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FOR

TANAMERA AND PATRICK,

TILLY AND BILLY,

My grandchildren

With love


The girls were swimming as we reached the Indian Pavilion. Inside, I took off my clothes, put on a pair of borrowed trunks, dived in and introduced myself to the girls in a welter of laughter and splashes. They were delightful and exhilarating and, as we introduced ourselves, we discovered that each had a nickname. Raefella was the oldest at twenty-two but was called Lella. Rosanna – always Roz – was twenty, whilst the youngest, Fiammetta, but always called Fiamma, the flame, was eighteen. Spluttering and splashing and laughing we cried out, ‘I’m Steve!’ ‘I’m Kurt!’ and ‘I’m Ham!’ It was such a liberated, happy-go-lucky introduction that nobody bothered with surnames at that first meeting. We had certainly dived in at the deep end, only to rise to the surface and fall in love.



For winter’s rains and ruins are over,

And all the season of snows and sins;

The days dividing lover and lover,

The light that loses, the night that wins;

And time remembered is grief forgotten

And frosts are slain and flowers begotten,

And in green underwood and cover

Blossom by blossom the spring begins.

– Algernon Charles Swinburne

(from Atalanta in Claydon)




Publisher’s Note

When Noel Barber died, on 10 July 1988, he had been working on The Daughters of the Prince for the better part of a year. He had written just over half of the book, and left a synopsis and notes. Since, as with his earlier novels, he had been working closely on the ideas and the research for the book with Alan Wykes, the publishers decided – with the concurrence of Mrs Noel Barber and of Vivienne Schuster, Noel Barber’s literary agent – that the novel should if possible be completed. They accordingly asked Alan Wykes to take over the writing of the book and bring it to its planned conclusion.


PROLOGUE


Settignano, 1945


PROLOGUE


Ah! I used to think in the years between, those were the glorious sunlit, pre-war days of dreams: each of us – Steve, the American playboy, Kurt the German musician, and myself, Hamilton Johns, the English painter (of sorts) – all hopelessly in love with three beautiful Italian sisters. They lived in a large rambling villa on the hillside at Settignano below Fiesole on the edge of Florence, shielded from the road behind a drive of cypress trees, and looking down from the large untidy garden on to the silver thread of the Arno with the tower of Giotto soaring to the skies, and Brunelleschi’s orange-coloured Duomo like a great ball in the background.

There we all lived our brief happiest moments in the breeze of the day, in the heat of the night, almost from the time in June 1938 when I first came to live in Florence and study art. I found myself sharing a house in which my painting professor had arranged for me to lodge with Kurt and Steve, and it was on the opposite side of the country road, lined for miles with golden broom in June, where the three beautiful sisters lived with their father, the Italian Prince Giorgio Caeseri and his English-born wife, Donna Margarita.

Now, in 1945, everything seemed to have changed – yet nothing really had. The narrow, crowded Florence streets, the Porcellino market, with its famous emblem of a boar, snout rubbed golden by those seeking good luck, was still filled with leather and basket work and other bargains. Procacci, the sandwich bar, still sold its delicious tiny bread rolls covered with white truffle paste in the Via Tornabuoni, a street not only filled with palaces, but also the elegant ‘Bond Street’ of Florence. Not far away Doney’s still sold its dark brown boxes of chocolate, complete with a small spoon in case you preferred to scrape the chocolate off without soiling your fingers. Nearby, in the Piazza della Signoria, Frascati’s served the best (and strongest) bitter Campari and soda as you leaned back admiring the magnificent reproduction statue of David, with the Palazzo Vecchio behind; while across the Ponte Vecchio crocodiles of tourists queued to see the masterpieces in the Pitti Palace.

True, a few new irritants now jostled the tranquillity of Florence, the most noisy being the Vespa – ‘wasp’ – darting along narrow streets, and weaving between the tired horses that usually waited for tourists in the Piazza della Signoria.

But it was when I drove up in a borrowed Jeep to Settignano, where we had lived, where the town met the countryside, that the changes crowded in upon me. Nearer to Florence than Fiesole, nothing could spoil the view from the house of the beautiful sisters, in Settignano, but where, oh where, had our little house gone? It had been just opposite, but bulldozers – the modem world’s great flatteners – had obliterated the building where I lived when I first loved Fiamma; the house where Steve had once vowed solemnly, ‘I’ll never leave this place’.

In front of the newly polished modern block of flats, still stood the girls’ house, with its avenue of cypress trees. I could see the faded ochre of the building at the end of the short drive, but as I peered through the wrought iron gates on their heavy stone pillars, I could see only what looked like the empty grave of all our hopes and aspirations for eternal love. The Prince and the Principessa – Principessa my foot! she was a Yorkshire woman named Margaret Monson who had married for the title – had long since left. The three girls had gone, the bright light of peace and love had given way to the flames of war and hate; and now they in turn had been followed by post-war lassitude, the cold grey skies of defeat, leaving no bright sunlight of love.

The house whose gates I now peered through was called the Villa Magari. The Prince explained its name the first time we three young men had been invited there.

‘When I first set eyes on it, I fell in love with it,’ he said, and the Prince not only knew English well but was very much an anglophile. ‘I said to myself, “Magari! If only I could buy it!” Well, “magari” is one of those untranslatable Italian words, meaning roughly “Ah! If only . . . !” and I did acquire the property and so, in gratitude, I suppose’ – the Prince beamed benignly – ‘I called it the Villa Magari.’ He pronounced it ‘magari’, with the accent on the second ‘a’.

How much had happened since that week in June 1938! Love and passion had soon engulfed all six of us, secret thrusting love-makings until the bugles of defiance blew from Germany, and their shallow echoes sounded from an ever more truculent Mussolini, already branded as a warmonger in Abyssinia but not – so far – in Europe.

Our love affairs took on a sharper edge, all coming to an abrupt close in August 1939 when my beloved Fiamma announced that she was expecting a baby and the Principessa, in a fury, deliberately separated us from love, happiness, and each other.

