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      January 1819 

       

      Pesaro, Italy 

       

      As Ma and I approached Pesaro for the first time I was still simmering with resentment and the atmosphere between us was as frosty as the January afternoon. For days now the coach had lurched along the rutted road up one side of the snow-dusted mountains, only to plunge perilously down the other while we clung, white-knuckled, to the travelling straps. Despite the trials of the journey we’d barely exchanged a word since Arezzo.

      Ma huddled into the seat opposite me with a blanket wrapped around her diminutive form. I stared out of the window, mulling over our quarrel as the mountains gave way to undulating hills and farmland. Finally, we reached the sea at the town of Fano, where the other passengers alighted. Ma and I remained shrouded in uneasy silence as the coach continued along the coast road. How many times had the wind blown us into a strange town to make a new start? Perhaps this time, please this time, we’d stay for good. My mother and I had always drifted like thistledown on the breeze, landing for a few precious months in a village or town until a panicky squall of her perpetual unease whisked us away again.

      Despite my annoyance with Ma for insisting we move on yet again, my spirits lifted as I studied the coastline. A bracing wind buffeted the coach as we bowled along. I had never lived near the sea before and a prickle of unexpected excitement made me fidget. White horses danced along the tips of the waves rolling in from the sea and I itched to run down to the water’s edge and feel the salty spray on my face. Dragging down the window, I leaned out.

      ‘Emilia, it’s too cold!’ protested Ma.

      An icy gust of wind snatched my breath away and I laughed and clutched at my hat as my hair whipped across my cheeks.

      A warning shout, almost drowned by the pounding of the sea, made me glance at the road behind. Ears back and necks outstretched, two piebald ponies galloped towards us at breakneck speed. Behind the runaways was a high-perch phaeton, careering from side to side while its passengers shrieked in terror. Within seconds the ponies had bolted past and the little carriage crashed against our coach, scraping along one side with an ear-splitting screech. As the impact threw me backwards I caught a glimpse of the driver, his features set in a rictus of fear as he struggled to bring the ponies under control.

      Ma screamed as we veered off the road and, with a bone-shaking crash, thumped into a tree. I was thrown violently to the floor and pain exploded in my shoulder. Outside, there was a yell and a clatter. A horse whinnied in terror. Then there was silence except for the creak of leather as our swaying coach settled.

      I exhaled slowly.

      Ma, her round face bleached with shock, looked at me mutely with a question in her grey eyes.

      Rubbing my shoulder, I pulled myself to my feet and opened the door. My French and Italian were fluent since we’d spent my lifetime travelling but Ma still had a noticeable English accent. She always preferred me to communicate with others since she was frightened of drawing unwanted attention.

      Our coachman was already calming his horses as they tossed their manes in fright.

      I ran ahead to where the phaeton lay upside-down with its wheels still spinning. The piebald ponies lay tangled in the traces, pawing the grass, eyes rolling and flanks heaving.

      The driver, a little younger than myself, lay sprawled on the ground fingering a trail of blood that trickled from beneath his sandy hair.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I called.

      He nodded. ‘Idiot ponies!’ His eyes were pale blue and since his Italian was as heavily accented as Ma’s, I surmised he was English.

      I caught sight of what appeared to be a bundle of clothing tossed on the ground but then it moved. I hurried to investigate and discovered it was a little girl. Black ringlets lay across her face and I smoothed them away to reveal a lump the size of a pigeon’s egg on her forehead. Her eyelashes fluttered as I gathered her up in my arms.

      A faint cry came from behind the phaeton and then a foot encased in a scarlet boot waved in the air.

      I sat the little girl on the ground and ran to help.

      A stout middle-aged lady lay on her back, her skirts rucked up above her stockings to expose plump thighs. ‘Victorine! Willy!’ she called. She had a guttural accent, German perhaps.

      I helped her into a sitting position and pulled down her skirts to restore her modesty. She appeared to be unharmed, though her outrageously high-crowned hat, adorned with enormous ostrich plumes, had slipped sideways over her eyes. Disconcertingly, the black wig she wore under the hat had slipped, too.

      ‘Where is my son Willy?’ she asked. Her lips were painted a garish vermilion, her eyebrows blackened and cheeks heavily rouged.

      I brushed a clump of mud off her shoulder. ‘The driver? He has a cut to the head but is otherwise unhurt.’

      She looked wildly around. ‘And Victorine… Is she safe? Where is my little treasure?’

      ‘Don’t worry, I have her.’ I returned to the child and lifted her up.

      The woman held out plump, beringed hands. ‘Come to Mamma, my darling!’

      Surprised, I placed the whimpering child in her arms. No amount of white lead or rouge could make her look like the girl’s mother rather than her grandmother.

      Victorine howled, burying her head in the woman’s pillowy bosom.

      Our coachman ran his hands over the piebald ponies’ fetlocks and then released them from their traces. ‘You won’t be driving that rig home,’ he said to Willy. ‘The wheel is buckled.’

      The young man stuck out his bottom lip and kicked at the offending wheel. ‘Useless thing!’

      ‘Help me up!’ called the woman.

      I took the wailing child while Willy pulled his mother to her feet. She was short, even smaller than Ma, but rotund, with a bosom that formed a pronounced shelf under an embarrassment of chins.

      Handing the reins to Willy, the coachman rocked the phaeton and heaved it the right way up. It was a most extraordinary vehicle, shaped like a conch shell, heavily gilded and decorated with mother-of-pearl. The inside was padded with blue velvet and embellished with silver fringing.

      We stood watching in a shivering huddle, while Willy and the coachman dragged it back onto the road.

      Victorine clung to me, hot tears soaking my shoulder as I attempted to soothe her. ‘Would you all like to come in the coach with us to Pesaro?’ I said over the child’s noisy sobs. ‘I expect you’ll find a wheelwright there to repair the phaeton.’

      ‘Someone will have to pay for the damage to my rig, too,’ said the coachman, looking pointedly at Willy. ‘The front’s all stoved in and the paintwork’s ruined. I shouldn’t wonder if it’s off the road for days.’

      The woman waved her hand. ‘It shall all be taken care of. Take us to Villa Vittoria and you will be reimbursed for your trouble.’

      ‘I’ll tie your horses to mine and they can trot along beside us.’

      We trooped back to the coach and climbed inside. ‘I am Emilia Barton,’ I introduced myself, ‘and this is my mother, Sarah. We’re going to settle in Pesaro.’

