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THE VILLA
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To Caroline with love








CHAPTER 1



Tess didn’t open the letter until later, when she was sitting on the beach.


In a hurry to get to work that morning, she’d barely glanced at the envelope, just grabbing it from the mat before kissing her daughter Ginny goodbye.


Now, Tess plucked the letter from her bag. Read her name… Ms Teresa Angel, and her address in bold confident typescript. Franked and postmarked London.


Ginny had left for college – an unruly streak of long legs, jeans, red shirt, dark hair and eyes – while Tess had set off for the water company, where she worked in customer information. A euphemism for Complaints, since who really needed information about water? (Turn on the tap, out it comes; better still drink the bottled variety.)


This was her lunch break and she’d come – as she often did – to Pride Bay, five minutes away by car, to eat her sandwiches by the sea. It was an early spring day, and breezy, so she too was sandwiched – between a row of pastel-painted beach huts and the high mound of tiny ginger pebbles of west Dorset’s Chesil Beach. This gave Tess some shelter and she could still just see the waves. She didn’t have to be back in the office till half two. She stretched out her legs. Flexitime. What a wonderful invention.


Tess eased her thumb under the seal of the envelope and tore it open, sliding out a single sheet of white paper. It was so thick and creamy she almost felt she could eat it.


Dear Ms Angel, she read. We are writing to inform you … her eyes scanned over the text … following the sad passing of Edward Westerman. Edward Westerman? Tess frowned as she tried to make sense of it. Did she know an Edward Westerman? She was pretty sure she didn’t. Did she even know anyone who had just died? Again, no. Could they have got the wrong Teresa Angel …? Unlikely. She read on. Concerning the bequest … Bequest? On the condition that … Tess’s mind raced … Hang on a minute. Sicily …?


Tess finished reading the letter, then immediately read it again. She felt a kind of nervous fluttering like moths’ wings, followed by a rush – of pure adrenalin … It couldn’t be true. Could it …? She stared out at the sea. The breeze had picked up and was ruffling the waves into olive-grey rollers.


She must be dreaming, she thought. She picked up the letter and read it through once more as she finished her sandwich.


Well. What on earth would her mother say …? Tess shook her head. There was no point thinking about it. It was a mistake. Surely it had to be a mistake.


It was clouding over now and Tess felt chilly despite the woollen wrap she had slung over her work jacket when she left the car by the harbour. She checked her watch, she should go. But if it were true … If this wasn’t some sort of joke, then … Sicily …


Tess tucked the letter back into her bag and began to put the jigsaw pieces together in her mind. Her fierce and diminutive mother Flavia was Sicilian – though she had left her home and her family when she was in her early twenties. Tess just wished she knew why. She had tried often enough to find out the full story. But Muma had never wanted to talk of her life in Sicily. Tess smiled as she got to her feet and picked up her bag. She loved her dearly, but Muma was stubborn and Sicily was out of bounds.


Tess thought back to the few details she’d managed to glean over the years. Her mother’s family had lived in a small cottage, she’d once said, in the grounds of a place called the Grand Villa. That had been owned by an Englishman, hadn’t it? Could that be the Edward Westerman mentioned in her letter? She did the sums. Edward Westerman – if he was that man – had lived to a ripe old age.


But why would he …? She paused to empty her shoes of tiny pebbles; it wasn’t easy to negotiate Chesil Beach in heels, even though Tess was used to it. She headed back to the harbour, past the bright, tacky kiosks selling fish ‘n’ chips, candy floss and ice cream, and past the fishing boats with their nets hanging out to dry, the scent of the gutted fish ripe and heady in the air. Pride Bay, despite its name, had little to show off about. But it was part of her childhood, and it was home. Best of all for Tess, it was by the sea. And the sea was in her blood – she was addicted to it.


She mentally replayed the contents of the letter on the way back to the car, and as soon as she was sitting in the driver’s seat of her Fiat 500, she retrieved it, smoothed it open and reached for her mobile. One way to find out.


‘This is Teresa Angel,’ she said to the woman who answered. ‘You wrote to me.’


Tess drove back to work on autopilot, the still-fresh phone conversation running through her mind. This was the kind of thing that could change your life, wasn’t it? But … She paused. She was thirty-nine years old; she wasn’t sure she even wanted change. Change could be scary. Her daughter’s life was changing fast and she found that hard enough to handle – after all, what if Ginny went to university hundreds of miles away and then emigrated to Kathmandu?


But on the other hand … What would happen if her life stayed the same? What if her lover Robin never left his cold and fragile wife Helen, as he kept promising to? What if she had to work for the rest of her life dealing with complaints at the water company. It was inconceivable.





CHAPTER 2



Tess drove past Jackaroo Square – decorated with pots of red and white spring geraniums – and the deco Arts Centre. The town centre was a little shabby, but it came to life every other Saturday with the farmers’ market and the Morris dancing. The town used to be a rope-making centre, but now most of the old factories had been converted into flats, offices and antique warehouses.


Sicily … She shook her head in disbelief as she took a right and parked behind the water company building. She walked round to the front entrance. The person she should call first was her mother. Hmm. Tess pulled out her mobile, selected Robin. Telling her mother must be done face to face. But she had to tell someone.


‘Hello, you … ’


Tess loved the intimate way he spoke to her. As if he were about to take off every item of her clothing one by one. She shivered. ‘You’ll never guess what.’


‘What?’ He laughed.


‘I got a letter this morning. From a solicitor in London.’


‘Oh, yes? Good news or bad news?’


Tess smiled. She was due to see Robin after work because on Thursdays Ginny stayed late at college. Twice a week was the average, three times was good, four unprecedented. All their time together was snatched. If she wasn’t on flexitime, Tess sometimes thought, she and Robin would never be able to see each other, never have late Monday lunches (making love) or early Thursday evenings (ditto). What would they do then? But she wouldn’t dwell on that now. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘I think.’


‘I like good news,’ he said, a smile in his voice. ‘What is it?’ She could imagine him doodling on today’s diary page, maybe drawing a fish face with bubbles. He’d started doing that when she signed up for her first diving course. It told her that actually he was a bit jealous. Which she quite liked.


‘I’ve been left a house,’ she said. She could say it out loud now. She went to sit on the wall by the hydrangea bushes. There was a sharp edge to the breeze that she liked – a sort of hey, it’s spring, wake-up call. Something’s got to change …


‘What?’ he said.


‘I’ve been left a house,’ she said again. ‘In Sicily.’ Yes, it was really true.


‘Sicily?’ he echoed.


She couldn’t blame him for being surprised. She was still trying to get to grips with the thing herself. Why would Edward Westerman have left her his house? She didn’t even know him. And what would she do with a villa in Sicily? It wouldn’t exactly fit into her lifestyle. Her life was in Dorset – wasn’t it? With Ginny. With Muma and Dad, who lived only a few streets away from her Victorian townhouse in Pridehaven. And with Robin – at least, when possible.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘A villa in Sicily.’ The Grand Villa … Just how grand was grand …?


‘You’re joking, Tess.’


‘I’m not,’ she replied, the truth finally sinking in now. ‘I know it’s weird. But someone’s left it to me in his will.’


‘Who on earth …?’ he asked. ‘Some ancient admirer?’ Robin was ten years older than she. Was he an ancient admirer too? Ginny would think so. If she knew.


‘A man I’ve never met. Edward Westerman.’ His name was rather romantic. She explained some of the background to Robin – at least the little she knew so far.


‘Bloody hell, sweetie,’ he said.


‘And that’s not all.’ Tess shifted her position on the wall. Thought reluctantly of her in tray. ‘There’s a condition.’ It was, she’d been told by the solicitor, a stipulation of the bequest. Always in life there was a catch. Have a child with a man you trust and he will leave you and emigrate to Australia. Meet someone gorgeous, sexy and funny and fall in love with him, and he’ll be married – to someone else.


‘What’s that?’ Robin still sounded as shell-shocked as Tess felt.


‘I have to go there.’


‘To Sicily?’


‘Yes. I have to visit the property. Before I can … ’ She hesitated. Dispose of it, was the way the solicitor had put it. ‘Sell it,’ she said. How much would it fetch anyway? Enough to pay off her mortgage? Enough for a holiday or two? Enough to change her life …?


