expect to get a handout?’ Beneath the kitchen table my hands clenched so hard that my nails dug into my palms.


Melanie’s eyes flashed. ‘What if I do?’ she said, her voice becoming shrill. ‘It’s all right for you, swanning round London with your rich boyfriend, but the rest of us have bills to pay. Have you any idea what Mum and Dad have to spend on the upkeep of this old house? As for me and Pete, we could certainly do with some extra cash right now.’


‘Hey, I don’t swan around London, as you put it,’ I said. ‘I work. And an art dealer like Gabe might earn more than I do as a lowly admin assistant, but I can assure you that I pay my way.’


We glared at each other across the table. Then, to my surprise, Melanie slumped back in her chair.


‘I didn’t mean to get into a fight with you, Kate,’ she said. I’m sorry—’ She broke off as Hester burst into the kitchen, followed by a yawning, pyjama-clad Pete.


‘She woke up,’ he said, unnecessarily, rubbing his eyes. ‘She wanted you. Can I go back to bed?’


‘Yes, of course you can,’ Melanie said. She held out her arms to Hester who, with a cry of ‘Mummee!’ flung herself on her mother. Pete shuffled off.


‘I’m hungry,’ Hester said, climbing onto a chair. ‘I want toast.’


‘I would like some toast, please,’ Melanie said automatically. She got up from the table, poured Hester a glass of milk and went to the other end of the kitchen to put a slice of bread in the toaster, which gave me long enough to think over what she’d said, and to remember that for all that she managed to drive me crazy every time I saw her, she was my sister, and I loved her. Leaving Hester sitting at the table drinking her milk, I went and stood next to Melanie, leaning against the worktop.


‘I didn’t know that you and Pete were short of money,’ I said, keeping my voice low – this really wasn’t a conversation that my three-year-old niece needed to hear.


Mel’s face went red. ‘We’re not,’ she said. ‘Not really. At least no more than any other smallholders these days. It’s just that—’


‘What?’ I prompted.


‘I know I shouldn’t moan,’ Mel said, looking towards Hester. ‘I have a wonderful husband and two beautiful children, and it’s not like we’re poverty stricken, but it’d be nice not to have to worry when the car or the washing machine breaks down. I’d like to be able to buy a new dress without feeling guilty – and a new handbag and shoes to go with it. It would be even better if we could afford to do up the house a bit. And we’ve not had a holiday in years. The daily grind goes on and on—’ She paused. ‘I suppose you think I’m terribly shallow.’


‘No, I don’t,’ I said, ‘but it’s very unlikely that selling the Italian Girl would pay for any of those things.’


‘But it might,’ Melanie said. She put her hand on my arm. ‘Please tell me you understand.’


‘It’s OK, Mel,’ I said. ‘I get it.’


She wanted her life to change. I could relate to that. But she was going to have to find another way to make it happen.


Two Hundred Years Ago . . .




12 March 1816


I may have flowers in my hair, not diamonds, and I may be wearing a borrowed gown, but tonight, I am attending a ball . . .


The young man led me back to my seat and the watchful eye of Amelia’s mama, and with a bow departed. An instant later, Amelia, too, was returned safely from the perils of the dance floor, to sit beside me.


‘Why do you suppose Lord Hillier has not asked me to dance?’ Amelia whispered to me, the rapid movements of her fan betraying her agitation. I looked around the ballroom and to my delight spied his Lordship – accompanied by another gentleman, an exceedingly handsome man with whom I was unacquainted – striding purposefully through the other guests, his chosen path one that must bring him directly to my friend.


‘He will ask you, Amelia, never fear,’ I said. ‘I am sure of it.’


‘I do hope so—’ Amelia fell silent and blushed most prettily as Lord Hillier arrived at his destination. He is an affable young man, his face and character most pleasing to a young lady, and fortuitously with a title and estates that are equally pleasing to a young lady’s parents.


Lord Hillier exchanged the usual civilities with Amelia, her mama and myself, and secured Amelia’s hand for the next two dances. He then entreated my permission to introduce his companion to me, and I discovered that this gentleman was none other than the artist of whom my hosts had spoken so warmly last night at dinner, leaving me in no doubt of their admiration of his talent or that his acceptance of an invitation to Amelia’s birthday ball is, for Amelia’s mama, a social triumph. I looked directly at him for the first time, and I found myself gazing into a pair of the bluest eyes I have ever seen. I consider myself a sensible creature, but when the artist’s eyes met mine, I swear I felt my heart flutter in my chest.