      ‘Come to dinner tomorrow,’ said the woman, rocking the coach as she plumped her not inconsiderable weight down onto the seat beside Ma. ‘I wish to make amends for inconveniencing you.’

      Ma glanced at me in alarm but I refused to meet her gaze. I knew she wouldn’t want to go; she preferred us to keep ourselves to ourselves. ‘We’d like that,’ I said.

      ‘Villa Vittoria is at the foot of Monte San Bartolo above the town. Anyone will give you directions.’

      I’d have a battle with Ma but I was determined to grasp this opportunity of making acquaintances in the town that was to become our new home. Victorine curled up on my lap; her sobs had subsided into the occasional hiccough by the time the coach rolled away. Willy sat beside me staring sulkily at his feet.

      I looked out of the window, eager for my first glimpse of Pesaro. We passed a cluster of terracotta-tiled houses amongst vineyards and olive groves, and it wasn’t long before we drove through the gateway of the walled town, clattered across a colonnaded piazza with a granite fountain set in its centre and then passed along a narrow street before turning into the courtyard of an inn. I sat Victorine beside her mother and Ma and I descended from the coach.

      The woman leaned out of the window, her hat and wig still askew. ‘Don’t forget! Villa Vittoria tomorrow.’

      Victorine waved at us as the coach trundled back out of the courtyard.

      Ma glanced up at me, a muscle flickering at the corner of one eye, and a wave of pity washed over me for her constant state of anxiety. We had always been so very different, despite being travelling companions and so dependent upon each other.

      The aroma of fried onions drifted from the inn and the exhaustion, unhappiness and frustration I’d felt over the previous days suddenly melted away. We had arrived and this was to be our new beginning.

      I held out my hand to her. ‘Shall we go in, Ma?’ I said.

       

      The next day we braved the bitter north wind to walk up the steep hill to Villa Vittoria. Vineyards, olive groves and mature oaks lined the country road. Our host at the inn had told us to look out for the other elegant villas, the casini di delizia, which had been built by the wealthy on the Colle San Bartolo in the seventeenth century. In those days the Della Rovere family had held a flourishing court in Pesaro.

      Ma had put on her best dress of bronze wool, but her shoulders drooped and worry creased her brow. ‘We should be out finding work,’ she said, ‘not paying social calls.’

      As itinerant dressmakers we lived from hand to mouth and were permanently concerned about where we’d next find gainful employment.

      ‘We’d be in a better financial position if you hadn’t made us spend most of what we earned from the Conti bride’s wedding dress on the coach fare from Florence,’ I said. ‘Still, the lady we helped after the carriage accident may be persuaded to give us introductions.’

      ‘Perhaps. But…’ Ma caught my sleeve. ‘Don’t walk so fast, Emilia!’

      ‘But what?’

      Frowning, she said, ‘There was something odd about the lady in the phaeton, wasn’t there? Her rings indicated she has a wealthy husband and her velvet pelisse was of excellent quality. But then there was that peculiar hat and those scarlet boots… Not at all suitable for a lady of her age.’ Ma pursed her lips. ‘And she wears paint.’

      ‘Many women wear paint.’

      ‘But it’s sorely out of fashion now and women of consequence and breeding don’t wear it applied in such a haphazard way. I can’t think how her maid allowed her to go out looking like that.’

      Ma, always discreetly dressed, never resorted to even a dusting of rice flour on her nose. She frequently said it was important to impress on our clients that we had impeccable taste. Once upon a time, before I was born, she’d been personal maid to a lady of the aristocracy and had learned how to conduct herself in a genteel fashion. Occasionally, she spoke wistfully of the natural elegance of her kind mistress and the grand houses they’d lived in.

      Ma glanced up at the winter sky. ‘We must leave in good time. It would be very disagreeable to have to find our way down this hill after dark.’

      The wind was bitingly cold and I was relieved when we came to the avenue of cypress trees, which the innkeeper had informed us led to Villa Vittoria. We walked briskly through an orchard until we arrived at a substantial stone house whose new roof was embellished with a large cupola. The grounds were littered with piles of sand and stacks of timber, and workmen climbed the scaffolding heaving blocks of stone on their shoulders. A colonnaded gallery to one side of the building was in the process of being infilled, while a matching wing was being added to the other.

      A pair of soldiers stood either side of the front door, dressed in the gaudily striped uniform of the Papal Guard complete with helmets and halberds. Since Napoleon’s defeat, the Congress of Vienna had returned the Marche to Papal rule but I couldn’t imagine why soldiers were on watch at Villa Vittoria. Our steps faltered but, since we were not challenged, I lifted the iron doorknocker and let it fall.

      Two great dogs loped towards us, barking loud enough to wake the dead. Ma and I froze to the spot.

      A man hurried after them. ‘Titus! Bruna! Come here, you brutes!’

      ‘We’re here to visit your mistress,’ I said, once he had the dogs under control.

      A maid opened the door, took our pelisses and indicated we were to follow her. I heard the clatter of pans and of women’s voices raised in argument from behind one of the doors leading off the hall. In the air hung the mouth-watering scents of fried garlic and baking bread.

      A child’s high-pitched laughter rang out as the maid opened the door to the salone and announced us. ‘Ma’am, Signora and Signorina Barton.’

      Ma and I paused on the threshold. The woman we’d rescued from the phaeton was on her hands and knees on the floor, skirts tucked up, pretending to be a horse. Victorine sat on her back, shrieking with delight as her mount bucked and whinnied. A bruise stained the little girl’s forehead but otherwise she seemed none the worse for her tumble of yesterday.

      Ma glanced at me, clearly shocked by such unladylike behaviour.

      ‘Come in, come in!’ Victorine’s mother rolled over so that the little girl slid off her back and dropped onto the floor in a fit of giggles.

      We stepped into the salone, a generously proportioned room with a high, beamed ceiling and arched windows. It was richly decorated in the Turkish style. A log fire blazed in the great stone fireplace and portraits in gilt frames adorned the walls. Our hostess could clearly afford to live in comfort.

      ‘I hope you have recovered from the unfortunate accident, Signora?’ I said.

      She shrugged, her fat little legs encased in sagging silk stockings stretched out on the floor in front of her. ‘It was only a tumble, though Willy was very naughty to give us such a fright. I had to scold him severely.’ She held out her hands. ‘Pull me up! We’ve been playing horses for the last half-hour,’ she said, ‘and I’m quite done in.’

      ‘I’m not surprised,’ I answered, grasping her hands. Victorine giggled and came to add her efforts to mine as I heaved her mother to her feet.