Sicily … It almost seemed to be calling to her. That might not seem surprising in itself, to be drawn to a warm and sunny landscape, but Tess had been brought up by Muma, whose eyes darkened in pain or anger, or both, if you asked her about her home country, her childhood, her parents, her life there. Until finally you accepted the fact. Sicily was off-limits. The thing was though … what Tess realised now, was that she had never really accepted the fact. And already a thought, a hope, an idea, was winging through her brain. She felt the surge of nervousness return, that moth-wing excitement, that thrill.


‘Wow,’ said Robin.


Tess watched a bee heading purposefully for the yellow cowslips grouped in front of the hydrangea bushes. It dived in head first. She understood how it felt. ‘I know.’ It was mind-boggling. And then there was the mysterious undercurrent. The stipulation. She had to go and see the villa – before it was truly hers. But – why?


‘So you’ll be off to Sicily then?’


‘Mmm.’ There was nothing to stop her going – apart from what Muma might say, of course. She was owed holiday from work, and Ginny … Well, Ginny would probably be glad to have the house to herself for a week. For a moment she thought of Ginny’s music on full volume, Ginny’s friends invading the house and Ginny going out when she liked and for as long as she liked – when she was supposed to be revising. Her friend Lisa next door would keep an eye on her though. With Lisa and her parents close by, nothing too dramatic could happen, could it?


‘Soon?’ Robin sounded different, as if he were suddenly taking her more seriously.


She wondered what he was thinking. ‘I suppose.’ A couple of smokers had emerged from the entrance of the building. They lit up.


Tess glanced at her watch. She was unwilling to go back to her desk and the complaints. And she was also tempted by that new seriousness in Robin’s tone. ‘Is there any way …? ’ She let the words hang. If your lover is married, he can’t go away with you – not without copious amounts of planning and lies. She knew that. If your lover is married you can’t share your life with him. He shares his life already – with someone else. He’s never yours – not even in those brief, exciting moments when you think he is. And if you think otherwise, you’re fooling yourself. Aren’t you?


‘Maybe there is,’ Robin said. ‘Maybe I can come with you.’


Tess’s heart jumped. ‘It would be perfect,’ she said. She couldn’t keep the thrill out of her voice, and one of the smokers glanced at her curiously. She turned away, facing the hydrangea bushes. ‘Just perfect. A villa in Sicily, Robin. Imagine. To see it with you would be so special.’ Careful, Tess, you’re gushing. Mistresses must remain cool at all times. That was the deal. Still …


‘It would be fabulous, sweetie.’ Robin’s voice was low again. ‘There’s nothing I’d like more.’


Tess waited for the but. It didn’t come. ‘So could you?’ She held her breath.


She hadn’t meant to fall in love with him. They’d first met in the cafe in the square where the coffee was strong and the pastries to die for. She’d registered him because he was attractive – if dressed a touch conservatively for her taste – and because his voice, when he spoke to the waitress, was low and sexy. But she wasn’t in the market for a relationship. She was an independent woman with a daughter to care for and Ginny was her number one priority; she always had been. Tess was the only parent she had. Tess had seen friends try to introduce a new man into their equation of single mother and children and witnessed how impossible it was to juggle everyone’s demands. When Ginny left home … Well, perhaps. But until then, Tess had dates and she had male friends. But serious relationships …? No thanks.


Even so, twice a week she went to the cafe in the square for lunch and it seemed that he did too. She always had a book, he a newspaper. Twice she caught him looking at her when he was supposed to be reading, once he smiled.


One day there were no spare tables and he appeared at hers with a cappuccino, a panini and an apologetic grin. ‘Would you mind? I shan’t disturb you.’


He had though. Pretty soon they were swapping work stories – he worked in the finance company two buildings away – and discussing whatever was in the news. He didn’t mention his wife – not then. But he did suggest another lunchtime meeting in the pub further down the street on the following Friday. Why not? Tess thought. She had enjoyed his company. And it was only lunch.


After that, he’d suggested a drink one night after work and after the drink he’d kissed her. Sometime later, after she’d cooked him a meal – chicken with pistachios, she wasn’t her mother’s daughter for nothing – and he’d seduced her on the couch (Ginny was staying with a friend), he’d told her he was married.


By then, she was already half in love with him. He had kind of crept up on her. And it was an old cliché, but she couldn’t turn back even if she wanted to.


Tess watched the smokers throw down their cigarette butts and grind them underfoot. Still chatting, they disappeared through the glass swing doors. Tess brushed some water from a budding hydrangea with her fingertip. Earlier, it had rained, a sudden burst, a mad shower over almost before it had begun; a rinse of the sky, it seemed like. She checked her watch again. She should go in. But something told her this moment could be the one she’d been waiting for.


‘Why not? Why shouldn’t I come to Sicily with you?’ he said again.


Tess caught her breath.


She was grinning like an idiot as she blasted her way into the building and leapt into the lift. It was really going to happen. She had been left a villa in Sicily. And she was going there. With Robin. Her smile faded as the lift went ping and the door started to slide open. Now she just had to break the news to Muma …





CHAPTER 3



‘I don’t understand.’ Flavia sat down heavily. She had always had so much energy, but these days it sometimes swept away from under her without warning and she was scared by how weak she felt. She was getting old, of course. She was, in fact eighty-two, which was quite ridiculous. Because she didn’t feel old. She didn’t want to have to struggle to remember things. She wanted everything to be clear.


She tried to order her thoughts, but with Tess looking at her in that probing way she had, it wasn’t easy. She steadied her breathing. So, Edward Westerman was dead. That in itself was not surprising. He must have been well into his nineties. He was the last. First Mama, then Papa, and then Maria, two years ago. She had lost touch with Santina; had no choice but to let her go. And now. Her last link with Sicily gone. She put her hand to her head. There were beads of sweat on her brow. The last link. She felt a wave of panic.


‘Are you all right, Muma?’ Suddenly Tess was all concern. She came over to where Flavia was sitting in the old wooden kitchen chair by the table, and bent forwards, a gentle hand on Flavia’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would upset you so much. Were the two of you close?’


Flavia shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not really.’ He had been an Englishman – her employer. She was a young Sicilian girl. And it was so long ago. Though there had been a bond … Edward had been the first man to speak to her in English and he had made it possible for her to come to this country when she was twenty-three. Like her, Edward had felt an outsider in his homeland and so he’d gone to live in Sicily – though it was years before she understood why. Puzzles were like that – you could have all the pieces in front of you and yet still not see the overall picture.


‘What then?’ Tess said.


Flavia smoothed her apron with the palm of her hand. Iron out all the creases and all will be well … She couldn’t exactly say what had floored her. The mention of Edward perhaps, the memories, the fact of his death.


Then she realised with a jolt what it was. ‘Why did they contact you about his death?’ she demanded. ‘I don’t understand. What does it have to do with you?’


Tess stood next to her, all long legs and blonde-brown unruly hair, looking like the child she once was. ‘He’s left me his house, Muma.’


Flavia blinked, frowned. ‘What?’ She struggled to get her bearings. ‘Why would he do such a thing? He, of all people … ’ He’d understood how it was for Flavia. He himself had broken with England, hadn’t he? Well, hadn’t he …?


‘I don’t have the faintest idea,’ Tess said. She hooked her thumb into the belt loop of her blue jeans. ‘But I thought you might.’


Flavia rose slowly to her feet. There was supper to cook – a distraction. She was not too old to cook – never too old for that, though these days she stuck to the one course and the occasional dolce. She and Lenny now lived in a modern house on an English estate of identical houses, and it was very different from Sicily. But la cucina was still the most important room. Her kitchen, her food … That could always make everything safe again.


‘Well, now,’ she said. Every time in her life that she’d imagined herself free of Sicily, something from that place snapped at her heels. Now it was Edward and Villa Sirena, house of her childhood. Not that Flavia’s family had lived in the Grand Villa itself, of course, but … What could she say? ‘He had no children,’ Flavia began. ‘Perhaps he felt …’ What had he felt? Responsible? Had he left her daughter the villa to make up for some imagined wrongdoing? She shrugged, aware that this wouldn’t satisfy Tess. Tess had been born curious; she never let things go. Now this. It was as if Edward had known how Tess would be.