Then the world outside erupted too. Steve went to America, Kurt to Germany, and I went home to Britain.

Above the side of the gate of the Villa Magari hung the same old-fashioned bell. I pulled the rusty chain and an old man hobbled out. I recognised his wizened face immediately.

‘Enrico!’ I cried. After all, it was less than six years since our last sorrowful goodbyes and there is little change in the face of an old man who has been grizzled by years of Tuscan sun.

‘Who’s that?’ It was different when he first squinted at me. He peered almost crossly through short-sighted rheumy eyes, though he looked the same at sixty-five when he had first seen me as a boy of twenty-one, who had become a captain during the war.

‘Goodness me!’ he cried, finally, undoing the bolt. ‘If it isn’t Signor Johns. Welcome back, sir!’ He gave an almost ceremonial bow. ‘But,’ he added, pointing to my stick, ‘you are ill in the leg?’

‘No, no,’ I protested, ‘and not in the leg anyway. A small thing; but I have to take care. Don’t worry about it.’

He looked relieved. ‘That is good – that you are back with us again.’

‘Back!’ I echoed the word ironically. ‘Back to what?’ I asked, adding bitterly, ‘I don’t suppose you know that Signorina Fiamma and I are married – married and parted.’ I added explosively, ‘Parted by what the big shots call “the exigencies of war”.’ His mouth fell open. ‘Have you any idea what that means, Enrico?’

For a moment he looked nonplussed, fingering his cap nervously. ‘No, sir, I haven’t. But I heard that the Signorina had married – a nobleman, I heard. But it may be only servants’ gossip. I –’

‘You heard that too?’ My voice was heavy with irony too subtle for Enrico to understand. Fiamma! The flame! A flame that had ignited another life before. . . . ‘We had a baby,’ I said brusquely. ‘No doubt you didn’t know there was a little boy. But there was. And I, his father, have no idea where his mother is.’ I paused, letting the enormity of it sink in. The old man turned away not wanting to embarrass me.

‘Come into the garden, sir.’ Enrico tried to change the subject. ‘The owner of Villa Magari lives in Milan and doesn’t visit us very often. I’m kept on here as a sort of caretaker and they’re away now. Remember there?’ He pointed to one corner where from time to time the dogs of the house had died and were buried in a plot which became the canine cemetery. The old wooden crosses still stood, half buried in grass.

‘And here,’ he announced with pride, ‘the first wild strawberries. They’re just ready to be picked. Come on, sir, try a few. You always used to.’

I laughed. Gobbling fruit from the large sloping garden overlooking the distant bluish haze of Florence on a hot day had always been our favourite sport. Strictly forbidden of course, just like the love-making, but all of it such ecstasy.

‘But most of all, il ribes!’ I cried. We used to pick up the stalks of redcurrant, loaded with the tiny fat red berries, then pull them off the stalks with our teeth. It had all been so beautiful, but now the grounds looked no more than a desolate wilderness. I remembered the vineyard and orchard as they used to be – burdened with grapes and pears and plums; peaches and nectarines that to my untrained eye with its love of brilliant colour were blobs in the first tin paintbox I had ever owned, with its tiny squares of Rowney’s watercolours like postage stamps.

Now the trees were unpruned and bore more dead wood than fruit. Round the boles, streaky mats of unharvested ambrosia lay rotting in the shade, with buzzing wasps feeding on tender flesh. The grass was uncut, the nettles and dock leaves grew unchecked with butterflies hovering and darting over them. In the vegetable garden the sprouts had turned into long knobbed sticks and bindweed strangled the mauve-flowered stems of the chives. Overgrown ramblers had returned to their natural state as dog roses.

Whoever owned the villa now did not seem to care. Even the house itself had a shabby look. Paint peeled from the woodwork on the sunny side. Dandelions sprouted from cracks where the plaster had been chipped, through neglect. A wall was streaked where rain had run from a broken gutter. No doubt Enrico did what he could to maintain order, but it was impossible. A head gardener and two assistants had once mowed the lawns and sown and hoed. Handymen and house-boys had repaired and painted. In the house itself brass, copper, glass had been kept shining by trim housemaids commanded by a formidable housekeeper in black bombazine with a bunch of keys tinkling at her waist and an English butler called Fawkes.

Enrico burst into my thoughts.

‘Any news of Signor Steve?’ Instinctively Enrico used our Christian names as in the past when he, more than anyone else, had connived, had often been the secret link in making arrangements to meet the girls.

‘Steve? Oh yes, happiness and tragedy mixed. He’s in the US Air Force, in Rome, and Signorina Lella is there with him. But’ – my expression must have implied a world of meaning, for Enrico shook his head sadly as if he too was no stranger to misfortune.

‘And Kurt? A German, I know,’ he spat, ‘but I liked him.’

I could not find it in my heart to tell him what had happened to Kurt. I hesitated. ‘He was at Cassino –’ I let my words trail away leaving the thought in mid-air.

‘It must have been terrible there.’

‘It was. I was there too.’

I wanted to obliterate the painful memories. Kurt who was such a talented musician that Bernard Berenson, the renowned art critic and also a gifted violinist, often invited him to play at the soirées musicales Berenson regularly gave. Such a gentle German at heart, Kurt, so well mannered.

Abruptly, I said to Enrico, ‘I must be off. I’m an outpatient at the hospital for the time being, but I’m staying at the Hotel Lungarno in the Borgo San Jacopo, right opposite the Ponte Vecchio. I’ll come back and see you another day if I may.’

‘There’ll always be a few strawberries,’ he chuckled as I started to drive down the hill to the hotel where I downed a bitter Campari and soda, this time spiced with a dash of vodka, and sat there, facing the river, almost touching the Ponte Vecchio. I thought of Fiamma, of how I had wondered if she had died, and whether I should ever find her again.