      She sat down heavily on an overstuffed chair and waved us towards a sofa laden with tasselled pillows. There was a spider’s web in her hair and her skirt was smudged with dust. ‘Angelica, my dear, come and meet my saviours, Signora and Signorina Barton.’

      A small cough came from behind me and I saw a dark-haired lady sitting in the corner of the room.

      ‘This is the Countess Oldi, my lady-in-waiting,’ said our hostess.

      Ma glanced at me, her eyes wide.

      Countess Oldi, a handsome woman of about thirty, came forward as we made our curtseys. ‘Do you have family and friends in Pesaro?’ she asked.

      ‘None at all.’ We had no friends or family anywhere. Just for a moment I pictured my friend Giulia’s happy smile and anger with Ma for making us move on yet again rose up like bile.

      ‘Come to Mamma,’ our hostess said, pulling Victorine onto her lap. ‘I have been here only two years but the climate is good and the scenery delightful. In the summer I bathe in the sea… so good for the health.’ She leaned forward and said in a theatrical whisper, ‘And it is very cheap to live in Pesaro.’

      The room was overheated and, as my fingers began to thaw, I wondered how to broach the subject of introductions. I glanced at Ma, who sat with her eyes lowered and hands folded. Clearly, she wasn’t going to assist me so I took a deep breath, driven on by our urgent need. ‘My mother and I are both talented dressmakers,’ I said. This was no time for false modesty since we might never again find a wealthy lady so clearly under an obligation to us. ‘We’ve recently completed an extensive trousseau for Signorina Lucrezia Conti in Florence. She’s marrying the Duke of Mantova’s brother and only the most skilled work was acceptable. We have references and will be happy to show these to any interested parties. Perhaps some of your friends…’

      The Signora clapped her hands together and her face lit up like a child’s. ‘I was forced to dismiss my lady’s maid a while ago and my wardrobe is sadly out of order. I have a fancy for a new ballgown. Emerald, perhaps, in the Russian style with gold lacing. You might make it for me?’

      Ma, her expression a model of controlled restraint at the very thought of such a garment, said, ‘We’ll call on you at your convenience with our pattern books.’

      I let out my breath, relieved that I’d succeeded in my mission. I realised then I didn’t know our hostess’s name. Our unconventional reception had distracted me and it was awkward to ask her now.

      Victorine began to fidget, winding her fingers through her mother’s hair and pressing kisses on her cheeks to gain her full attention.

      Ma whispered to me, ‘You see, I knew she couldn’t have a lady’s maid to dress her properly.’

      ‘I’m hungry!’ said Victorine. ‘When is Papà coming home?’

      ‘Soon, my treasure. Why don’t you go to the kitchen and wheedle a piece of bread?’

      The little girl slid off the sofa and skipped from the room.

      The savoury aroma of roasting meat wafted in from the kitchen. I was hungry, too, and wondered when we might eat. I didn’t have long to wait.

      The front door slammed and there was the sound of hearty male laughter and footsteps clattering across the hall.

      ‘Ah, the Baron has returned from his hunting!’ Our nameless hostess smoothed the wiry curls bunched over her ears and turned expectantly to the door.

      It burst open and two men entered. The taller of the pair, aged about thirty-five with thick black hair and an extravagantly curled moustache, came to lift her hand to his full lips.

      The pungent scent of horseflesh rising from the men’s mud-splashed clothing made Ma’s nose wrinkle.

      Victorine ran back into the room and clasped the Baron around his knees. ‘I was waiting for you, Papà!’

      The Baron bent to kiss her. ‘And who have we here?’ He turned to look at Ma and me. At well over six feet tall, his splendid physique and confident presence seemed to fill the room.

      ‘This is Signora and Signorina Barton,’ said Countess Oldi. She turned to us. ‘My brothers, Baron Bartolomeo Pergami and Luigi Pergami.’

      ‘Ah, yes!’ said the Baron. ‘The two Good Samaritans. I believe we owe you our gratitude and apologies after Willy drove you off the road?’

      ‘Not at all,’ I mumbled, overawed to find him looming over us. I couldn’t help thinking that he was the most unlikely husband for the little dumpling of a woman we had helped. He must have been at least fifteen years younger.

      ‘Let’s eat!’ he said.

      We trooped into the dining room where we found Willy, an elderly woman dressed in black, and a soberly dressed young man with a mop of unruly dark curls all awaiting our arrival. No one introduced us and Willy ignored us.

      Menservants in gold waistcoats under embroidered black coats lined with scarlet silk pulled out our chairs. A variety of soups, pies, roasted game birds, fricassées and puddings were laid before us.

      Covertly, I eyed the young man who sat beside me. A little older than I, he had an aquiline nose that would have graced a Roman soldier. Although not conventionally handsome, it was the hint of suppressed laughter in his eyes and his wide smile that caught my attention.

      ‘I am Alessandro Fiorelli,’ he said, ‘Victorine’s tutor.’ His voice was warm and mellow.

      For two heartbeats I gazed into his amber eyes. ‘Emilia Barton,’ I said, heat suffusing my cheeks.

      The Baron and his brother began to relate the tale of their morning’s hunting, verbally sparring with each other, and their laughter reverberated around the room. The old woman silently watched them as she chewed her dinner. Willy drank a great deal of wine.

      ‘Signorina Barton, Victorine told me how you saved her,’ said Signor Fiorelli. ‘Where do you come from?’ he asked. ‘Your mother is English, I believe?’

      ‘Where do I come from?’ I said. ‘Everywhere. And nowhere.’ I couldn’t begin to remember, never mind name, all the places where we’d lived since we rarely stayed anywhere for more than a few months. ‘We’re both English,’ I said, ‘though I’ve never been to England.’

      He looked at me with a puzzled expression on his face but must have sensed I didn’t care to discuss the matter for he changed the subject.

      I drank sparingly of the thin red wine, anxious that I might say something foolish under its influence. I watched Signor Fiorelli’s well-shaped mouth as he spoke and admired his dark hair and smooth olive skin. It was so very different from my pallid English complexion and strawberry-blonde tresses.

      Time seemed to have no meaning while I was talking to Signor Fiorelli and when Ma attempted to catch my attention, I’m ashamed to say I ignored her.

      Once we’d finished our dinner I glanced out of the window at the darkening sky. ‘We must leave at once, before it’s too dark to see our way back,’ I said, alarmed.

      Ma bit her lip with anxiety.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Signor Fiorelli. He smiled at our hostess. ‘With your permission, Ma’am, I shall escort these ladies back to the inn.’