Sure enough … ‘But he must have had relatives, Muma.’ That innocent blue-eyed gaze …


‘Maybe not.’ His sister Bea had died some years ago and she too had been childless. Thanks to Bea, Flavia and Lenny had run the Azzurro restaurant in Pridehaven; run it until they retired just over ten years ago. She missed the place – but everyone had to slow down sometime.


‘Or friends?’


‘Who knows?’ Flavia began to slice the aubergines, the knife cutting smoothly through the slick greasy skins and pulpy flesh. They needed time to de-gorge otherwise they would be bitter.


Edward had – of course – had friends. Arty friends, but more especially, men friends. Sometime later she’d understood why, as a girl, she had felt at ease with Edward, even when alone with him. It was significant too, she realised, that she had been allowed to be alone with him. These days, naturally, his homosexuality would not mean so much, but then … In England, the activities he indulged in would have been illegal, but in Sicily, in a small village in a grand villa, it was easy to hide and be safe. Easy to have lots of house guests, lots of parties. English eccentricity was accepted, even while it was not understood. And Edward had inspired great loyalty in his staff by giving them a living and treating them well.


‘Perhaps he became a recluse,’ she said. Perhaps he had been lonely. She could imagine that. ‘It happens. Especially to artists and poets.’


Tess – on her way to fill the kettle – shot her a disbelieving glance and flicked a tangled curl from her face. ‘What about the people who cared for him at the end?’ she said. ‘What about whoever took over from Aunt Maria?’


Maria … The knife hovered above the purple skin. Her sister’s death had been sudden and shocking for Flavia. They had not been close and this made the loss even sadder. It was too late now. Maria had come to England only once in her lifetime when Tess was just eighteen, and the visit had not been easy. Their lives had been so different, she supposed; they had travelled in such opposite directions. Flavia had become anglicised long ago; she even thought in English now.


Maria was timid – dark and vigilant as a rat. She was shocked at the way Flavia was bringing up her daughter … You allow her to go out alone? Dancing? She was distrustful of the relationship Flavia had with Lenny – their casual teasing, the way Flavia cheerfully left him to get on with the washing up after supper. And she found it hard to accept that Flavia had become a businesswoman – running her own small restaurant, managing her own accounts, her own staff.


‘England is different from Sicily,’ she said to Maria – over and over, it felt like. ‘If you stayed for longer you would find out. There is a freedom here that you have never dreamt of.’


‘Perhaps so, perhaps so.’ And poor Maria would sigh and frown and wring her hands. ‘But Signor Westerman is alone. He needs me.’ And Flavia suspected that, truth be told, Maria wouldn’t want such freedom. Her sister had not been blessed with children and she had lost her husband many years ago in a traffic accident in Monreale one night. ‘What was he doing there?’ she’d moaned to Flavia on more than one occasion during her visit to England. ‘I shall never know.’


Perhaps, Flavia thought, it was better not to know. They were talking about Sicily, after all.


‘Our family looked after Edward for many years,’ Flavia said now, throwing the rounds of sliced aubergine into a colander for salting and keeping her voice level. First Mama, Papa and Flavia, then Maria and Leonardo. ‘This must be his way of showing appreciation.’ Was that how it was? Or had Edward Westerman known how it would tear at her? She suspected that he would.


Tess dropped teabags into two cups, looking enquiringly at Flavia as she did so. ‘Muma?’


‘Please.’ Tea was an English taste that had taken Flavia twenty years to acquire. It would never get you going like an espresso, but it had its uses.


‘But why not leave the house to you?’ Tess persevered. ‘You knew him, at least. I’ve never met him.’


‘Pshaw.’ Flavia dismissed this notion. ‘I am an old lady. No doubt he thought I was dead.’


‘Muma!’


Flavia shook her head. She didn’t want to be having this conversation. She had tried to put Sicily behind her. Since leaving for England she’d never gone back there. At first, because to go back would mean too much pain, too much compromise. And then … because she’d wanted to punish them, of course – her father whom she had never forgiven, her mother who in her eyes had betrayed her almost to the same degree and even poor Maria – because she was just like them, because she could never understand that the only way to make things different was to fight …


‘Muma?’ Tess’s arms were around her. Flavia could smell her daughter’s honeyed perfume and the faint orange-blossom scent of her hair. ‘You’re crying.’


‘It is the onions.’ Flavia wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘You know they always get me that way.’


‘It’s not just the onions.’


Such intensity she had, this daughter of hers. Flavia closed her eyes for a moment, the better to drink her in. Wild, beautiful Tess, who – like Flavia – had also been let down badly in matters of love. Who loved with too much passion, who always expected too much … And who had an irrepressible young daughter of her own. But not a man to share her life with. Flavia discounted Robin. She didn’t even want to think about him. When she thought about Robin she wanted to crush the life out of him with her bare hands.


‘No,’ she agreed. ‘It is not just the onions.’ It was the past, always the past. Sicily was a dark country. And when it was in your blood it never quite let you go.


‘Did you like Edward Westerman?’ Tess moved away, long-limbed and elegant even in jeans, to pour boiling water on the tea.


Flavia went on chopping onions, garlic and chilli. She was making a tomato sauce for melanzane alla parmigiana, one of her granddaughter’s favourites. ‘Yes.’ She had liked him, yes, because he embraced the unconventional. And because he had shown her what was possible.


‘Only, you’ve never talked about him much.’ Tess’s sly look from behind a wisp of hair suggested that Flavia hadn’t talked much about any of them.


This was also true. She had not told Tess why she had left Sicily in 1950, nor why she would never go back. She had not allowed the memories of her upbringing to surface and seep into her English life. She had been unable to forgive. Flavia held on to the counter top, just for a second, to rest.


‘Let me help you, Muma.’ Once again, Tess was at her side.


‘I am not yet totally decrepit,’ Flavia said, feeling her breathing get back to normal. She sprinkled oil into the pan. ‘There is still life in the old wolf, you know.’


‘Dog,’ murmured Tess, putting the mugs of tea on the table.


‘Dog, wolf, whatever,’ muttered Flavia, adding the garlic, onions and chilli. Her daughter was pedantic – it was the Englishness in her. Now she poured oil for the melanzane. She had her own methods, her own way of working. And there were – of course – some matters in which Sicily would always be triumphant. Olive oil, for example. In Sicily the best oil was pale and golden; here it was green and more refined. Here, people thought you odd if you used it to moisten bread or toast – they preferred to use animal fat. In this respect, Flavia had not adopted English traditions.


Tess was watching her. She seemed restless, long fingers fidgeting first with the buttons on her shirt then with her teaspoon. ‘Can’t you tell me anything else about him?’ she complained. ‘This benefactor of mine?’


Flavia clicked her tongue. The oil had reached the correct temperature and she lowered in the aubergines. Into the other pan she tossed the tomatoes she’d prepared earlier. What you did not know could not cause you harm. ‘Grate me some parmigiano, hmm?’ she said over her shoulder to Tess.


‘Muma?’


Flavia sighed. But her daughter deserved to know something, she supposed. ‘He used to read to me,’ she said. ‘Poetry.’


‘His own poetry?’ Tess’s eagerness as she turned to face her was a reproach. Once again, Flavia felt the weariness engulf her.


‘And other poets. He liked Byron and D.H. Lawrence.’ She smiled. Edward Westerman had told her about these writers and the young Flavia had listened with wonder. Edward clearly approved of Byron’s lifestyle. Ah yes, he had introduced Flavia to a world that was a million miles away from her life in Sicily. She paused, about to throw some sweet-scented basil into the pan, hearing again Edward Westerman’s melodic voice, quite low, intoning the words, half of which she hadn’t been able to understand. But the music of the words – that, she had understood.


‘He sounds interesting.’ Tess had retrieved the cheese from Flavia’s larder – fridges were too cold for certain foods, something some English people never seemed to understand – and was grating it into a small white dish. ‘Enough?’


‘Enough.’


Tess wrapped the Parmesan up again in its waxy paper and Flavia took the dish from her. She noted the dreamy look on her daughter’s face. ‘Well?’