Then I thought back to the Villa Magari and the first time the Prince and Principessa had invited the three of us to meet their three beautiful daughters, and the Principessa, with her sense of English humour, had nicknamed us ‘Three Men in a Boat’ – a reference which puzzled Kurt and Steve but which, of course, I understood. Jerome K. Jerome’s book had always made me laugh.


PART ONE


Florence, 1938–1939



1


I had only been living for a few weeks in the house which Steve, Kurt and I shared in the early summer of 1938 when we received from the Principessa the invitation to ‘Supper in the garden’ at Villa Magari. We had already heard about the sisters, even caught glimpses of them on the way to local shops or in Florence itself. The beautiful tranquil landscape around Settignano and Fiesole was lined with stops for the electric trolley-buses and often one of the girls would be waiting for a bus to arrive.


We could tell from the surreptitious glances they gave us that they knew all about the three young men in their twenties. But none of us had ever met, though once, when Berenson had sent me to study the Titians in the Sala di Venere in the Pitti Palace I passed one of the girls in the nearby Boboli Gardens. She gave me a faint smile of recognition and I smiled back, but we did not speak.


I think we were eventually invited because the Principessa – or Donna Margarita as she was usually called – was a bit of a snob who had never met the famous Bernard Berenson and must have been surprised when she heard that I was working with him twice a week under a fellowship learning the history of Renaissance Art; while Kurt was such a gifted amateur pianist that sometimes he played in the intimate concerts which Berenson gave in his fabulous villa, I Tatti, invitations being extremely rare and sought after.


When we were preparing for the evening at the Villa Magari, the three of us had a long discussion on what to wear. Steve, being an American, insisted, ‘Hell! The guy is a prince. We’ve got to wear a tuxedo.’


‘Not me,’ I retorted. ‘Apart from anything else, I haven’t got one here. I left it at home. And the invitation is quite clear – “Supper in the garden”. Even if I had a black tie I wouldn’t wear it on a summer’s evening in the garden.’


‘Ham is right,’ said Kurt who, at twenty-three, was the oldest of us and at times answered with all the positive thinking of a German Nazi. ‘To overdress is to insult,’ he declared emphatically.


We liked Kurt, but sometimes he pontificated as though the answers had been provided by Hitler, or at least that he knew Hitler would approve of them. He was right now, of course. One of the odd things about Kurt, which I did not realise until much later, when the war was over, was that he nearly always was right.


So in the end we dressed in lightweight flannel trousers, wore ties, carried our jackets, and pulled the bell chain – rusty even then – and Enrico opened the gates, and with a polite ‘Buona sera’ pointed the way to the house at the end of the short drive. I remember being impressed by the orderly rows of dark cypress trees, like a bodyguard of soldiers standing stiffly to attention, as though being inspected.


The Prince was waiting at the open front door and shook hands with us in turn. He spoke very good English and introduced himself merely, ‘I am Giorgio Caeseri, and you?’ – to each of us in turn.


‘Kurt von Schill.’ Kurt almost clicked heels as he shook hands.


‘Ah!’ said the Prince, with slight irony. ‘The other half of our Axis! And you?’ He turned to Steve, a year younger than Kurt.


‘Steve Price from San Francisco, sir.’


He shook hands and I said, ‘Hamilton Johns, sir,’ adding hastily, ‘but I didn’t choose the name and I’m usually called Ham.’


‘Very sensible of you,’ said the Prince gravely. ‘Your given name is quite a handful.’


‘After my grandfather,’ I added.


‘The sins of the father – and grandfathers –’ he smiled – ‘can sometimes be quite a bore.’


The Prince was a handsome man in his fifties, tall, very thin in his light grey slacks and white silk shirt, with a coronet and monogram on his left-hand pocket and a thick mane of iron-grey hair above a narrow face and striking grey eyes. It gave him an almost uncanny sense of ‘greyness’ – the trousers, the hair, the eyes, all grey. But there was a twinkle in his eyes in those days. The element of greyness in his life was still to come.


‘Come and meet my wife and daughters,’ he said as he ushered us in. The house was long and low, amid a blaze of oleander and other flowers as we climbed half a dozen steps to reach the balcony outside the main door – a balcony ‘guarded’ by a pair of large terracotta dogs, long and sleek and looking down on visitors rather disdainfully. The outside balcony was deep and spacious and littered with basketwork chairs and cushions.


‘We call this the Tea Room,’ explained the Prince, ‘because in sunny weather it’s the shadiest place to have tea.’


The rest of the house was just as exciting and just as unusual. Through double doors at the back of the Tea Room was the dining-room, which contained a refectory table for the elders next to a circular table for the girls – and us when invited. And since the house was built on a slope French windows from the dining-room led straight out on to the gardens behind.


Because the grounds – and the house – sloped, massive stone columns of different heights had been built to support the living space above – a big sitting-room, a study, the music-room, nurseries now used for all manners of things, and, as we were to discover, seven or eight bedrooms and three old-fashioned bathrooms, all linked by corridors covered with old photographs in dark-coloured frames on walls which in memory always seem to have been of faded wine-coloured patterned silk.


Near the French windows stood a tall, straight-backed woman, in her fifties, I suppose. I already knew that she must be English, a north-country girl whose father had made a fortune and had – to be brutal – used some of his money to buy herself an Italian title. Her first remark was, ‘Ah, Mr Johns. So you are Mr Berenson’s closest friend!’


I did not like to disillusion her, so murmured, ‘He is very helpful to me. A brilliant teacher.’ And then in came Kurt whose manners were perfect, and greeted her with a polite kiss on the hand which already contained a few brown graveyard spots. ‘Ah! The gallantry of a good upbringing. Your manners are typical of the English upper classes.’


‘I am German, Donna Margarita.’ Kurt knew the short way to address a princess.


‘Ah well, never mind, you should have been English!’


‘I hope that’s a compliment and not a threat. I like being a German ally of the wonderful Italians,’ smiled Kurt, whose English was impeccable.


Slightly nonplussed, the Principessa turned to shake hands with Steve and asked, ‘You must be Mr Price, the American?’