      A short while later we were outside in the cold. We walked quickly and when Ma stumbled in her haste to match our longer strides, Signor Fiorelli took her arm.

      ‘I hope we’re not taking you out of your way?’ I said.

      ‘Not at all. We pass my family house on the edge of the town.’

      ‘Since we are strangers,’ I said, ‘I wonder if you know of anyone here who has a cottage available to rent?’

      ‘I shall ask my mother,’ he said. ‘She always knows what is going on in the town.’

      Signor Fiorelli pointed out his home as we passed by, a sizeable house with a neat garden.

      Soon we arrived at the inn. ‘I shall call on you in a few days,’ he said, ‘if I have any news.’

      ‘There’s one other thing,’ I said. ‘I’m embarrassed to admit this but I don’t know the name of your employer. The maid didn’t introduce us and then it was too late to ask.’

      Signor Fiorelli laughed. ‘I expect the maid assumed you knew of the Princess.’

      ‘Princess?’ Ma said.

      ‘Indeed,’ said Signor Fiorelli. ‘Your hostess is Her Royal Highness, the Princess of Wales, daughter-in-law of your English King.’

      Ma clutched his wrist. ‘Not Princess Caroline of Brunswick?’

      ‘The very same!’

      ‘Well,’ said Ma, ‘that explains a very great deal!’
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      The following day we took our dinner in the restaurant in the Piazza del Popolo.

      ‘My hands are frozen,’ Ma complained as we settled ourselves at a table by the fire. I looked longingly at the next table where two men were enjoying roast veal. As usual, Ma and I ordered ribollita, bean soup, the least expensive item on the menu. I wondered how long it would be before we found ourselves a commission to replenish our dwindling resources.

      ‘Tell me about the Princess of Wales,’ I said as we waited for our soup. ‘Why is she in Pesaro? I know little of what happens in England.’

      Ma sighed. ‘I haven’t been home for so very long.’

      How curious that although she rarely mentioned England, she still called it ‘home’.

      ‘It’s a strange story,’ she continued. ‘The Prince Regent is often called “the First Gentleman of England”, although, if you ask me, he’s anything but!’ She leaned towards me and spoke in an undertone. ‘Still, having met his wife, perhaps that’s easier to understand. Surprisingly, Princess Caroline was popular with the people.’

      ‘What is easier to understand?’

      Ma raised her eyebrows. ‘Does she behave like a princess?’

      I laughed. ‘Not at all. She’s…’ I was lost for words. ‘Unconventional,’ I said at last.

      ‘Quite. She has no sense of her proper position in life and is always happy to mix with the common people, despite being the Prince of Wales’s cousin.’

      ‘I thought she might be German.’

      ‘It was a political marriage. She was past the first bloom of youth when she arrived in England and only met the Prince three days before they were married.’

      ‘I shouldn’t have cared for that!’

      ‘As it turned out, neither did he. The gossip at the time was that when he first greeted her, he reeled back and called for brandy.’

      I frowned. ‘Why?’

      ‘Apparently she was not fastidious about her person,’ was my mother’s prim response. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, with a gleam in her eyes, ‘he drank for the whole three days before the wedding, had to be held up during the ceremony and then collapsed, dead drunk, into the grate on his wedding night.’

      I tried not to laugh at the picture of events she presented. ‘Hardly the behaviour of a gentleman! But why is the Princess in Pesaro?’

      ‘The couple wrangled for years. They had a daughter, Princess Charlotte, nine months after the wedding.’

      I smiled inwardly. The Prince of Wales wasn’t totally incapable on his wedding night then.

      ‘Within months they were living apart,’ said Ma. ‘The Princess of Wales behaved disgracefully, flirting with all and sundry. The Prince Regent wanted to divorce her and investigated her for alleged infidelity, despite certain…’ Ma glanced at me from under her eyelashes ‘… irregularities in his own private life. Nothing was ever proved against her but she left the country. I didn’t know she’d settled here.’

      Our ribollita arrived and I ate mine slowly. If Princess Caroline was married to the Prince of Wales, what was Baron Bartolomeo Pergami to her, if not her husband? He was Victorine’s father and the Princess was her mother so the child must have been born out of wedlock. And then there was the Princess’s son…

      I put down my spoon. ‘So, Willy is the future King of England?’

      Ma spluttered into her soup. ‘Oh dear me, no! That sullen boy isn’t her son at all. The Princess adopted him when he was a baby. As for Victorine…’ She broke off, her cheeks blazing. ‘Oh dear, it’s all most irregular. And now this woman of highly questionable morals is our best chance of immediate employment.’

      ‘Ma,’ I said, ‘do you never want to go home to England?’ She only ever spoke of the past reluctantly and if I pressed her.

      She stared at her soup plate, suddenly very still. ‘I can’t,’ she said, after a brief pause.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘It holds nothing but unhappy memories for me.’

      ‘But we must have family there…’

      ‘No!’ She took a steadying breath. ‘I grew up in an orphanage.’

      ‘I thought you said your family lived in Essex?’

      Her cheeks turned scarlet. ‘Before I was orphaned.’

      ‘What about my father’s family?’

      ‘I never met them. There was a quarrel and if they’re anything like him, we’re better off without them.’

      I loved Italy and had no desire to leave. It was only that, sometimes, I felt there was a part of me I couldn’t quite make out. My recollections of my father were vague since he’d abandoned us sixteen years ago when I was five. If I closed my eyes I could still hear echoes of Ma’s cries when he hit her. I remembered the sour smell of his breath, acrid with tobacco and red wine. I used to hide on the floor between my bed and the wall but sometimes he’d drag me out by my hair and shout at me, his face scarlet with rage. I shuddered. It did no good to think about those terrible times. I did wonder, though, if the lack of closeness between Ma and myself was because she saw his likeness in me. I certainly didn’t look like her so I suspected I must take after him.

      Once we’d finished our ribollita we whiled away an hour visiting the cathedral, admired the exterior of the grand Ducal Palace and the red granite fountain in the cobbled piazza, and then there was still enough daylight for a wind-blown stroll down by the sea. It was dark when we returned to the inn and a serving maid handed Ma a note as we came in.

      ‘It’s from Signor Fiorelli,’ she said. ‘There’s a cottage he’ll take us to see at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.’

      I held out my hands to the fire so she wouldn’t see the spark of pleasure in my eyes. She didn’t like me to have friends, but I wanted to know Signor Fiorelli better and was determined Ma wouldn’t prevent it.