Tess sat down and cradled the mug of tea in her hands. ‘I can just see you as a girl, that’s all.’ She didn’t add – for the first time. But she put out a hand and Flavia felt her daughter’s soft touch on her arm. ‘It’s nice.’


Yes, yes. She knew and Lenny was always telling her: It’s unfair not to talk to her about what happened. It’s your story, she’s your daughter. It’s all long past. Can’t you tell the story and let it go? But Flavia wasn’t sure that she ever could tell the story. And how could she let it go?


Things became more complicated as you grew old. What was black and white acquired many shades of grey. She took a deep breath. ‘Edward helped me come to England,’ she said. ‘That may be why he has left you the house.’


Tess frowned at the contradiction. ‘To encourage me to leave England?’


Something inside Flavia dipped in panic as she took in the possibility. ‘You wouldn’t, would you?’ She stared at her daughter.


‘No … oo.’ But Tess was looking out of the window into their small garden, complete with patio furniture and lawn, shrubs and annual planting that were all, Flavia had discovered a long time ago, prerequisites of an English garden. She didn’t mind – it was Lenny’s department; even now he was out there pottering around. The window was ajar and the breeze was fluttering the yellow curtain like a bird’s wing.


Flavia recognised her daughter’s look and she did not like it. She was far away – imagining being somewhere else. Why? Was she so unhappy here?


‘But … ’


‘But …?’ The aubergines had caramelised and were seconds away from being overcooked. On autopilot, Flavia whipped round, lifted them from the oil. No, they were fine. She tipped them on to kitchen paper to drain and tasted the bubbling tomato sauce. Flavia made all her sauces with fresh tomatoes; until she retired she had mostly grown her own – in two huge greenhouses rented from a nearby farmer. The quality of the tomatoes depended on the soil and the climate. At least here they were by the sea; the salt in the soil brought out the sweetness. And Flavia only used her tomatoes when they were as ripe as the setting sun. Ah. Her mother had taught her that good cuisine depended on two things – simplicity and using the best, freshest ingredients. She had never lost sight of that. Still … ‘But?’ she said again.


‘But I’d like to see the place,’ Tess said. ‘Obviously. Especially now that I own it.’ She turned to face Flavia. ‘And I’d like to see where you grew up, Muma.’


Furiously, Flavia stirred the sauce. The heat of it seemed to be on her face, in her blood. When she had been pregnant with Tess she had spent the morning before she went into labour making a huge pot of bolognese sauce. ‘Nesting instinct,’ the midwife had said, when she told her. Flavia didn’t know about that, but she thought that even when she died there would no doubt be a lump of dough wrapped on the side and waiting for rolling, some ripe tomatoes and basil halfway towards a pan …


‘I see.’ She tried not to sound clipped and brittle. As if her heart wasn’t twisting inside. Why shouldn’t Tess visit the villa? What was Flavia so afraid of? That Sicily would stretch out a gigantic claw and drag her daughter into its cruel ebony centre? She was a foolish old woman, she decided.


‘Anyway, I have to go,’ Tess said. She seemed unaware of the effect her words were having.


‘Why?’ Flavia’s heart was thumping inside her chest. Her knees almost buckled and she held on to the side of the stove. Just for a second. She would be all right in a second. ‘Why do you have to go?’


‘It’s a condition of the bequest. I have to visit it, before I decide what to do with it.’


Before she decided what to do with it? The panic bloomed. Still Flavia continued to stir. The sauce was a good colour. All her life cooking had helped her, food had seen her through. The tomatoes had thickened, grown more pungent, the sweet aroma of tomato and chilli rising from the pan. ‘I see,’ she said softly. And she was beginning to.


‘I’ve looked the area up on Google Earth,’ Tess said matter-of-factly, as if she were talking about a day trip to Weymouth. ‘It’s beautiful. You never said how beautiful it was.’


Flavia grunted. She had never said exactly where it was either, had she? She dragged her baking dish out of the cupboard. She realised that somehow, sooner or later, she might have to say a whole lot more.


‘Isn’t it, Muma?’ Tess’s voice was pleading.


‘Yes, it is beautiful.’ She began with a layer of sauce, then Parmesan, then aubergines. Sauce, Parmesan, aubergines … Don’t go there … Don’t go there … Don’t go there.


‘I’ll keep an eye on Ginny,’ Flavia heard herself say. ‘If you want to visit Villa Sirena,’ she paused, ‘before you put it up for sale.’ Sauce, Parmesan …


‘Thanks, Muma.’ Tess’s voice was lighter now.


Because if your daughter is here, you will come back. Flavia didn’t say it out loud though. She opened the oven door and slid the melanzane alla parmigiana inside.


After supper, and after Tess and Ginny had gone home, Flavia snuggled up in bed under their rose-pink quilt next to Lenny. During the evening they had all talked of other things, but half of Flavia’s mind had remained settled on the past.


Now, she recounted her earlier conversation with Tess to her husband.


‘Bugger me,’ he said with characteristic candour. ‘She’s just been left a house in Sicily and she never said a word until now?’


‘She hasn’t told Ginny yet, that’s why.’ Lenny’s body was warm and comforting. It always had been. Flavia wondered what would have become of her if she hadn’t met Lenny. He had always loved her, despite everything.


‘Why hasn’t she told her?’


‘I don’t know.’ Perhaps Tess had inherited her mother’s secretive streak. Flavia shivered and felt Lenny’s embrace tighten. At seventy-nine he was still a fit and healthy man – thank God. ‘Perhaps she is waiting for the right time,’ she said.


‘Like you?’ It was the softest of murmurs, but Flavia recognised the words almost before they were out of his mouth.


‘I have had my reasons,’ she said.


‘And now?’


Flavia nestled closer into his shoulder. He was so comfortable; there was a place that felt snug and just right. And Lenny knew her so well. He had recognised instinctively that something had changed.


‘She is going there,’ she said. ‘I cannot stop her.’


Lenny was stroking her hair. It was snow-white now of course, not almost black as it had once been. ‘It doesn’t hold the same darkness for her as it does for you, poppet,’ he said. ‘It’s your past not Tessie’s. She just wants to see the place where you grew up. That’s normal enough.’


Flavia sighed. Put simply, that much was true. But something else was true. A place could hold you, it could change you, it could exert an influence on you. And the secrets of Sicily went back a long way. Ah, well … She was old. What did she know?


‘What are you so frightened of?’ Lenny persevered. ‘What on earth do you think could happen to her, my love?’


‘I don’t know.’ Flavia forced a laugh, though it sounded a touch hysterical.


‘Are you frightened for her?’ Lenny’s touch on her hair was soothing. She felt herself relax, felt her mind drift. ‘Or for yourself?’


And just before she slipped into sleep she realised the truth of his words. For herself … If she was going to do anything, she would have to do it soon. She was eighty-two years old. How long did she have left? She had to face it. Tess was going to Sicily. It was time.





CHAPTER 4



Ginny had fallen in lust with her hairdresser. She’d even been sneaking in to have her fringe done for free between scheduled haircuts. She watched him in the mirror, as he lifted a strand of her dark hair and frowned.


‘What?’ she asked. He didn’t pluck his eyebrows, did he? She wouldn’t be surprised. They were perfect crescent moons.


‘Have you been deep conditioning, like I said?’ He rolled his eyes as he rubbed the lock of hair between his thumb and forefinger and she giggled.


He had wicked eyes. Wicked as in evil, that was. Almost navy. And almost-black hair. His fingernails, now strumming through her long crowning glory, were painted metallic green. It was such an awful waste that he was gay. All the best-looking boys were gay – it was a known fact. She and her best friend Becca were into the same style. They liked boys with dark hair and long fringes who wore vampy eyeliner, slightly smudged. And they liked boys who were tall.


Ginny was six foot in her trainers, Becca six foot two. This was no laughing matter. Until recently, Ginny had hunched her shoulders and worn flat pumps. But since she’d discovered Becca at college, high-heeled shoes were the way to go – the spikier the better. Together, the two of them were a superior race. Warriors. Amazons.


‘Sounds cool,’ said Ginny. Ben was telling her about the night out he’d had at Barney’s on Friday. She felt a honey shiver every time he touched her hair.