‘Sure am, Ma’am.’ Steve pumped her hand vigorously. ‘It’s great to meet up with you, Prince and Principessa.’


‘Ah yes, very interesting.’ The Principessa looked helplessly to her husband for help but found none.


‘Call me Steve!’


‘Thank you Mr – Steve. The girls are in the pool. My husband suggests that you all have a dip before we eat. Fawkes, the butler, will show you the way. You’ll find swimming trunks in the changing house. Just introduce yourselves.’


We walked along a beautifully decorated garden path, almost fifty yards long, all in decorated stonework. The gardens were a delight, especially in the hot summer, for Prince Caeseri had built a long tessellated walk lined on one side with rambler roses and urns and pots of flowers and, on the other side, an orchard and vegetable garden – lettuces, broad beans, peas, together with every kind of fruit you could think of – and, at the end of the walk, he had created what he proudly called ‘the Indian pool’. It had been built in oriental fashion by damming up the small river Mensola where the gardens changed into vineyards, olive trees and checkered plots of herbs. Near the entrance to the Indian pool, which he had also lined with coloured tessellated patterns, the water of the river flowing in could be stored when it was low, or let out when there was a danger of flooding. It might not have been as hygienic as modern pools but it was good enough for the family – and us too. ‘Indian Pavilion’ changing rooms with rococo decorations completed the idyllic picture.


The girls were swimming as we reached the Indian Pavilion. Inside, I took off my clothes, put on a pair of borrowed trunks, dived in and introduced myself to the girls in a welter of laughter and splashes. They were delightful and exhilarating and, as we introduced ourselves, we discovered that each had a nickname. Raefella was the oldest at twenty-two but was called Lella. Rosanna – always Roz – was twenty, whilst the youngest, Fiammetta, but always called Fiamma, the flame, was eighteen. Spluttering and splashing and laughing we cried out, ‘I’m Steve!’ ‘I’m Kurt’ and ‘I’m Ham!’ It was such a liberated, happy-go-lucky introduction that nobody bothered with surnames at that first meeting. We had certainly dived in at the deep end, only to rise to the surface and fall in love.


We larked about for twenty minutes or so and then the butler Fawkes in one of those old-fashioned waistcoats with black sleeves and horizontal yellow stripes across his chest – looking just like a wasp – announced to Lella, presumably because she was the eldest, ‘Signorina Raefella, supper will be served in thirty minutes.’


It was the signal to jump out of the water, and make for the two adjoining dressing-rooms. The pavilion was liberally supplied with towels. We showered – I wanted to as I could not see any signs of filtering in the reservoir-cum-pool – borrowed Steve’s comb and tried to slick down my unruly blond hair which was always getting into my eyes.


‘Trying to look pretty?’ teased Kurt. ‘Which one are you after?’


Quite naturally, with no hesitation, no affectation, I answered simply, ‘Fiamma.’


‘Ah well! Don’t get burned in the flame.’


‘I guess it would be a kinda nice death,’ drawled Steve. ‘I’ll take Lella, the other blonde.’


Kurt laughed, ‘So that leaves only Roz, the dark-haired one, for me. Das ist gut! She suits me.’


‘Odd, one of the three being dark,’ Steve said, shrugging off the observation.


We hurried, knotting our ties and – how strange it seems now, looking back – our laughing first suggestions in the Indian Pavilion turned out to be a perfectly judged arrangement.


When we reached the large outside balcony facing the garden – not the Tea Room near the entrance to the house, but at the back of the house – one half contained the supper table, big enough to seat a dozen people, and the other half a selection of more basket-work chairs and sofas, with us sitting on the edge, the girls decorously sitting opposite, all dressed in summer frocks, asking for what looked like lemon squashes, and presumably non-alcoholic, until the Prince said laughingly, ‘All right, girls. It’s a beautiful evening. Would you like a bitter Campari and soda?’


A chorus of assent greeted the invitation while we were offered more substantial alcohol. ‘A gindiano?’ asked the Prince, deliberately and for our benefit using the current Italian slang for a gin and Indian tonic water.


‘Or if you like Campari,’ the Prince looked round, ‘perhaps you will do what I do – add a little gin to it. Tones the bitterness down a bit.’


‘I’ll try that, sir,’ said Steve eagerly, while, seeing Kurt hesitate, Fawkes suggested, ‘Perhaps an Italian beer, Signor?’


‘Perfect!’ beamed Kurt. ‘I’m afraid most of us Germans like a cold beer on a warm evening.’


The silence that embraced us as we sipped our drinks was one of those silences which seem to presage events, cast uncertain shadows into the mind. It was not my gindiano, I think, that was responsible for the secret emotions I felt.


Halfway through that first evening, another man quite suddenly appeared after we all finished splashing in the pool. I saw Fawkes approach in his stately way, as a dark man – he looked about thirty – entered. He wore the uniform of a capitano in the Italian army. He was muscular but not tall, and so like the Prince that he had to be his son Vanni, whose name we had already heard, but in conversations which seemed suddenly to change direction or dry up, as if he were some sort of black sheep who had disgraced the family. It was all a bit mysterious.


Even more odd, he was only introduced as ‘This is Vanni!’ Did he, as the son of a Prince, not merit some sort of title?


He nodded, in a rather surly fashion, and I did not much take to him – perhaps because I hardly got to know him, I saw so little of him. He was, I learned, the Principessa’s stepson, presumably by an earlier marriage of the Prince.


He said, ‘I’ve just popped in for a day!’ and dashed off to the Indian pool. But it was only later that I heard from the girls that he shared his father’s passion for beautiful women, and it did not take much intuition to guess that he preferred the bedroom to the battlefield.


The only time he unburdened himself just a little was when he asked me to pass the salad and said rather condescendingly, ‘So you’re an artist! The army’s marvellous if you don’t have to fight a war. I always had romantic dreams about war, but I began to dislike it when I was first in the army in Abyssinia and ordered to arrange for poison to be poured into the water wells to kill off the poor bloody natives who hadn’t done anyone any harm. As you British would say, it’s hitting below the belt.’ Then he added with a twisted grin, ‘As you British would also say, all’s fair in love and war, but give me love any day.’