The artist bowed. ‘Would you care to dance, Miss Browne?’ said he.


‘I would, sir,’ said I.


With a smile, the artist took my hand and led me out onto the dance floor amongst the other dancers and the candlelight. The musicians began to play, and as the notes of a waltz filled the ballroom, the artist took me in his arms. He held me daringly close . . .


Sleep has eluded me this past night, and now I write these words in my journal sitting by the window in the pale light of a new dawn. All I can think about is the artist, and how he wishes to paint my portrait. I know that now I have met him, my life can never be the same.












Chapter Four


March 2016


‘That’s me done,’ Harriet said, closing the catalogue she was studying and sweeping the highlighter pens scattered across her desk into a drawer. Grabbing her coat and bag off the back of her chair, she added, ‘Have a fab evening, Kate,’ and strode out of the office before I could make a reply.


‘And you, Harriet,’ I called after her, and returned my attention to my computer screen.


The previous weekend, after my early-morning conversation with Mel, I hadn’t made any further attempt to persuade my family to leave the Italian Girl where she was, and had managed to stay calm while Gabe, who conveniently kept glassine paper, foam and bubble wrap in the boot of his car, prepared her for her journey to London, telling myself that in all probability, the next time we visited Upper Teyford, we’d be returning her to my parents’ dining-room wall. On Sunday night, Gabe had called his friend Rufus Armstrong and arranged to take her to Rufus’s workplace the following day. On Monday morning, I’d gone into work confident that by lunchtime my boyfriend would be calling to inform me that, sadly, she was worth no more than a few hundred pounds. I would try not to sound too delighted.


Gabe hadn’t called until the evening, and when I’d learned that he’d left the portrait with Rufus, as it would be some days before he’d have time to make the valuation, I was more than a little annoyed. Which I suspected Gabe could tell, even over the phone, as he was very quick to assure me that his nineteenth-century-specialist friend would take good care of the painting and that he’d call me as soon as he had any news. Reminding myself very firmly that he was under the impression he was doing me and my family a favour, and mollified by his eagerness to take me out to dinner on Friday night, I’d managed to end the call without insisting that he go and retrieve my Italian Girl from his friend’s clutches immediately.


Now, it was Friday evening – with still no word from Rufus – and time I went home and got ready for my date.


Having sent off the Shale Gallery’s latest newsletter to the collectors and connoisseurs who were its subscribers, I switched off my computer. The door that led from the office I shared with Harriet and Xander, her fellow gallery assistant, to Hugo Dewhurst’s office was shut, but I could hear him talking on the phone – as Gallery Director, he had an extraordinarily interesting job, but I didn’t envy him the hours he put in after the rest of us who worked at the Shale had long left for home. Knowing he wouldn’t want to be interrupted, I put on my jacket, shouldered my bag and headed off without putting my head around the door to say goodnight.


The Shale, a four-storey brick building, originally a Regency townhouse, had been converted into an art gallery in the 1980s, and now showed the work of young artists ‘about to be discovered’, as Hugo put it, and the work of their older, established and sought-after colleagues, over three floors of interconnected, white-painted gallery spaces surrounding a glass-roofed atrium. Having walked down two flights of stairs, I couldn’t resist making a detour through the first-floor galleries to take another look at the paintings of Filip Goreki, Hugo’s latest protégé, an unassuming young man who had spent most of his show’s opening night stuttering and staring wide eyed at anyone who spoke to him, as though unable to believe that the art critics and collectors singing his praises were actually talking about him and his pictures.


Standing in front of Maze, my favourite of Goreki’s paintings, the strange shadowy shapes emerging out of the broad brushstrokes of swirling colour reminded me of walking across the fields in the fog, familiar landmarks invisible, trees looming suddenly out of the murk when you least expect it – just as it had the first time I’d seen it. Fortunately I hadn’t voiced that opinion to Harriet or Xander – or Hugo – before I’d overheard them discussing how ‘Maze best exemplifies Goreki’s exploration of the themes of disorientation and insularity’. Sighing at my woeful inability to understand the painting until I saw the description in the sales catalogue – apparently the shapes I persistently saw as trees were half-formed thoughts emerging from the artist’s subconscious – I headed back to the stairs that would take me down to the ground floor.