At times like these, Ginny could almost forget about the Ball. Almost, but not quite. It was rolled up very tightly and was lodged below her throat and above her breastbone. Like matting. She wasn’t sure how long it had been there – maybe a year. Sometimes it seemed to shrink a little until it resembled indigestion and she almost thought a couple of Rennies might sort it. But other times it grew, rolling around inside her as if gathering moss or momentum, until she could hardly talk and barely breathe. That’s when it got scary.


She hadn’t told her mother about the Ball. She didn’t want to be dragged to the doctor to talk about periods or sex or something equally embarrassing. Her mother would assume she had bulimia or was on drugs (two of her pet subjects) or was just crazy. Ginny would be examined, maybe put on happy pills. No, she didn’t dare tell. If she closed her mind to it, really hard, it might roll away.


‘D’you ever go there?’ Ben asked. ‘To Barney’s?’


‘Nah. It’s a bit chavvy.’ Becca was still only seventeen and her fake ID wouldn’t get her into a place that was managed by a friend of her dad’s. And it was full of chavs. Boys in hoodies and overweight tattooed girls in microtops, white flesh bulging. No class. No style. Very, very sad.


‘Yeah.’ Ben continued to chip and snip. ‘That’s true.’


It was a nice motion, Ginny thought to herself. Sweet.


She’d like to bump into Ben when she was out somewhere. In fact she fantasised about it regularly. In the fantasy she wore her black close-fitting minidress with the wide zip at the front that went from cleavage to hem and was perfect with her red stilettos. This was the dress that her mother described as ‘fun’, her expression dubious as she no doubt angsted about the number of men who might try and unzip her daughter that night. In the fantasy, Ben was amazed at her transformation from gawky college kid to red-hot girl about town. You are so fit, he murmured, as he bent closer. So hot … Oh yeah, and he wasn’t gay.


Yesss … But Ginny couldn’t go out very often right now, because she was supposed to be revising for her exams and Mum was being sooo boring about it.


She shifted minutely in the seat. Her legs were bare this afternoon (they were her best feature so she and Becca had decided on the high-cut denim shorts) and she didn’t want to stick to the black leather chair. She’d spent an hour shaving her legs until her skin felt raw, so she was pretty confident there were no visible prickles. Her underarms felt suspiciously damp though – she must remember not to lift her hands above her waist, just in case.


‘So … Where else d’you go?’ she asked. Even though he was a lost cause.


‘Parties, I guess,’ he said. ‘Last week I broke up with my girlfriend. My mate Harley threw a rave to celebrate.’


‘Pardon me?’ Surely she was hearing things? Girlfriend …? Ginny gripped on to the arms of her chair.


He repeated what he’d said.


‘Cool.’ Inside, Ginny was squealing. He’d had a girlfriend. He – at least for the moment – wasn’t gay. Unless he was in denial? This was amazing news. She couldn’t wait to tell Becca. ‘High five,’ she muttered.


‘Sorry?’ He was absorbed in the bit next to her right ear. She hoped she didn’t have any visible ear wax.


‘Nothing.’ She tried not to stare at him, but when you were having your hair cut you had to look at something, and there wasn’t a lot of choice. Mirror. Hair products. Her own face. Ben. No contest. ‘Sorry about your girlfriend,’ she added.


‘I’m not.’ He grinned at her.


Ginny pulled in her stomach. The Ball was still lurking. But at least she was thin. And according to her mother, she had inherited Nonna’s ‘black Sicilian eyes’. Which had to be sexy, didn’t it? People were always telling her she should be a model and they were probably right. She should leave college (though Mum would kill her) move to London and sign up with some agency. How hard could it be?


But she wouldn’t. Ginny tried to swallow and felt the usual lump in her throat. She wouldn’t do it, cos she couldn’t do that sort of thing, she just couldn’t. And she’d have to go to uni, because, well … they all expected her to.


Snip, chip … Snip, chip … Ben was appraising her in the mirror. Ginny felt hot. What was wrong with her? She couldn’t even talk to him now that he wasn’t gay. His fingers were brushing against her neck and goosebumps were travelling the full length of her body. Which was, anyone would have to admit, a long way. So was she hot or cold, or what? Jumping jackals – it must be what.


What was it like, she wondered for the zillionth time. What was it like to do it? To really do it with a boy? Most of her friends had got to at least second or third base; Becca all the way. But then – as Mum had pointed out – Becca was a bit upfront. Ginny didn’t really want to imagine Becca … But there again, sometimes when you looked at her you couldn’t help but imagine, which was probably what her mother meant. Becca wasn’t thin, but on the plus side she had what Ginny wanted more than almost anything, more even than Ben’s hands on her neck (though not more than the Ball to disappear). Boobs.


Ginny had a private theory that third base was more intimate than fourth, but she didn’t want to voice this in case there was something else she didn’t know about. After all, until you’d done both … Was she the only girl of her age in Pridehaven who hadn’t done it? Sometimes she reckoned this was very possible. And it was her own fault. It was just that all the boys … Well, she didn’t fancy any of them. But she did want to be over this. She wanted, she supposed, to know it all.


‘Maybe,’ Ben said, as if he could read her mind, ‘you and I should go out for drinks sometime.’


Was he asking her out on a date? This gorgeous boy with hot lips who could make shimmering turquoise eyeliner look macho? Ginny tried to stay calm. But suddenly it felt like all the best things in the world – those jeans in Topshop that she couldn’t afford, chocolate biscuits from M&S, Kentucky Fried Chicken in a bun and cookie-dough ice cream (OK, mostly items of food, she realised that, but hey, that was her problem and she’d deal with it) had all happened in one fabulous wave at Hide Beach in full sunshine when she had no spots on her face, was wearing her zebra-print bikini and the Ball had disappeared behind a far-off goal line …


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Maybe we should.’


He finished the jagged bit of her fringe. ‘Cool. Let’s exchange numbers.’


‘OK.’ Ginny watched as he fluffed it out with his fingers. ‘I’m having a party soon,’ she added. Her mother had only told her last night that she was going away. But how long did it take to plan a party? In this case about twenty seconds.


‘Will you be OK, Ginny?’ her mother had asked. ‘It’s only for a week. You’ll have Nonna and Pops down the road. And Lisa next door. You could stay at Nonna’s if you don’t want to be on your own.’


Hovering unicorns. How old did she think Ginny was? Ten? She loved having the house to herself, though it didn’t happen often. Her problem would be that Nonna and Pops were down the road (although they were lovely and Nonna was a great cook) and that Lisa was next door.


‘Who’re you going on holiday with?’ she asked her mother innocently.


As intended, this brought on the guilt. ‘Oh, Ginny, I’d love to take you with me. Only you’re in the middle of revising for your exams and … ’


‘It’s OK.’ Ginny shrugged. ‘But I might have a few of the girls round one night. That’s all right, isn’t it? We’ll probably have pizza and watch a movie.’ If her mother knew she was having a gathering, then if it got out of hand, or when it got out of hand, or if/when any of her minders noticed that it had got out of hand, then everything would be far easier to explain. She firmly subdued the twinge of remorse that popped up whenever she deceived her mother. Ginny loved her, of course she did. And she knew how much her mother had done for her, what she had sacrificed, all that stuff. But she also wanted to punish her sometimes. Just for … Well, for nothing really. That was just the way things were.


‘Of course it is.’ Her mother looked vague. ‘Who …? ’


‘And who did you say you’re going with?’ Ginny cut in.


‘Oh, I’m not sure.’ Her mother looked evasive, which meant she was planning to go with Robin. ‘Maybe on my own.’ Which also meant she was planning to go with Robin. What a loser.


For some reason which Ginny couldn’t quite fathom, her mother didn’t realise that Ginny knew about Robin. She’d been introduced to him, yes, when Lisa and her husband Mitch were also round, in that careful way her mother had, as if Ginny might say, Who the fuck are you? instead of, Hello, thus ruining her mother’s credibility for ever. Tempting though it was, Ginny had been polite and answered all his predictable questions about college and going to uni without so much as a Jesus Christ. She could almost hear her mother’s relief at his ‘What a sweet girl.’ Wanker.


What her mother wasn’t aware of was that Ginny knew when Robin had been round in the afternoon. She knew when they’d gone to bed (Mum’s bedroom curtains drawn, two wine glasses in the room), and when they’d done it on the sofa (cushions plumped, coffee table at a different angle), though Ginny didn’t dwell on that one.