With that he finished his supper, cried “Scuse me! Must dash off. Got a date!’


Watching him almost run to the front door, Roz whispered, ‘When he’s on leave, Vanni’s got a couple of girls – or a dozen for all I know – in a flat in Florence.’ She trilled with laughter. ‘He really just comes here for a swim now and again, and if he’s hungry, for a meal. He’s not really one of the family.’


I did not give the matter much thought, though it was odd, the way in which, when Vanni’s name was mentioned, distractions seemed to occur – or had been made. But we learned nothing more about the mysterious brother, and perhaps because of the idyllic circumstances in the brilliant summer of 1938, we were not curious enough to press the matter. After all, what was really so odd about having a brother serving in the army?


Fiamma sat next to me at supper and I found her enchanting. She spoke excellent English, as did her sisters, though with an occasionally delicious wrong use of words that made me burst into laughter but did not seem to embarrass her at all. She laughed a lot, and I loved her tall, willowy figure with her father’s steady grey eyes, her head topped with an almost whitish mop of blonde hair.


‘As far as colour is concerned,’ said the Principessa, ‘you two are a perfect match. Tell me, Mr Johns—’


‘I wish you’d call me Ham,’ I interrupted.


‘Very well, then, Ham it shall be. Such an odd name, though. Sounds like a sandwich. I believe’ – she spoke almost too eagerly – ‘that you know Mr Berenson quite well?’


‘Both Kurt and I know him,’ I nodded. ‘I have my own art teacher, but Mr Berenson gives me a lecture twice a week on how to appreciate Renaissance art. He says no one can be a good artist until he has mastered art history. I went to Oxford. Berenson had established two fellowships – one at Harvard, one at Oxford – and I won the Oxford fellowship. I am very honoured. He is the greatest art historian in the world.’


‘And Kurt?’


‘Mr Berenson is a highly accomplished amateur musician, a violinist, so when he has his small concerts, Kurt often plays the piano. He’s a very good pianist.’


‘I would love to meet Mr Berenson and attend one of his musical evenings,’ said the Principessa wistfully. ‘Is it hard to get tickets?’


‘By invitation only,’ I replied, knowing that it was virtually impossible to acquire the tickets, which were strictly limited to his friends and, turning to Fiamma, asked, ‘Do you like classical music?’


She hesitated.


‘Of course she doesn’t,’ laughed the Prince who had been listening to the conversation. ‘She only likes Fascist sing-songs.’


‘Oh, Papa!’ She coloured, a rose pink.


‘You even used to wear the young Fascist girls’ uniform,’ said the Prince.


‘I had to,’ she protested. ‘If you’re not a member of the party, whatever you may think – you can’t get in anywhere –’


‘Oh, I know. The Fascists have cleaned up Italy and done some good, particularly in clamping down on the Mafia, but I can’t stand them. Especially that awful Mussolini. What a braggart and bully – everything that’s contemptible in comparison with an Italian gentleman.’


As we all dipped hungrily into a second helping of spicy vitello tonnato Kurt ventured, ‘But, sir, we’ve signed an accord with Italy.’


‘Worthless!’ snorted the Prince. ‘II Duce should stick to building roads and cleaning up stretches of marshland and Mafia crime, and leave international politics to his betters. Abyssinia! Disgraceful! Made my blood boil, treating countries the same way that Hitler’ – he spluttered – ‘would do. Look what Mussolini is – an overweight little newspaper reporter with ideas above his station.’


I listened to the outburst in silence. Obviously the Prince did not like the Fascists!


‘But Prince,’ Kurt persisted, ‘Abyssinia was quite a big idea for what you call a little man!’


‘Not that I approve,’ interrupted Steve, ‘of edging round territories with threatening gestures.’


‘I hope so,’ muttered the Prince. ‘You are quite right. And with all respect to you, young man,’ this to Kurt, ‘I don’t approve of the way Hitler overran Austria and is – as your friend describes it – threatening Czechoslovakia.’


After a pause the Prince said, ‘For the one thing only will I give Mussolini credit, as even the devil must have his due. He crushed the Mafia, not by strong-arm tactics but by education and keeping people out of mischief with widespread programmes of employment. So I tip my hat to Mussolini for that. But that’s all. The man’s nothing but a thug.’


Steve looked puzzled. ‘I find it kinda surprising that he didn’t team up with them. Weren’t the Mafia thugs in a big way?’


‘Like our Sturmabteilung, who started as the Brownshirts,’ Kurt remarked.


‘Not quite,’ the Prince replied. ‘Those are . . . what do you call them? “Storm troops” – a bodyguard of bully-boys. The Mafia had their bully-boys all right, but their methods were usually more subtle. Blackmail mainly. The rich and socially vulnerable always paid up to be “protected” by ever-increasing payments.’ He paused, peering into his glass.


‘Gee, that’d be like USA in the Volstead Act,’ Steve put in.


‘What is that?’ Kurt enquired curiously. ‘The Volstead Act?’


‘Prohibition. When the country was forced dry by some zany law that’s got Congressman Volstead’s name on it. Y’know? No liquor. By law. So what the country got was bootlegging and gangsters. One led to the other, sure as God made little apples.’


Kurt shrugged, mystified. I think it was the term ‘bootlegging’ that baffled him.


The Principessa got up, and went to supervise the tricky business of preparing the zabaglione.


The Prince, smiling in reminiscence, went on. ‘I was vulnerable myself, being of a disapproved-of social order. But I paid up. It was all done very discreetly. The Mayor himself was “godfather” of the cell that operated this side of the Arno. Oh, he was very polite – coming here as if on a social call instead of summoning me to his office. But to a Prince he displayed what he thought were princely manners. There was a photograph which had been “found” (as he called it) and which he returned with his compliments, saying with a smirk that he was sure I would like to have it. No question of money, of course, but it was a picture of . . . a somewhat compromising situation. It gave me no qualms, yet the public consequences could have been embarrassing for the Caeseri family. I knew perfectly well that a negative of the picture existed and that this was his way of offering it to me – particularly as a dignified appeal for a contribution to the founding of a new hospital had preceded it. A non-existent foundation, I may add. I made a contribution and the negative arrived, anonymously and mysteriously. And Mafia funds were enriched by half a million lire.’