       

      I dressed with care in my violet wool walking dress with the embroidered collar. The sun shone and I was full of anticipation at the thought of seeing Signor Fiorelli again. After smoothing my curls, I put on my bonnet, pinched colour into my cheeks and went down to the public room.

      Ma waited for me there, her fingers plucking anxiously at her skirt. ‘There you are, Emilia! I’ve been having second thoughts about staying in Pesaro,’ she began.

      My heart descended into my calfskin boots. Not again! ‘Ma…’

      ‘We cannot work for the Princess of Wales.’ She spoke breathlessly, the words tumbling out of her.

      ‘We need the money!’

      ‘Listen to me, Emilia.’ She gripped my hands. ‘Think what it might do to our reputation if we become involved with that unsuitable household. No lady of quality would wish to use our services then.’

      ‘The Princess is a member of the Royal Family. How could anyone find fault with that?’ I sighed, exasperated.

      Ma lowered her gaze. ‘It may be indelicate to mention it but she and the Baron have a daughter and the Princess is married to someone else. How can we countenance such flagrant behaviour without being considered immoral ourselves? Besides, it’s not just that.’

      ‘What then?’

      She glanced over her shoulder at the deserted room. ‘We may have been followed here from Florence.’

      ‘Ma, please don’t make us move on again! You promised we’d settle this time.’

      ‘But we had to make such a fuss to secure ourselves places on the first coach to leave… someone may remember us. And your red hair is so noticeable. If your father asks after us, he’ll find out where we went. We must move on, more discreetly this time.’

      ‘No! Why must you always do this, Ma?’ I could hardly breathe for the fury that gripped me. ‘I’m tired of roaming like a gypsy and I’m sick of being poor because we constantly spend our savings on travelling. And all because you have some misguided notion that my father wants to harm us.’

      ‘He does, I’m sure of it!’

      ‘He left us sixteen years ago, Ma! He can’t hurt you anymore and your fears are utterly nonsensical.’

      ‘You know we had to leave Florence because a man had been asking about us.’

      ‘It was probably an enquiry for our dressmaking services.’

      Her lips folded together in a stubborn line. ‘I’m sure it was your father.’

      I paced across the room. ‘What possible reason could he have for wanting to harm us, after all this time?’

      She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again.

      ‘You didn’t let me say goodbye to Giulia in Florence.’ Resentment coloured my voice. ‘She was the best friend I’ve ever had and you insisted we left overnight without even giving me the chance to explain to her. I’d promised to make her wedding dress.’ I fought back sudden tears. ‘She’ll be broken-hearted and think I didn’t care about her.’

      The door creaked open and I wiped my eyes as Signor Fiorelli entered.

      ‘Good morning, ladies!’ He came to greet us with outstretched hands and a wide smile on his handsome face. ‘We have a cottage to see.’ His voice faltered as he saw my tears and Ma’s flushed cheeks.

      ‘It’s kind of you to arrange it,’ I said, forcing a smile. Ma opened her mouth to protest and quickly I said, ‘Shall we go?’ I allowed Signor Fiorelli to escort me from the room, hoping Ma wouldn’t balk.

      A moment later her footsteps pattered after us and I let out a sigh of relief.

      We crossed the piazza and reached the point where the River Foglia flowed into the Adriatic. I listened intently while Signor Fiorelli pointed out places of interest and all the while I prayed Ma wouldn’t be difficult. Her groundless fears always came to nothing and, this time especially, I wanted to stay.

      After a while we came to the harbour, bustling with boats and stalls selling mackerel and sardines. Fishermen called out to each other as they unloaded their catches and the air was full of the bracing scent of the sea.

      ‘It’s here,’ said Signor Fiorelli, pointing to a higgledy-piggledy row of houses beside the harbour, all colour-washed in different shades of terracotta, ochre and cream. I was delighted when he stopped outside a primrose yellow cottage with a tiled roof.

      ‘It belongs to my cousin’s great-aunt, Prozia Polidori,’ he said. ‘She’s too old now to manage on her own and she’s gone to live with her daughter. The family want to keep the cottage and its furniture so are happy for it to be rented.’

      The front door led into a sunny parlour furnished with a bookcase and rocking chairs to either side of the fireplace. A door opened into a dining room with an old-fashioned kitchen behind, leading to a walled yard with a pump and a privy. Up the winding staircase from the dining room were two bedrooms, not large but perfectly adequate.

      ‘It’s perfect!’ I said as we descended into the dining room again. ‘And this table is large enough to use for our sewing. The light in the parlour is excellent, isn’t it, Ma?’ I held my breath.

      She looked hesitant. ‘Is it available on a short lease?’ she asked. ‘If we don’t find work here we shall have to move on.’

      ‘I’m sure Prozia Polidori will find that acceptable,’ said Signor Fiorelli. ‘She lived in this house from the day she was married and frets about it remaining empty.’

      ‘Then, if the rent is not too high…’ I said.

      Signor Fiorelli mentioned a sum that seemed perfectly reasonable.

      Impulsively, I hugged Ma. ‘We’ll take it!’ My spirits soared as Signor Fiorelli shook my hand.

      He beamed at me. ‘I knew, if anyone could help, it would be my mamma.’

      ‘When can we move in?’

      ‘As soon as you like,’ he said.

       

      My new bedroom overlooked the harbour. I stood by the window looking out at the forest of masts and watching the fishermen mending their nets. Seagulls wheeled overhead. Humming, I opened one of my travelling bags. It never took long to unpack since we always travelled light.

      Peggy, the calico rag doll I’d carried everywhere with me for as long as I could remember, smiled up at me. Her woollen hair, tied into two pigtails, was far redder than mine and she wore a spotted muslin dress, replaced from time to time according to what leftover scraps remained after completing a commission. Of course, I was far too old for dolls, but Peggy had always been there to comfort me when I was lonely and was the eternally faithful companion of my childhood. I lifted her out of the bag, kissed her freckled nose and set her on the pillow.

      The remainder of my possessions was soon stowed away. I carried my sewing box downstairs and found Ma unsuccessfully trying to light the fire in the kitchen.

      ‘The paper’s damp,’ she said. There was a smudge of soot on her cheek.

      I kneeled in front of the grate, rearranged the kindling and blew on it until the paper caught.

      ‘It’s burning well now,’ I said a while later as I held out my palms to the dancing flames. ‘I’ll light the fire in the parlour, too, and then everything will be comfortable.’

      ‘I’ll boil some water and start the cleaning.’

      I didn’t say that everything looked perfectly clean already; it would have been pointless. Ma always scrubbed everything from top to bottom when we moved into a new place.