She’d also worked out that he was married, since they didn’t hang out together at normal times and since her mother mostly looked unhappy or had pink spots on her cheeks, which meant she was about to meet him or had just received an illicit phone call. Ginny didn’t like Robin, who was too smooth, too conventional and too married, and she didn’t like what he was doing to her mum. But she figured that when her mother wanted her advice, she’d ask for it.


‘A party? Cool.’ Ben twirled the scissors. ‘I trust you’ll be inviting your favourite stylist?’


‘Consider it done,’ said Ginny. Bring it on. She could hardly wait. This could, she realised, be IT. Banish the Ball. Her First Sexual Experience. Way to Go …


Ben turned on the hairdryer and began to blow dry. ‘Hot enough for you?’ He raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow.


He wasn’t joking. ‘Abso-bloody-lutely,’ said Ginny.





CHAPTER 5



Tess knocked briefly and went straight into Lisa’s kitchen.


‘Come round for coffee,’ Lisa had suggested to her on the phone ten minutes ago when Tess started on her news. ‘It’ll be easier to talk. And I’m cooking supper.’


Lisa, queen of multi-tasking, was wearing a green wrap-around pinny decorated with red elephants, over black jeans and a T-shirt. She was dark, petite and apparently unflappable. Tonight, she was stirring the contents of a massive tureen of chilli with one hand, directing the proceedings of various children – aged between seven and eleven – with the other. Tess watched and remembered her own experience with Ginny. No husband; an only child. Very different in so many ways.


‘Tess.’ Lisa offered a cheek for a kiss. ‘Come and sit down.’


Lisa’s kitchen, with its spicy fragrance of chilli, its reassuring lived-in-ness and the warm glow from its ochre-painted walls, was a haven. When they had moved in next door to Tess’s own slightly run down, end of terrace Victorian townhouse and she’d first been drawn into Lisa and Mitch’s welcoming circle, Tess had hoped she could absorb and emulate this atmosphere that Lisa seemed to conjure up so effortlessly. An atmosphere of togetherness with Mitch and their children, of family and of home. She couldn’t, of course. How could she when she didn’t have a Mitch? Should she feel guilty about it? That she could give her daughter only so much; that she couldn’t provide a father? But maybe what she had with Ginny – that special one-to-one relationship – was only possible because it was just the two of them against the world.


‘I’ll be with you in a tick,’ Lisa told her. ‘Just got to—’ She addressed her offspring. ‘Get your books off the table now, you lot, if you want supper tonight.’


Tess moved aside as three pairs of hands grabbed exercise books, pencil cases and what have you, chattering all the while. Have you got my black felt-tip pen? Where’s my ruler? That’s my rubber, Android. Don’t call him Android (that was Lisa). She shot Tess an apologetic smile. They were like a volcano in full flow. Volcano … Tess leant back in her chair. She and Robin could visit Etna. And Palermo. Old temples, cathedrals, deserted sandy bays … She felt a brief lurch of self-reproach. Could she just swan off for a week and leave her daughter here alone? Should she …?


Ginny’s father – a free-thinking, guitar-strumming, surfer dude with long limbs and eyes as blue as the swimming pool where he worked as a lifeguard, had stuck around for the first six months of Tess’s pregnancy, before departing to Australia. He had asked Tess to go with him – he couldn’t stand another English winter, he said. But for Tess, the timing was crucial. She was only twelve weeks away from bringing a child into the world. Given the choice of deserting his lover or facing that English winter, David had chosen desertion. It hadn’t boded well for the future.


And now her daughter was growing up rather quickly and rather scarily. Because there were, weren’t there, so many difficult decisions ahead, so many ways to go wrong. And Ginny was also growing, she supposed, away from her. She watched Lisa’s children as they clustered around their mother. Don’t grow too far …


‘I’m busy, Freddie,’ Lisa was saying to her oldest. ‘Go and do your homework in the other room or watch a DVD before dinner and we’ll do it later.’


‘You always say that,’ Freddie grumbled, but he grinned at Tess, claimed an orange from the fruit bowl on the table and departed cheerfully enough.


‘And make sure it’s something suitable for the others,’ Lisa added, shooing her two girls away with him. ‘I want to talk to Tess.’


Tess grinned. She was so hyped up she could burst. She was a woman of property. In Sicily. And she was going there – with Robin.


Lisa put a glass down in front of her.


‘Thanks.’ Coffee had metamorphosed into red wine, but Tess wasn’t complaining.


‘I’ve moved on.’ Lisa topped up her own glass and chucked another generous measure into the pot of chilli. ‘Cheers.’ She lifted the bottle. ‘And congratulations.’


‘Thanks.’ Though what had she done? Just belonged to the right family, she supposed.


‘Tell me everything,’ Lisa commanded.


So she did. She had Googled the area of Cetaria and discovered that it was perfect for diving. It was close to a national park now designated a conservation area and blessed with beaches of rock, white sand and clear, aquamarine water. Volcanic eruption and earthquakes over the years had produced caves with stalactites and freshwater springs, and the marine life was apparently spectacular. Tess couldn’t believe her luck. She had always loved the sea. Her parents had bought her first pair of goggles when she was only seven years old. She’d spend hours dipping her head under the waves squinting to make out the contours of the seabed. Underwater, all colours seemed more vivid, more real; fronds of plants and weed danced to the tune of the current; tiny fish slivered across her vision like streaks of oil. Tess was mesmerised by this Other World. Light, fluid and mysterious.


As she grew up, she’d gone snorkelling on holidays abroad, wanting to go deeper, to see more. Then last year she’d spotted a PADI open-water course advertised in the surf shop in Pridehaven. It had been a year to the day since she’d started seeing Robin. To celebrate, they’d planned a romantic dinner at a restaurant a safe fifteen miles out of town. (‘I know it’s hard, sweetie, but do we really want to cause Helen unnecessary pain?’) And he had let her down – cancelled, with only an hour’s notice. It hadn’t been the first time and it wouldn’t be the last. ‘I’ll make it up to you, Tess,’ he’d said. But she had thought then. I have to do something for me.


She’d scribbled down the number of the diving course. You never know …


The PADI course turned out to be just what she needed. It began by making them familiar with the equipment – the wetsuit, mask, tank and weight belt – then taught the safety procedures: how to surface, how to use sign language underwater and eventually how to transfer these skills to the real-life environment of the sea. Tess was hooked. She had taken more courses, eventually qualifying as an advanced diver.


‘What will you do with it, though, sweetie?’ Robin had asked her, as if everything in life had to have a practical purpose.


‘Enjoy it,’ she said. ‘Go on diving holidays alone. Live my life.’


He’d shut up then – well, what could he say? He wasn’t offering her everything she needed. She had to look elsewhere, and why not? Why should you be dependent on one man for your happiness, your raison d’être? She’d learned that lesson when David left for Australia. No one would do that to her again.


But this wasn’t a diving holiday. This was a journey for Tess – to see where her mother had grown up, maybe even to find out why she had left and never gone back. Sicily. The Secret Place. To see the house that had somehow miraculously dropped in her lap at what seemed now to be a perfect moment. What would it be like? And what would she do with it?


But leaving Ginny wasn’t her only reservation. There was Muma too, who minded terribly, she knew. What little her mother had said about growing up in Sicily over the years had dropped from her lips in unexplained fragments, tantalising morsels that were pure temptation for Tess – just like the food in her mother’s kitchen. Why hadn’t Muma ever wanted to visit the place and people of her childhood? Tess had just about given up trying to find out. Her mother was too stubborn for words.


‘And Robin says he’ll go with you?’ Lisa put in.


‘We’ve booked the flights.’ Tess was so relieved she could say this.


‘Good,’ said Lisa, sounding worried.


‘You don’t approve?’ Lisa had met Robin for drinks at Tess’s on a few occasions and she had pronounced him charming. To her friend’s credit, she didn’t judge Tess – at least nowhere near as harshly as Tess judged herself. Tess had never seen herself as the sort of woman to have an affair with another woman’s husband. Most of the time she managed not to think about the ghostly Helen, or when she did, she remembered the things Robin said when he complained about her. He only stayed with her for the sake of the children, of course.