I was halfway down the stairs when, to my surprise, I spotted Gabe standing by the glossy white front desk just inside the gallery’s main entrance, talking to Harriet, who for all her haste to leave the office hadn’t yet made it out onto the street. The way Gabe was leaning towards her and she was giggling, I’d have thought he was flirting with her, if Neil, the Registrar, one of whose tasks was to lock up the gallery at the end of the day, hadn’t been hovering nearby, looking pointedly at his watch.


Reminding myself that networking was a vital part of an art dealer’s job, and that if I was jealous of every pretty girl with plummy vowels and a degree in Art History whom Gabe came across in his line of work, I was going to end up one very miserable girlfriend, I ran down the stairs to join them. The smile on Gabe’s face when I touched him on his arm and he turned around and saw me made my stomach clench deliciously. I certainly didn’t need to worry about him flirting with other women when he looked at me that way.


‘What are you doing here?’ I said to him. ‘Not that it isn’t lovely to see you, but I thought you were going to pick me up from my place.’


‘I just couldn’t keep away from you any longer,’ Gabe said, with a grin.


‘Aw, that’s so sweet,’ Harriet said.


Neil cleared his throat. ‘Guys, I need to close up . . .’


‘But of course, Neil,’ Gabe said, impressing me with his ability to remember people’s names. Placing a hand on the small of my back, he steered me out of the door, with Harriet following in our wake.


‘Gosh, is that the time?’ Harriet said, when we were outside on the pavement. ‘I must dash.’ She hurried off in the direction of the station, weaving her way through the throngs of workers from nearby offices or galleries, who were either heading home or deeper into central London for a night out.


‘I did have another reason why I came to meet you,’ Gabe said to me. ‘I’ve heard back from Rufus, and it’s good news. I wanted to tell you face to face, rather than call you.’


My heart began thumping. ‘When you say good news, what do you mean exactly?’


‘Let’s not talk about it here,’ Gabe said. He looked up and down the crowded street. ‘It’s too early to eat – we’ll go for a drink first. There’s a wine bar just around the corner that serves a rather good Toscana, if I remember rightly.’ He strode off along the pavement and I fell into step beside him, desperate to know what Rufus had told him, and yet dreading it at the same time.


The wine bar was full of men in business suits and women in smart blouses and pencil skirts noisily having a Friday-night drink with their colleagues, the tension of the working week visibly draining from them as they downed their glasses of wine, winding down for the weekend ahead. Unsurprisingly, there was nowhere free to sit inside – and even if there had been, we wouldn’t have been able to have much of a conversation above the cacophony of braying voices and raucous laughter – so once Gabe had fought his way to the bar, and returned with an open bottle and two glasses, we went outside into the garden, where there were fewer people, and found an empty table in a quiet corner away from anyone else. I sat opposite Gabe, and he poured me a glass of wine. When I raised the glass to my mouth, I realised that my hand was shaking.


‘So what did Rufus tell you about my Italian Girl?’ I demanded. ‘Does he know who she was or the name of the artist who painted her?’


‘He doesn’t, unfortunately,’ Gabe said. ‘But he can confirm that, as I suspected, the portrait is of the English school – that is, the artist was English – and that it was painted in Rome between 1800 and 1820.’


I swallowed another mouthful of wine. ‘Did he make a valuation?’


Gabe nodded. ‘You have to realise that a portrait of a nameless subject by an unknown artist is never going to command vast sums of money, but given the current state of the market for early-nineteenth-century paintings, and the superb condition of this painting in particular, the valuation is higher than we might have expected.’ His eyes looked directly into mine. ‘Rufus has valued your Italian Girl at twenty thousand pounds.’


I gasped. ‘Twenty thousand? Is Rufus sure?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Gabe said, his face breaking into a broad smile.


Twenty thousand pounds. My heart plummeted. It wasn’t a life-changing amount of money, but it was enough to tempt my mother to sell the Italian Girl.


‘Good news, huh?’ Gabe said.


‘I-I expect my family will think so.’ My sister certainly will, I thought. I drained my wine and set the glass carefully down on the table.


‘And now for the really good news,’ Gabe said. He, too, drained his glass, then poured us both another. ‘Rufus has put me in touch with a buyer – a collector of nineteenth-century portraiture – who’ll pay that amount for the painting in a private sale.’


‘W-what?’ I gaped at him. ‘You were supposed to be asking Rufus to value the Italian Girl – not arranging to sell her.’


‘I know,’ Gabe said. ‘It’s such a piece of luck—’ He broke off. ‘Why are you frowning? Is something wrong?’