      ‘I’ll buy something for supper.’ I buttoned my pelisse and collected the shopping basket.

      ‘Tuck your hair into your bonnet,’ said Ma. ‘Anyone looking for a redheaded girl will soon be on our trail if you go out like that.’

      Sighing, I pushed a stray curl behind my ear. ‘My hair is less likely to lead anyone to us than your English accent,’ I said tartly.

      ‘That’s why I ask you to do the talking.’ Ma turned away to lift a pan of water onto the fire.

      Signor Fiorelli had told us that the market was held on Tuesdays and Saturdays but I was pleased to find shops nearby. I bought bread, olive oil, beans and polenta then counted out the remaining coins carefully. Just enough. I bought a small chicken. It was an extravagance but I wanted to celebrate our new home. And perhaps Signor Fiorelli might be persuaded to join us for dinner.

      Ma scolded me when I returned. ‘We can’t afford meat until we have work.’

      ‘Then we must hope the Princess sends for us soon.’

      ‘I told you, we can’t work for her.’ She swept the floor vigorously, thumping the furniture with the broom as she muttered under her breath.

      ‘The grocer was happy to display our card,’ I said. We were often successful in finding clients that way when we moved to a new town.

      ‘You didn’t put our address on it?’ Ma’s expression was tense.

      I sighed. ‘You know I never do. I paid the grocer to make a note if anyone showed interest and said we’d call by to check. Then I introduced myself to the baker’s wife. I’m to go back tomorrow because she might have some plain sewing for us, chemises and petticoats.’

      ‘That won’t bring in enough to pay the rent,’ said Ma.

      Somehow she always managed to spoil the small triumphs in life. It was too exhausting to keep wrangling with her.

       

      Later that afternoon Ma was sitting in a rocking chair beside the kitchen fire, a pair of spectacles perched on the end of her nose while she darned her stockings. I was making polenta for dinner, wondering how to approach Signor Fiorelli with an invitation to share our chicken the following day.

      There was a knock on the front door and Ma dropped her scissors in alarm. ‘Who can that be?’

      I wiped my hands and hurried to find out.

      ‘Don’t answer it, Emilia!’ called Ma. ‘We don’t know anyone here.’

      A lady stood on the doorstep with a covered basket in her hands. She wore plain but well-cut clothes and a smart bonnet over her greying hair. ‘Signorina Barton?’ She smiled at me with warm brown eyes.

      I nodded.

      ‘I am Signora Fiorelli. My son Alessandro told me that you were moving in today.’

      I opened the door wide. ‘Please, come in out of the cold! I understand we have you to thank for finding us this pretty cottage?’

      Signora Fiorelli’s eyes twinkled. ‘And I see my son was correct when he said you have the face and hair of a Botticelli angel.’

      ‘He said that?’ I flushed with pleasure.

      ‘Indeed he did. Several times, in fact, so I thought I’d better come and see for myself.’

      I heard Ma’s footsteps behind me and pulled her forward to greet our visitor. ‘Signora Fiorelli, may I introduce my mother, Signora Barton?’

      Ma bobbed a curtsey.

      ‘I hope you are settling in?’ said our visitor.

      ‘Yes, thank you,’ Ma replied.

      Signora Fiorelli cast her gaze rapidly around the room and I was relieved we’d lit the parlour fire and made everything tidy.

      ‘May we offer you some refreshment?’ I asked.

      ‘Another time, perhaps? The family is waiting for their dinner but I’ve brought you something for tonight in case you’ve been too busy to cook.’ She uncovered her basket and held out a dish to Ma. ‘Rabbit stew. It only needs heating.’

      ‘How kind!’ said Ma.

      After Signora Fiorelli had gone I carried the stew into the kitchen. My pulse raced and I couldn’t stop smiling. Alessandro Fiorelli thought I had the face of a Botticelli angel.
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      The following morning, I was returning to the cottage with a parcel of cotton lawn together with several items of the baker’s wife’s undergarments to use as a pattern when I saw Signor Fiorelli hurrying towards me. I couldn’t prevent a smile from spreading across my face.

      ‘A note for you from the Princess,’ he said. ‘I was on my way to deliver it.’

      I unfolded it and sighed. ‘She asks us to call tomorrow.’

      Signor Fiorelli frowned. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

      ‘It would be an excellent commission but…’

      ‘What is it?’

      I decided to tell the truth. ‘Ma is very cautious,’ I said. I was too embarrassed to mention the extent of her irrational fears. ‘She’s worried it might affect our reputation if we work for the Princess since her household is somewhat…’ I hesitated, not sure how to put it. ‘Irregular,’ I said at last.

      ‘The Princess is very hospitable,’ said Signor Fiorelli. He shrugged. ‘Perhaps some of her parties are a little high-spirited. She takes a lively interest in whoever she meets, whatever their station in life, and is generally well liked. What is it that Signora Barton objects to?’

      ‘The Princess isn’t married to the Baron, is she?’

      He shook his head. ‘Bartolomeo Pergami is her steward.’

      ‘But Victorine is the Baron’s daughter?’

      ‘Yes, indeed.’ He looked puzzled but then his expression cleared. ‘Ah!’ He grinned. ‘I understand now! Victorine is not the Princess’s child.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘Victorine has been encouraged to call the Princess “Mamma” because her real mother lives elsewhere. Since the tragic death of her own daughter eighteen months ago, the Princess has taken the little girl to her heart. She even named the Villa Vittoria after her.’

      ‘I remember I read in the newspaper about the heir to the British throne dying in childbirth.’

      ‘Princess Charlotte’s death was a terrible shock,’ he agreed. ‘The Princess is only now beginning to recover her usual good spirits.’

      ‘So Ma can have no justifiable objection to our working for her.’ Relief made me bold. ‘I wonder…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Would you care to join us for dinner? We’re having roast chicken.’

      Signor Fiorelli beamed. ‘I should be delighted! But now it’s time for Victorine’s geography lesson.’ He pulled a serious expression but there was laughter in his eyes. ‘Today I shall teach her about England and its strange inhabitants with their peculiar customs.’

      ‘You had better teach me, too,’ I said, ‘since I am far more Italian than English.’

      Signor Fiorelli laughed as he walked away.

      I returned home in high spirits to break the good news to Ma.

      ‘I’m still not sure,’ she said, doubt written on her face.

      I dropped my parcel on the dining-room table. ‘Why not?’ I asked, irritated.

      ‘If you ask me, the Baron runs a pretty rackety household.’

      ‘We need the work.’