‘It’s not that.’ Lisa took a slug of her wine.


‘What then?’


Lisa threw her a glance over her shoulder and wiped her hands distractedly on the elephant apron. ‘I just want you to get what you deserve,’ she said. ‘A good relationship – with a special man.’


‘And Robin isn’t special enough?’ Tess said defensively, although part of her knew what Lisa meant.


‘A man who’s available,’ Lisa said. ‘One who can give you the whole works.’


Tess raised an eyebrow. She knew what was coming. And she always tried not to mind.


‘Love, security, commitment. You know.’


‘Yes, I know.’ The things that Tess tried to pretend – especially when she woke up at four in the morning, alone – that she didn’t long for.


‘But … ’ Lisa was kind and already trying to backtrack. ‘At least this time—’


‘I can’t wait to go away with him,’ Tess said in a rush. ‘And to Sicily … It means so much to me, Lisa.’


‘I know, love.’ Lisa came over, put an arm around Tess’s shoulders. ‘Only …’ She sighed.


‘What?’ Lisa was her best friend. But sometimes she didn’t want to hear the truth. Sometimes she wished Lisa could … well, just lie a little.


‘Only why such an about-turn when he’s said he can’t go away with you before? What’s changed?’


Her voice was mild enough, but when Tess looked up, she was surprised to notice her deep frown. Even Lisa then, couldn’t understand. It wasn’t that Robin was treating her badly, it really wasn’t. It was that basically he was a nice man and he couldn’t bear to hurt them – his children, his wife of twenty years. Who could blame him for that? It wasn’t as if he’d intended to fall in love with Tess.


She was about to say some of this, when the back door opened and Mitch came in looking crumpled and weary. ‘What’s this?’ He threw his briefcase on to the nearest chair and loosened his tie. ‘Two beautiful women here to greet me?’ He kissed them both. ‘I hope you’re staying to dinner,’ he said to Tess.


As if in reply, her mobile bleeped. ‘Ginny probably,’ she said, pulling it out of her bag. ‘And I’d love to – I’ve seen what went into the chilli. But I can’t. I’ve got a casserole in the slow cooker at home.’


But it was a message from Robin, not Ginny. Sweetie. Can we meet for a quick drink? Your place or the Black Rabbit?


Tess felt the shiver of anticipation. She really should get back home. But … Supper was already prepared and cooking. There was plenty of time. Would a quick drink at the Black Rabbit (ten minutes out of town, the kind of place none of her friends, or more to the point Helen and Robin’s friends would go) do any harm?


‘Robin?’ Lisa must have caught her expression.


Tess nodded. Swiftly, she texted back OK, C U at the B R in 15 minutes.


Lisa was still watching her as Tess tossed the phone back in her bag, pretending a casualness that she didn’t feel. ‘Take care, love,’ she said.





CHAPTER 6



Back at home, Tess followed the direction of Vampire Weekend to where the music was loudest – Jack’s room, so called because an orange-and-yellow striped giraffe five feet tall and made of raffia, named Jack, was in residence there. Ginny was stretched out full length on the sofa, revising. Or something.


‘I’m just popping out again,’ Tess shouted. ‘Be back in an hour, max.’


Ginny nodded in time to the music. ‘Go for it, babycakes.’
 

Tess nodded. She would.


In the car, driving towards the riverside pub, she found herself wondering what Lisa had meant when she said … What’s changed? Nothing had – had it? Unless Robin had finally realised that he had to give something more to their relationship in order to keep it alive.


It was just after seven when she drove into the car park and did a rapid inspection of the cars there, just in case. No one she knew – and no Robin. The life of the mistress – you always have to drive yourself and you do a lot of waiting. She sighed. There was an upside – though it was easy to forget this sometimes. Life with Robin was exciting. Sex was exciting. She still had her freedom; she could be as selfish as she wanted to be – most of the time. She didn’t have to cook or clean for him. When he saw her it was because he truly wanted to see her. He was generous, he was kind and he made her laugh. So …? She checked the mirror and saw the brightness in her eyes, felt the lurch of anticipation in the pit of her stomach. Why did she long for it to change?


‘She’s arranged a weekend at her parents’,’ Robin said. ‘I started to tell her – about going away … ’


He had arrived five minutes after Tess, looking rushed and unhappy. Kissed her, then got straight to the point. Before he spoke, she knew already.


‘And?’ Tess felt cold inside. Couldn’t a weekend with Helen’s parents be put off till another time? She wished she’d ordered a large glass. She was driving, but right now she didn’t care. What story had he planned to tell Helen, she wondered. A business trip? A jolly with a few well-chosen lads who wouldn’t give away his secret?


‘She thought it would be a nice surprise.’ He ran his hands through his hair. He was looking more ruffled than she’d ever seen him.


‘So?’ He was about to cancel Sicily for a weekend at Helen’s parents? It didn’t make sense.


‘She’s booked a meal out. Theatre tickets. All arranged.’ He spread his hands and frowned deeply. ‘It’ll mess everything up if I’m not there.’


And Sicily wouldn’t be messed up if he wasn’t there? Tess took a breath, realised she was gripping her wineglass so tightly she was in danger of snapping the slender stem. She put it down. ‘I’ve booked our flights.’ God, she sounded calm.


‘I know.’ For the first time he lowered his gaze. ‘But I can’t get out of this, Tess. It’s not only Helen – it’s her parents too.’


‘Why can’t you go some other weekend?’ Tess took another gulp of wine. Wondered if some women were born to be mistresses and some to be wives. ‘Restaurant and theatre bookings can be cancelled. It’s hardly the end of the world.’ To her own ears she sounded cool. She had begun to separate herself from him, she realised. Already. She was creating distance to decrease hurt, because that was how it worked. And she wouldn’t plead. She had told herself from the start that she would not be a demanding, whining mistress, always wanting more (though she did). She would be sexy and fun and take what he was willing to give (which was no longer enough). ‘Why should it matter when you go?’


He wouldn’t look at her. ‘You don’t know Helen’s parents.’


Tess shrugged. ‘What? Do they have some sort of power over you or something?’


She’d said it flippantly, bitterly even, but immediately realised she’d hit a raw nerve. He sighed, took a deep draught of his beer – only a half she’d noted, clearly it was indeed a quick drink on his agenda.


‘It’s not just Helen, I mean that’s part of it. But it’s the money too,’ he said.


‘Money?’ Tess felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. They at least knew that she was about to hear something she wouldn’t like. ‘What money?’


‘Well, you know they’re loaded, sweetie.’ This time he smoothed his hair down. He was so much the clean-shaven, neat-suited businessman … Usually it made her laugh – they were such opposites. But today it just made her sad. Because it was true. They were such opposites. How had she hoped to make them fit?


‘No.’ Why would she? And what did his in-laws’ financial status have to do with anything? Tess didn’t like the way this was going.


‘Well they are. Very much so.’


Was she missing something here? Tess fought the urge to scream – loudly. ‘But … ’ She was confused. ‘Surely you and Helen are financially independent?’ He had a job, didn’t he? He had a large house (she’d driven past it several times, couldn’t resist seeing where he spent so much of his time without her), a nice car. He wasn’t an avaricious man – was he? He wasn’t money-grabbing. Well, was he?


He laughed without humour. ‘Who is financially independent these days?’


Tess stared at him. She realised that in their time together they had rarely talked of money because there was no need. They had no bonding bedrock of joint finances and practical concerns. If they went out to dinner he always insisted on paying. She cooked for him and gave him drinks at home. Other than that, was else was there? Presents given from one lover to another …? Money had never been an issue. Why would it be? The disappointment was eating into her now. Robin wasn’t coming to Sicily. He had let her down again. He would never be around for her when she needed him. Or even when she didn’t need him, but simply wanted him.


‘You have a mortgage, don’t you, sweetie?’ he asked. He had never asked her that before.


‘A small one, yes.’ Her parents had helped her get on the property ladder when Ginny was born, and she still owed some on the house. It was a bit run-down and not in the best area of town, but it was comfortable, it had character and it was hers. But for God’s sake – why were they talking about mortgages?


‘Well, I’m pretty tied in to Helen’s folks,’ he said. ‘She likes to live well. And there’s no way I could afford our lifestyle on my salary.’