I bit my lip. What was wrong was that the sale of the Italian Girl, which I’d managed to convince myself was unlikely to happen, had suddenly become very real. Although the evening was remarkably mild for March, I shivered.


‘N-no – nothing’s wrong,’ I said. What else could I say? To tell him how I really felt would only make me sound both selfish and ungrateful. ‘It’s just that I’m a bit overwhelmed. I never imagined she’d be worth anything like that amount.’ A thought struck me. ‘Who is the buyer?’ I asked.


‘I can’t tell you that,’ Gabe said. ‘They’re one of those eccentric types who insist on anonymity when they buy art.’ He sat up a little straighter. ‘It would be against my professional integrity to tell anyone who they are – even my girlfriend.’


‘But he or she is a private collector, not an institution?’


Gabe hesitated, but then nodded his head.


If my mother sold to this anonymous buyer, at least the Italian Girl would be with an individual who appreciated art rather than stuck on the wall in some company’s boardroom. Not that I’d ever voice that thought to Gabe. He had a lot of corporate clients.


‘You should call your mother and tell her she’s going to be 20K better off,’ Gabe said, ‘with none of the fees she’d incur if she put the painting up for auction. I’ll even forego my usual commission on the deal.’ He laughed, and I forced myself to smile, although it may have been a little tight.


‘You want me to call my mother now?’ This was all happening much too fast.


‘Why not?’ Gabe said. Unable to think of a reason why I should not call my mother to inform her of her good fortune – other than delaying what now seemed to me to be the inevitability of the sale – I fished my phone out of my bag and rang my parents’ landline.


‘Hi, Mum, it’s Kate,’ I said, when she answered. ‘How are you?’


‘Kate!’ she exclaimed. ‘Your father and I were just talking about you. Do you have some news for us about my painting?’


‘Well, yes, I do,’ I said, taken aback by the eagerness in her voice and the absence of enquiries after my health which usually took up the first five minutes of any call I made to my parents. ‘That’s why I’m calling.’


‘And?’ my mother said.


I took a deep breath. ‘Gabe’s friend valued the Italian Girl at twenty thousand pounds.’ There was a long silence, and then I heard my mother shriek aloud.


‘Brian, come here – it’s Kate on the phone – my painting – it’s worth – twenty thousand pounds!’


I heard footsteps, my mother and father talking excitedly, although I couldn’t make out what they were saying, and then my father’s voice on the phone.


‘Kate? Are you still there?’ he said. ‘Tell us again how much that old painting’s worth.’


‘Twenty thousand pounds,’ I said wearily. There were more exclamations from my parents.


Gabe leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. ‘Put your phone on speaker.’ I did as he asked. ‘Good evening, Louise, Brian,’ he said. ‘I take it that the valuation meets your expectations?’


‘Oh, Gabe,’ my mother said, ‘it’s wonderful – marvellous—’ She sounded out of breath, as if she’d been running. ‘I’d never have imagined—’


‘It’s a lot to process,’ Gabe said. ‘But you will. And then you’ll have to decide on your next course of action.’


‘Oh, that’s easily decided,’ my mother said. ‘I’ll sell the painting.’ She hesitated, and I imagined her casting a quizzical look at my father. ‘How do people go about selling a painting? Despite having a daughter working in a gallery, I’ve no idea how the art world works.’


‘Would you be able to sell it for us in your gallery, Kate?’ my father asked.


‘I’m afraid not,’ I said. ‘The Shale only handles contemporary work.’


‘What Kate and I haven’t yet told you,’ Gabe interjected, ‘is that through my friend who valued the painting, I’ve found a collector interested in buying it.’


‘Oh my goodness,’ my mother said. ‘Did you hear that, Brian? Gabe has found us someone who wants to buy the painting already.’


‘I could handle the sale for you, if you’d like me to,’ Gabe said.


‘Would you really do that for us?’ my mother said. ‘That’s so kind of you.’


‘No worries,’ Gabe said. ‘Selling art is what I do.’


My chest constricted. Unable to stop myself, even though I knew it was hopeless, I said, ‘Are you sure about this, Mum? There’s no rush. Why don’t you take a few days to think about it?’ I glanced at Gabe. ‘If the buyer is serious, they won’t go away. Isn’t that right, Gabe?’


‘Take all the time you need, Louise,’ Gabe said.


‘I’ve done nothing but think about selling that painting since you two came down here last weekend,’ my mother said. ‘My mind is quite made up.’