      ‘I know but…’ She gnawed at her fingernails.

      ‘Ma, we can’t stay here if we don’t pay the rent next month and we certainly haven’t enough saved for another coach fare. Besides,’ I said, ‘you promised me we’d settle this time.’

      Ma sighed heavily and opened the baker’s wife’s parcel. She examined the chemises and petticoats we were to copy. ‘Go and see the Princess then!’ she said. ‘You can take her measurements and advise her on styles… but for goodness’ sake, make sure she chooses something tasteful or she’ll frighten off any other potential clients. Meanwhile, I’ll make a start on these.’

      ‘I’ll do that,’ I said. ‘By the way, I invited Signor Fiorelli to share our chicken later on.’

      Ma looked at me through narrowed eyes. ‘I hope you aren’t growing too fond of that young man?’

      ‘I hardly know him,’ I said, turning my attention to the baker’s wife’s petticoat.

       

      The sun shone as I knocked on Villa Vittoria’s front door, sewing bag in my hand. I was hoping to see Signor Fiorelli again. We’d had a very pleasant dinner the previous evening and he’d even managed to make Ma smile with his light-hearted conversation. He’d told us his father was a doctor and that he had an elder sister and seven younger brothers and sisters.

      The maid showed me into the salon, where Countess Oldi sat in her usual place.

      The Princess lay on a day bed with a handkerchief clutched in her hand. She presented a sadly changed appearance from our previous meetings.

      I curtseyed and she sat up, her eyes red and her rouged cheeks smudged with tears.

      ‘My dear, I’m so pleased you’ve come,’ she said. ‘You’re just in time to divert me from sinking into another depression of the spirits.’

      ‘Your Royal Highness, I do hope you are quite well?’ I said.

      ‘We are not at court here in my little cottage in the country. You may call me Ma’am.’ She sighed. ‘My dearest child passed away a little while ago and not a day goes by without my shedding tears of sorrow.’

      I was at a loss to know what to reply to this. I hesitated. ‘Would it help to talk about her?’

      The Princess swung her legs over the side of the day bed. ‘Sit with me.’

      I perched on the seat beside her and couldn’t help noticing that her dress was stained. Ma would have been shocked.

      ‘My Charlotte was the flower and the hope of the nation,’ she said, ‘and the only good thing to come out of the union with that wretched husband of mine.’ She shuddered. ‘If you knew the slights and insults that the Prince of Wales has thrown at both my person and my position, you would never believe it.’

      ‘Although I’m English my knowledge of these matters is negligible,’ I said. ‘I’ve never visited the country.’

      ‘Then you will not have been poisoned against me by wicked lies.’

      ‘Indeed not!’

      ‘Charlotte was only twenty-one when she died.’ The Princess dabbed at her eyes. ‘I waited and waited for news of my first grandchild’s arrival but no letter came. Then a courier from England was passing through on his way to Rome to present a letter to the Pope. No one interesting travels through Pesaro without my being informed and the courier was brought to me in the hope that I might gain some information about my grandchild.’ She twisted her handkerchief in her hands, unable to go on.

      ‘If it’s too painful to speak of…’

      The Princess shook her head. ‘My angel had died in childbirth and my grandson with her. And that venomous brute, the Prince of Wales, didn’t even have the courtesy to write and tell me of our daughter’s passing.’ She bowed her head as a fresh paroxysm of sobs overwhelmed her.

      I was deeply shocked. Almost without thinking, I put my arms about her and she rested her head on my shoulder. Her shoulders shook as I patted her back. What kind of a husband was the Prince to fail in such a duty? Surely the two parties should have been united in grief at the loss of their child, whatever else had happened between them?

      ‘And now,’ sobbed the Princess, ‘not only have I lost my daughter but also any means of regaining my rightful position. Once she’d become Queen, my Charlotte would have welcomed me back to England and I would have taken my proper place at Court. If not for my dearest Baron and his family, I don’t know what I should do now.’

      A rustle of skirts came from the corner of the room. Countess Oldi was watching us intently and I became aware that it was impertinent of me to touch the Princess. Gently, I released her.

      ‘You are a kind girl,’ she said, lifting her sodden handkerchief to her eyes. ‘You must be much the same age as my own sweet child was?’

      I nodded and handed her my clean handkerchief.

      ‘She was pretty, like you, with blue eyes and fair hair. Everybody loved her.’ The Princess sighed heavily and made a visible effort to smile. ‘But you have not come here to see me weep.’

      ‘Would you prefer me to return another day?’

      Shaking her head, she said, ‘I must go on with my life and I still have much to be grateful for.’

      I took my sketchbook from my sewing bag, hoping to distract her from her unhappiness. ‘Shall we talk about your new ballgown?’ I said. ‘I’ve sketched some designs for you to look at.’

      We spent the next hour discussing styles, looking at swatches of silks and samples of trimmings. I used all my skills in diplomacy to guide her away from unsuitably low necklines, transparent fabrics and garish gold braid and fringing, finally fixing on a style in amethyst and mustard silk that was elegant, if a trifle more flamboyant than I would have advised.

      ‘We require an initial payment to cover the cost of materials,’ I said as I took her measurements. ‘Then, this afternoon, I’ll write to our stockists in Florence for the silk and the trimmings. As soon as they arrive I’ll prepare the gown for your first fitting.’

      ‘Very good,’ said the Princess. She turned to Countess Oldi. ‘Angelica dear, will you find the Baron and tell him I need funds for the new gown to give to Signorina Barton?’

      Countess Oldi nodded and left the room, leaving the door ajar.

      ‘My wardrobe is in grave disorder,’ said the Princess. ‘I haven’t been in any state of mind to care. I believe I mentioned that I had to dismiss my maid, Louise Demont?’

      ‘You did, Ma’am.’

      ‘Cruelly, it happened at the same time as Charlotte was taken from me and I was brought so low. I thought Louise, so elegant and respectful, was my friend. I haven’t been able to bear the thought of taking on another maid since.’ Tears glittered in her eyes again. ‘I trusted her and she betrayed me.’

      ‘How very dreadful that must have been for you.’

      ‘One of my couriers, Giuseppe Sacchini, stole gold Napoleons from my box. I dismissed him, of course, but discovered that Louise was his lover and accomplice, so she had to go too. She retaliated by spreading untruths about me and Sacchini. I’ve never been so taken in by anybody.’ The Princess shook her head dolefully.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘Louise wrote all my letters since I have such a poor hand. Now the Baron looks after my financial affairs and no one will cheat me again.’ Her face brightened. ‘He is a splendid figure of a man, isn’t he? So tall and handsome!’