‘I see.’ She was beginning to. This explained why Helen didn’t work. And other things besides. ‘So when they click their fingers, you have to jump.’


‘It’s not quite like that.’ He grabbed her hand. ‘But I do have to be careful.’


She looked down at his neat white cuffs, at his skin where the dark hair curled from under his shirt. She pulled her hand away. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. Though it wasn’t. ‘I understand.’


‘Tess … ’


‘I understand your priorities. You’ve made the whole thing perfectly clear.’


‘Tess.’ His voice was low and urgent. Usually she liked it that way, but not now. ‘Don’t you know I’d give anything to come with you? If it was possible—’


‘It is.’ Tess couldn’t believe how calm she felt. How detached. ‘Or at least it was.’ She stood up. ‘But you’ve made your decision.’ And she had too much pride to try to make him change his mind.


He stood up too. Took her arm. ‘When you come back … ’ he began.


Tess looked at him straight. ‘No,’ she said.


‘We’ll talk.’


Tess said nothing.


‘I’ll make it up to you, sweetie.’


Once again, she pulled away. ‘Goodbye, Robin.’ Walked out of the pub – not too fast, not too slow. She was worth more than that, wasn’t she? She got into the car. Started the engine. She wouldn’t cry. Damn him … Why should she cry? You cried when you lost something didn’t you? But he’d never been hers to lose, had he? And he sure as hell wasn’t now.





CHAPTER 7



Flavia dried her hands on the tea towel and walked slowly from her kitchen through the back door into the garden. It was just past midday and the sun was warm on her bare arms. It would be warmer though in Sicily, she thought, pausing by the herb patch where the mint was already running riot – as it did every year. Every year she meant to uproot it, cage it within the confines of a pot, but every year she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. Nature had destined it to be wild and free – who was she to demand otherwise?


She checked her watch. Tess would be on her way. The plane would be flying over France by now. What would her daughter be thinking as she looked out of the window to the cloud below? Was she excited – or wary of what might lie ahead?


From the pocket of her apron, Flavia drew a notebook and a pen. She untied the apron and slipped it off, folded it neatly and placed it on the wooden patio table. Lenny had gone out – he was meeting one of his old friends for lunch. So she had the house and garden to herself. She looked around her in satisfaction. Their garden was small – but colourful and well maintained; Lenny saw to that. It was strange that gardens were considered so vital in England, where it was so grey – though she had grown used to the climate over the years; weather being the least of her worries. Still … she settled herself into her chair. She missed the dense blue of a Sicilian sky. Missed the sweet summer heat, though she often used to curse it.


‘I’ll be thinking of you,’ Flavia had told Tess before she left. And of Sicily.


She sat down and opened the notebook. You have to tell the story in order to let it go. Well, she was going to give it a try. She would try to write what she couldn’t say. Tell the story about the girl called Flavia who seemed now so distant, so lost. It was time.


My Darling Tess, she wrote. Where to start? From the beginning, she supposed. From that day when it had happened, when it had all begun.


It was July. And hot, very hot. She remembered the heat of the sun on her back, burning into her neck as she stooped, sticking the thin white blouse to her skin. She remembered pushing back her thick hair with the back of her hand, the hand stained from the tomatoes …


July 1943


Flavia had woken this morning feeling that something had happened. When she got out of bed and peered out of the window, everything outside was pretending to be just the same. The rose of dawn was already darkening into something sensual and strong. But she knew, just knew. She had woken in the night – just once – and been aware, through the blackness, of sound; a crash not far away. And lights – searchlights maybe – that seemed to rip through the night sky.


Out in the field later that morning she squatted to pick the ripe tomatoes from the next plant in the row. Sweet Madonna, she thought. She had only just started picking and already her back was aching and her fingers were green. Another July, another harvest; tomatoes and olives, apples and plums. Pick, pick, pick, all day long, so Mama could pulverise and strain, sterilise and bottle and make her tomato sauce (‘the most important domestic task of the year, child’) her jam, her olive oil, her … Eugh! Flavia pushed back her hair which was heavy and thick and making her sweat even more. She wanted to scream …


Enough. She straightened. Over the land for as far as she could see, over the green and rust mountainous plains beaded with pines and cypress trees, olive groves, vineyards and the occasional limestone hut, hung a haze of heat. It had a colour – purple-grey – and it had a sound – hummm. She stood hand on hip and called it out loud, back to the landscape. ‘Hummm.’ The drone of the insects; a never-ending buzzing; enough to drive you mad.


There was not a cloud in the sky and all she could smell was the harsh, dry greenness of tomato. There was no sign that anything had changed last night.


‘Hey!’


Flavia flinched.


‘You are in the land of the daydream,’ her sister Maria threw across at her. ‘Again!’ She clicked her tongue in that superior older sister way she had perfected over the years and pointed at Flavia’s half-empty basket. ‘Come on. Hurry!’


‘Come on, hurry,’ Flavia muttered under her breath. Another harvest, another year of working and waiting. And what was she waiting for? Some young man from the village to lay claim to her?


She moved on to the next plant. Carelessly plucked the fruit from the bristly stems. Like an old man’s beard, she thought. Like old Luciano who looked after the goats up on the mountain slopes. The dry, sun-sticky tomato scent had sunk into her nostrils, her throat, her belly.


There weren’t more than two or three to choose from. Young men, that was. Not that she would be allowed to choose. And who would choose her, Mama demanded, ‘if you do not learn to curb your tongue, my daughter.’ She was too independent, too headstrong. ‘Save your fire,’ Mama said. For after you are married, she meant. For when – as the matriarch – you take control. Sweet Jesus … Unaware, her fingers gripped the fruit too tightly and she felt the skin burst, the pulp ooze into her fingers. She lifted her fingers to her mouth and sucked, threw the skin to the dusty ground.


‘Tch!’ Maria didn’t miss a trick.


Flavia pouted back at her, moved to the next plant with a careless flounce of her shoulders. She knew who her sister wanted. Leonardo Rossi. She knew because she understood the language of the eyes – perceptible only to a self-trained observer like Flavia – which passed between the two of them in church. Because where else was there? It was the only place you would see anyone. And even then the gaze must be downcast; you must be modest above all things. Pah!


She stretched. She was only seventeen; her back and shoulders were still young and supple, but she could see what made the old women so grey-faced, bent and worn. Picking tomatoes for one …


She allowed her gaze to rest on the dusky-pink Villa Sirena that stood high above the ancient walled square of the baglio and the bay; the villa owned by Edward Westerman, the eccentric English poet, who also owned the olive trees that they harvested, the tomato plants that her mother and father tended, even the stone cottage that they lived in, situated just behind the villa he’d had built nine years ago when he arrived in Sicily. Back then, Flavia was just a child. Back then, this war was far away, not dreamed of. Now, Palermo – the most conquered city in the world, some said – had been entered by Germans and Americans both. It had been ‘conquered’ and yet it welcomed its conquerors with open arms and wholesale prostitution, she had heard. Truth was, Flavia didn’t know what to think. She wasn’t even sure whose side they were on. Once again she pushed the hair from her brow, not caring about the stains on her hands. What did it matter? Who would see?


Flavia’s family looked after Villa Sirena, the land and Signor Westerman as well. It had been that way since 1935 when, only twenty-one years old himself, he had first turned up with an inheritance and employed her father to help him build the villa. Papa had been grateful for the work, he’d said that often enough, and Signor Westerman – though young – was a good employer. So much so, that Flavia’s mother had applied for the position of cook and housekeeper and obtained it too. Along with a full-time job as caretaker for Papa, who’d had nothing (‘nothing child … ’) before Signor Westerman came along. Papa, whose children ‘would have eaten dirt just like so many others in the village, who might have died on the streets like them, if not for the kindness of l’inglese, Signor Westerman. Madonna be praised.’ Flavia had heard her father’s words so often. ‘He has saved us. He would not let us starve.’


Indeed, Signor Westerman had always been kind to her, and sometimes, when she was supposed to be helping Mama, he had called her to him, told her stories about England and read her poetry. He read it out loud in a language unfamiliar to her, but she could hear the way the words danced and she could close her eyes and let herself dream.
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