‘Yeah,’ Steve nodded. ‘That figures. “Protection money” we call it in the States. If you didn’t subscribe to your gangster protectors you got your kids beaten up or your premises damaged in an automobile “accident”. It was scary the number of cars that found themselves driven off the roads into shopfronts when the patrolman was sneaking a quick coffee for which he’d got a hundred-dollar bill on the side.’


Kurt shook his head in seeming disapproval. ‘I think the Brownshirts and the storm troopers were incorruptible in that way. They were bidden to burn down synagogues and shops owned by the Jews. I don’t think you could buy them off. They were dedicated to eliminating the Jews.’


‘And you, Kurt –?’ the Prince let his question hang in the air.


‘I am not dedicated to anything. I was a member of the Hitler Youth because my parents would have gone to prison if they’d forbidden me to join. I am just’ – his brow furrowed – ‘a German.’


The Prince’s expression changed. ‘We are seeing this “dedication” to the elimination of the Jews here too. And the Fascist thugs are no less vicious than the Mafia – but with less purpose, for they do not need money to support their violent activities. They are government funded.’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘Still, I tip my hat to the Duce for that one good act.’


‘Yeah, you’re well rid of guys like that,’ Steve agreed.


I was curious about the origins of this sinister society and would have liked to ask more. But at that moment the Principessa returned.


‘That’s enough of politics, Giorgio,’ she cried. Then she turned to me, ‘Perhaps, Ham, if you were to ask Fiamma as a friend of yours to one of Mr Berenson’s concerts, he might invite her, and I could go as her chaperone.’


‘Really, my dear,’ the Prince replied almost tartly. ‘You’re just trying to get Mr Johns to wangle an invitation to a concert that will merely bore you.’


‘That’s not true, Giorgio,’ she protested. ‘It’s just that – Mr Berenson has such a remarkable house – fifty acres of grounds –’


‘We have twenty. That’s quite enough,’ laughed the Prince.


‘Maybe I could help,’ suggested Steve. ‘I get around quite a lot. I talk fluent Italian, and sometimes there’s a few tickets secretly on sale from people who don’t want to go. It’ll cost you something, though.’


During this exchange I had been thinking hard – about how I could manage to see Fiamma again – and again, and again, just the two of us. And suddenly I knew how to do it.


‘I’ve got a wonderful idea,’ I burst out. ‘If – your daughter, Fiamma – will help me –’


‘She doesn’t know Mr Berenson,’ said the Principessa sharply.


‘Let Mr – let Ham have his say,’ said the Prince tolerantly.


‘Well, sir,’ I addressed him, ‘Mr Berenson wants me to paint my first portrait, and my art teacher, Signor Umberto, agrees. I would love to. But to Mr Berenson it’s an exercise to prove that I’ve learned the theories behind Renaissance art. So he wants to choose the model for me to paint – or if I find a suitable one, he would want to approve. It’s all part of my studies, you understand.’


‘And you mean Fiamma?’ asked the Principessa.


‘Well, yes, Donna Margarita. And if Fiamma loves music – then I’m sure that as my model she would be invited to the next concert.’


‘Clever Mr Johns,’ cried the Principessa. ‘That’s why the English always win their wars.’


And that was the way my romance with Fiamma started, for I did all of my actual painting (apart from learning theory and history) in Umberto’s studio when he was not using it. And it meant that I would have to spend hours with her – alone, at his studio on the top floor of a thin building in the shadow of the Torre de Marsali, near the Via Barbadori, a stone’s throw from the Ponte Vecchio.
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Umberto was almost a caricature of a stock actor playing an artist, even to a beret and beard. He was on the fat side, had a round face and a permanent smile. He wore dirty trousers, old and covered with smudges of paint. He painted savage (and sometimes unsaleable) scenes of Florence, often before dawn because he was fascinated by lights shining in the dark. He had been born and brought up in the same tiny Florence studio-flat, and was an orphan, but never seemed concerned about it. I doubt if he or anyone had ever renewed a pot or a pan, a sheet or a suit, since his mother died.


In short, he was one of the sights of the city, trundling along with his portable easel, holding a wet canvas in front of him. And essentially he was a very kind man. He gave lessons because he needed petty cash – and he needed the cash because he rarely sold any paintings. He always swapped them. He had a regular clientele among shopkeepers and other similar people who believed that one day his paintings would be famous. With them he would exchange a new painting for groceries, the rates, a couple of sacks of wood or coal in winter, and especially he bought tubes of paint and canvases from Sangallo’s, the largest dealers in painting materials, just off the Via Martelli. He always paid with paintings.


But above everything else, Umberto could teach. He had an uncanny flair for singling out the only way you should paint according to his feeling for a pupil. A few strokes of my brush, the way I put paint on the canvas, and he could pick out the one method of painting at which he was convinced I would do best.


I remember one budding oil painter whom Umberto doomed to a life of painting watercolours, beautifully, while to me, after futile experiments to discover the metier which suited me best and what I enjoyed doing best – for that is the secret of painting, enjoyment – he suggested that I was happiest and most professional using a palette knife rather than a paint brush, filling canvases with vast slabs of bright colours, then using the edge of the knife to some parts, even scraping off sections I did not like, in others leaving a thick impasto which at times stood out in ridges from the canvas.


The result was exciting, but I did not have the faintest idea if I could employ the palette knife technique on a portrait.