      ‘Why, yes,’ I said, hardly knowing how to answer such a question. This was one part of our discussion I decided not to relay to Ma.

      High-pitched laughter came from the hall. The door was thrown back and Victorine came skipping in, her black curls flying. ‘Mamma, Mamma!’ she called. ‘Look what I have made for you!’ She climbed onto the Princess’s knee and thrust a sheet of paper at her.

      ‘Well, what a very fine dog you have drawn,’ said the Princess.

      ‘Silly Mamma! It’s a cat, can’t you see?’

      I was studying the way the Princess’s eyes had lit up and how tenderly she kissed the little girl’s cheek so that I didn’t notice, at first, Signor Fiorelli standing in the doorway.

      ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I hope my charge does not disturb you, Ma’am?’

      ‘How could she, the little darling?’ The Princess smothered Victorine in noisy kisses until she was helpless with giggles.

      ‘I am going to take her on her daily walk,’ said Signor Fiorelli. ‘Perhaps we may escort Signorina Barton back to the town when you have finished your consultation?’

      ‘By all means,’ said the Princess. ‘We are waiting for the Baron first. Will you see what keeps him? Victorine may remain with me.’

      Signor Fiorelli gave a small bow and returned to the hall.

      ‘Such a charming young man, don’t you think, Signorina Barton? If only I were ten years younger…’ The Princess sighed and gave me a sly glance.

      Covered in confusion, I picked up the child’s drawing from where it had fallen to the floor. ‘Does your cat have a name, Victorine?’ I asked.

      ‘Beppo,’ she said, twisting one of her curls around her finger. ‘He lives in the kitchen because Mamma doesn’t like cats.’

      We chatted about her drawing for a while and it was easy to see why the Princess loved this little girl with her sparkling eyes and happy nature.

      Signor Fiorelli returned with the Baron, who handed me a purse full of coins before I took my leave.

      I curtseyed to the Princess. ‘I’ll send a note as soon as your ballgown is ready for its first fitting,’ I promised.

      ‘Come and see me before then,’ she said. ‘We’ll take a drive into the countryside or make toast by the fire.’ She gave me a wavering smile.

      As I walked out of Villa Vittoria I reflected that the life of a princess was not always an enviable one.
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      Two weeks later Ma had gone to the market and I was alone in the cottage. I sat on a rocking chair, sewing by the light of the parlour window and looking out for her while I listened to the keening cry of the seagulls.

      Since we’d finished the chemises and petticoats for the baker’s wife we’d received two more commissions. I had cut a pattern ready for the Princess’s ballgown and was in daily expectation of receiving the silk from Florence. We were earning enough money for the occasional sweet confection from the pasticceria or some sausage for our dinner. Ma seemed less anxious than usual and I was happier than I’d been for weeks.

      Signor Fiorelli regularly called on us. Frequently he brought Victorine with him and we’d walk along the beach searching for shells. I’d grown fond of the child and sometimes I let her play with Peggy. She laughed at the rag doll’s carroty plaits and chattered to her, just as I had once upon a time.

      A movement outside the window made me put down my needle. Ma was hurtling towards the cottage, her mouth ajar and gasping for air.

      I hurried to open the door for her as she scrabbled at the lock from outside.

      She stumbled into the room, banging the door shut behind her. Her basket was empty.

      ‘Whatever happened?’ I asked. ‘Were you robbed?’

      Supporting herself against the door, she looked up at me with terrified eyes. ‘He was following me!’

      ‘Who was?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      I felt as if a lead weight had suddenly settled on my chest. ‘If you didn’t recognise him, then it can’t have been my father.’

      She slammed the shutters over the parlour window and bolted them with trembling fingers. ‘I called in to the grocer’s shop,’ she said, still panting, ‘to see if there had been any interest in our card.’

      ‘And was there?’

      ‘The grocer said a gentleman, a foreigner, had asked about a dress for his wife. His name was John Smith and he was staying at the Albergo Duomo.’

      ‘Did you go to the hotel?’

      She nodded. ‘But there’s no John Smith staying there. And when I left the hotel there was a man watching me from the other side of the street. He was much too tall for an Italian. I set off for the market but then I heard footsteps behind me. I turned to look but there was no one there.’

      ‘I expect he’d turned up a side street.’

      She twisted her hands together. ‘I started to run and I heard him coming after me.’ Her breath caught on a sob. ‘Emilia, I was so frightened.’

      ‘Ma, you must be mistaken.’ I made an effort to curb my impatience. ‘If a man had wanted to catch you, he would have done so.’

      ‘It wasn’t like that,’ she said, her mouth set in a mulish line. ‘I hid behind a market stall.’

      ‘There was no one following you when you ran down the street just now.’

      ‘I told you, I lost him in the market. But we’re wasting time.’ She ran into the dining room and wrenched open the door to the staircase. ‘We must pack immediately,’ she said.

      ‘No!’ Furious, I caught hold of her shoulders. ‘Ma, you have to stop this! You live in a perpetual state of fear. It’s ruining our lives.’

      ‘But I saw him!’

      ‘You may have seen a man and thought he was following you but it wasn’t my father. Why would anyone else have cause to follow us?’

      ‘Emilia, come upstairs and help me pack.’

      Something inside me turned to iron. ‘I will not,’ I said, my hands balled into fists.

      She looked at me uncertainly, one foot on the stairs. ‘You have to.’

      ‘I’m tired of roaming from place to place because of your strange fancies,’ I said. ‘You go if you want but I’m staying here in Pesaro.’ I watched her begin to tremble and sink down onto the stairs.

      Tears welled up in her eyes. ‘You know I can’t speak Italian properly. I need you.’ Her chin quivered and she began to weep.

      ‘Ma,’ I said, gently this time, ‘you’re perpetually caught up in a web of fear of your own making. Please, help me to understand.’

      She sniffed, staring at her feet. The silence stretched almost to breaking point and then she lifted her tear-stained face. ‘It isn’t only your father who wants to find us.’

      I stared at her.

      She closed her eyes.

      ‘Who else does? Tell me the truth, Ma. I’m not a child any longer.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it is time. God knows, it’s a hard burden to bear on my own.’

      A frisson of excitement mixed with disquiet ran down my spine. I went to the cupboard and took out a bottle of wine and two glasses. ‘Sit down,’ I said. I poured the wine and pushed a glass towards her. ‘Drink that to steady your nerves.’

      She grasped the glass in trembling hands and drank the wine straight down.
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