‘What I’d like to know,’ said my practical father, ‘is how do we get the money?’


‘There’s a certain amount of paperwork involved,’ Gabe said, ‘a bill of sale and so forth, but as your intermediary, I’ll take care of all that. I don’t see any reason why the twenty thousand pounds won’t be in your bank account towards the end of next week. I’ll liaise with Kate, and she’ll keep you informed.’


‘Twenty thousand pounds,’ my mother repeated as though it were her mantra. ‘And it’s all down to you, Gabe. I can’t thank you enough.’


‘It’s my pleasure,’ Gabe said, placing his hand over mine. ‘And now, I’m going to let you and Brian go and celebrate, while I take your daughter out to dinner.’


‘I think Brian and I will be going out tonight as well,’ my mother said. ‘You two have a lovely evening.’


She sounded ecstatic. It came to me then, that whatever my own feelings about the sale, I needed to put them aside and be happy for her. After all, if I ever became a gallery assistant, I couldn’t be sad every time a painting I liked was sold.


‘You too, Mum,’ I said. ‘Enjoy your celebrations.’


‘We will,’ my mother said, and with a chorus of ‘goodnight’ and ‘talk soon’ from both my parents, she ended the call.


Gabe removed his hand from mine and leaned back in his chair. ‘Your mother sounded pleased,’ he said with a satisfied smile.


I swallowed uneasily as I recalled my less than enthusiastic reaction when he’d first told me he had a buyer for the Italian Girl.


‘Gabe,’ I said, ‘I really appreciate you taking the time to do this for my family. Thank you so much.’


‘I’m doing it for you,’ he said. His grey-eyed gaze caught mine and held it. ‘I love you, Kate.’


‘Oh—’ It was the first time he’d said those words to me. All at once, I experienced such a rush of emotion that I felt light headed. Gabe reached across the table and, cupping my face in his hand, ran his thumb over my mouth, a gesture that at that moment, in the secluded garden, felt more intimate than a kiss.


‘I love you too,’ I said.




26 April 1816


This morning, when I called upon Amelia, it was her mama who received me, informing me that her daughter was not At Home. I was dispirited by this news, for Amelia had most particularly entreated my promise that I would call, and I had so much that I wished to tell her, my most intimate confidante. Concealing my vexation, I complimented Lady Montague on the previous evening’s soirée. We talked of the remarkable inclemency of the weather, neither of us able to recall a day without rain in the last month, and I made to rise and leave.


‘Pray remain seated, my dear,’ said Lady Montague. ‘You will forgive my indelicacy, for I speak with only the best of intentions, but it has come to my notice that a certain gentleman was most attentive to you last night, and has been so on other occasions. There is talk that you and he have formed a sentimental attachment. You know of whom I speak?’


I was tempted to plead ignorance, but could not bring myself to lie to Amelia’s mama, who has always been so kind to me. Besides, if she had seen the look of affection that a certain gentleman bestowed upon me last night, denial would surely be futile.


‘I believe that I do, Lady Montague,’ said I, and I could not help but smile.


‘He will not marry you,’ said Lady Montague. ‘A viscount’s son does not marry a merchant’s daughter unless she has sufficient dowry for his family to overlook her humble birth, which you do not.’


‘I am aware of both society’s and his family’s views on the matter,’ said I. ‘As is he.’


Lady Montague frowned. ‘A dalliance with this gentleman risks besmirching your reputation. If you wish to continue to be received in this house, you must give me your word that you will not encourage his attentions.’


Patient until then, aware that in her Ladyship’s eyes my conduct is sorely lacking in propriety, I was moved to indignation by her condescension.


‘I cannot do that,’ I said. ‘I will not.’


‘Foolish girl!’ Lady Montague exclaimed. ‘Is that your final word?’


‘It is.’


‘Then, if you will not be persuaded to a wiser course,’ said Lady Montague, standing and ringing for a servant, ‘I must ask that you do not call upon Miss Montague again. I bid you good day.’


It was clear to me that I was not required to express the usual fond farewells, so I contented myself with a curtsy and walked out of the room with my head held high.


Outside, in the street, I heard the rumble of thunder, and the rain again began to fall.


I ran through the storm to the artist’s studio, and knocked loudly on the door. He opened it immediately, the warmth of his smile when he saw me banishing any lingering doubts over what I was about to do . . .


I write in my journal by candlelight while my lover sleeps. He is of a mind to go to Rome, and I shall go with him . . .
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