‘Only if you don’t try to paint a likeness,’ growled Umberto. ‘You have no experience of this. If you want to attempt a portrait – if Berenson says you must’ – he scratched his long white beard – ‘paint one. But as a painting, not a photograph. Don’t expect it to look anything like the sitter. You’re not painting a portrait for money or to please a sitter. It’s a painting. The end is what you are after, not the beginning.’ He said this with a stern grimace that had the character of a warning.


No doubt delighted that I might be able to arrange for an invitation to be sent to her, the Principessa readily agreed to ‘lend’ me Fiamma as a sitter for her portrait; but before I took Fiamma to start work I told Umberto more of my plans.


‘Splendid,’ he cried. ‘It’s time you enlarged your scope. I only hope she’ll be able to stand the strain. It’s no joke you know, employing an amateur model. It’s hard work – for them.’


He ran two paint-stained fingers through his beard. ‘You must remember that, though you are the maestro, your sitter is a human being like you and everybody else. And there is a great difference between the experienced sitter and the one casually plucked from a crowd because of a smile . . . a sadness . . . a look of lust . . . some . . .’ He took his fingers from his beard and pushed his beret back on his forehead, pondering. ‘I don’t know what you call it in English. Espressione, we say here.’


‘Expression,’ I smiled.


‘So. There is this expression, this reason that you pluck the sitter from the crowd, like your Fiamma, because she is beautiful in the body or the smile or the teeth or the way the head is sculptured to the shoulders. But she is not like the hired model, who is blasé about her attractions and sees them only as little handfuls of lire and has learned patience and stillness and detachment from her own body’ – he touched his forehead with a finger – ‘so that in her head she can write letters or think of arguments with her landlady while to you, with your palette, she is no more than the unmoving medium between you and your canvas. She has learnt this over many years, and at the bidding of different painters she will hold an arm aloft or stretch a leg and become immobile for as long as she knows it’s necessary.’


‘For hours?’ I asked naively.


Umberto chuckled. ‘You know as little of the body as you do of painting, my young friend.’ Seeing my glum look he added hastily, ‘No, no, do not be discouraged. You have the painter’s . . . visione?’


‘Vision,’ I smiled again.


‘Good. This is happy, this likeness of our languages.’ He leaned forward. ‘You have the vision, the inside, of the artist, but you know little yet of the way. For there are perspirations to this business of the painter as well as inspirations.’ The fingers combed the beard again. ‘As you know from what I have told you, in matters of brushes and pigments and the way to half-close your eyes sometimes to get the view you want. So I tell you now about the poor girl who sits there on the dais, so self-conscious as she must be and not at all concentrating on sitting still because she is your lover –’


He held up his hand to stop me as I was about to protest – a protest that was half wishful thinking.


‘– in her mind if not yet in bed.’ He smiled mischievously. ‘I am old. I know about these things. I have had many women. But there she is and you want her to sit still and she is restless. So remember, please, that she is not the professional and will need much rest. Even for the professional, the hireling, it is troublesome to remain for more than twenty minutes if the pose is not one of – of – relaxment. Even to be peaceful and in a pose of meditation is not a happy thing for the body; for the muscles need not to be taut and we shift them to ease them, even in sleep. It is unnatural to stand rigid like soldiers. So I tell you to remember: be patient with your Fiamma, for she knows nothing of the difficulties of being a model and will also be half curious about what you are painting and half fidgety. It will be disturbing for you because you can concentrate for much longer periods. But you must restrain your impatience and remember that any discomfort she feels will be reflected in her face and will therefore give you not the portrait you want. But’ – he wagged his finger solemnly – ‘again I say to repeat myself, “Do not try to get a likeness. A camera is for likenesses. A painting is for espressione.” Now you understand?’


I understood only too well. There was an area of conflict here between my teacher of history and my teacher of technique. It was not the only area of conflict into which we were destined to wander.


Two days later I brought Fiamma to Umberto’s studio. He took a long look at her.


‘She is magnificent,’ he agreed with me. ‘Beautiful white teeth and I can see the lovely young breasts peeping through her thin dress. What colour are your eyes? Grey. Hair good, but I have to ask you a question,’ he spoke casually. ‘You have been to bed with this man?’


‘Certainly not!’ cried Fiamma.


‘More fool you. He’s a handsome young devil.’ His laugh robbed the original question of any offence. ‘But you probably will do – if you follow my advice.’ He laughed again and she did not protest.


He turned to me. ‘Ham, you will never be able to paint a pretty chocolate-box face. Thank God for that. So far, since we started using the knife, you have been painting strong, vibrant exciting buildings, roads, even a field of cabbages with houses in the background – remember that one? Striking, but always with a kind of architecture. Yes, even a field of cabbages can be painted that way. Now, this girl.’ He held out his hand to Fiamma. ‘Her body is vibrant, and like a beautiful piece of architecture – sculpture, if you like – those legs, breasts, thighs, hips, belly – perfectly constructed – imagine!’


I could! I was getting sexual stirrings, secretly undressing her, so that I blurted out, ‘You mean a nude?’


Almost ignoring Fiamma, who was beginning to look embarrassed, he said to me, ‘Of course! What else? The face doesn’t matter.’


‘I couldn’t –’


‘Mama would never let me,’ Fiamma broke in.


‘Paint her like the flame she is.’ Umberto ignored Fiamma’s interruption, regarding her only as a convenient object to be painted. ‘You can paint her here – while I’m out giving lessons. She’s got a beautiful body. Don’t strive for any likeness, though. The essence of beauty is what you must strive for.’


I could not help thinking how right he was, and how exciting it would be. The sex was something else – and very, very present, as the bulge in my trousers grew larger and more urgent, especially when Umberto said, almost without thinking, ‘Let’s have a look at you, my dear. Make absolutely sure you’re right for the subject.’


‘You mean – undress?’ For a moment I thought Fiamma was going to run for it.


‘Of course. And don’t feel embarrassed like a baby. I can hire a dozen nude girl models, like that.’ He snapped his fingers.


‘I’ve never –’


‘Just smell the paint in this room – and remember that we are artists, not sex maniacs.’


‘All of me?’ she asked faintly.


‘All of you,’ roared Umberto. ‘Keep your pants on if you wish. I’m interested in your body, not your pussy.’ He used the Florentine slang word passera, meaning sparrow. ‘Now, come on.’


By sheer force of personality – and his inner sense of kindness combined with the knowledge that he was not being lecherous – Fiamma started slowly to undress. Was it delicacy that prompted her at first to turn her back to me? As she started to undo the buttons on her silk dress she suddenly said, ‘In this hot weather’ – hesitating – ‘it’s so very hot and I’ve got no underclothes on at all.’


‘Who cares,’ cried Umberto, and then, with a multicoloured silk dress like a halo, she slid it down, the halo round her feet, and stood upright and still and turned round, pert breasts pointing upwards, a flat belly, and under it the echo of her thick blonde hair, a darker shade, but as thick as on her head, and I groaned inwardly at the sight until Umberto brought me back to earth.


‘Perfect, my dear.’ And to me, ‘You should paint her first in off-white, with touches of blue and a faint touch of green shading to accentuate the parts you feel should be accentuated. And a plain background. It could be a sensation. You start a week on Monday. I’m going off to Siena in two weeks. Here’s a key. Remember, the face doesn’t matter. Leave the head off if you like! There are plenty of headless statues in Florence.’ To Fiamma, ‘Yes, yes dear. Pop your clothes on. We’ll see what you’ve done wrong when I return.’


‘Thank you. You don’t mind?’ I said to Fiamma.


‘I suppose not. It’s, well, exciting.’


‘It’s always exciting showing off a beautiful body,’ said Umberto.


‘I suppose it is,’ Fiamma agreed slowly. ‘I don’t know why, but you’re right – I will enjoy it – for you –’ She gave me a shy smile.


Almost in a trance of frustrated desire, I managed to mutter, ‘Mr Berenson won’t be so delighted. He wants me to try my hand at a portrait.’


‘That guru of yours, the sacred Berenson. He’s the nearest thing to a charlatan,’ jeered Umberto.


‘You can’t say that,’ I almost shouted. ‘BB is a genius. He knows more about art than you’ll ever know.’ I felt suddenly angry.


‘Genius! He’s a fake. Okay, he might be useful teaching you the appreciation of historical art as an expert in his field, but don’t let him try to turn you into a failed Michelangelo.’


After we left Umberto’s, I suggested we had an espresso at Doney’s and, sitting in a corner seat, I said rather awkwardly, ‘I’m sorry about that – Umberto making you take off your clothes. I was as astonished as you were.’


She lowered her eyes. For the first time I noticed how long and dark her lashes were. With a toss of her head she shook her thick blonde hair back into place.


‘I was surprised and a bit shattered for a moment, and then, well, I realised it was a sort of compliment.’ She gave me a dazzling smile, showing her white teeth, and asked, almost shyly – no, that’s not fair – almost teasingly, ‘You don’t mind?’


Before I could even begin to think about cutting out my tongue, I blurted, ‘I loved it. You’re so beautiful. But not only that. It did make me feel – well, I don’t know what the polite word is, but you know – so excited I thought I was going to blow up. I can’t wait to paint you.’


‘Paint and look?’ She gave a laugh, almost a suppressed chuckle.


‘Look and paint,’ I corrected her seriously.


‘And we’ll be alone during these sessions?’


‘I’m afraid so. For two weeks! And it’s not going to be easy,’ I added less gravely. ‘It’s the first time I’ve done anything like this alone. In classes, yes, but I’m not used to standing and looking at a beautiful woman alone. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to take it. And then there’s – your mother. The Principessa might not like the idea of a young man painting you without any clothes on.’


‘Don’t tell her.’ She fiddled with her napkin.


‘You mean that?’


‘I do. I was fascinated by the problems Signor Umberto was discussing. I want to see what happens – what you make of it. But Mama wouldn’t understand. On the other hand, so long as she meets Mr Berenson . . .’ she added with a touch of irony.


‘You’re a very tempting young lady,’ I smiled. ‘And forthright.’


‘You’re a very tempting young man,’ she replied. ‘No, let’s carry on, say nothing, pretend the portrait is a failure – and see what happens.’


‘I know what I’d like to happen.’ My voice was husky.


‘Let’s change the subject,’ she said. ‘You’re trying to make me feel like you say you feel. What about Mama’s invitation to the next concert?’


‘Let’s go. I told Mr Berenson that I’d chosen a model, which is why he asked us for lunch, today.’ I paid for the coffee. ‘Now let’s go and meet him.’


As we made our way to I Tatti I explained how, as an historian, Berenson had advised me that I should try my hand at painting a portrait as part of what he called ‘the process of making a painted appreciation of the value of art’.


‘I don’t understand,’ she admitted.


‘Neither do I!’ We both laughed and I held her hand as we walked out into the street, and we squeezed our hands in a gentle but definite way. The very modest touch sent a surge of tenderness through me, tenderness more than desire. What a girl! I thought. And to let Umberto order her to take off her clothes and she did so without a murmur! And in front of a healthy sexy man like me!


‘Not you,’ she read my thoughts and reproved me with a smile. ‘In front of Signor Umberto. You just happened to be there.’


She laughed as we jumped on the No. 9 trolley-bus at the Plazza San Marco, which deposited us at the Ponte Mensola over that small river. From there we took a ten-minute walk along a country lane on the slopes of Settignano, to one of the entrances to I Tatti, where a narrow path bordered by cypresses led us to the entrance of the villa. The scents and sounds of summer filled the air. Above the stream dragonflies hovered, their wings gaudy with sunshine.


‘Prepare to meet a genius,’ I laughed.


‘But what I don’t really understand,’ she confessed as we passed through the ornate front gates, ‘is – why he’s so famous – and so rich.’


I tried to explain. ‘Basically I suppose, it’s because he’s the greatest expert in the world on Renaissance paintings, and he’s of enormous help to big international dealers like, say, Duveen. He can spot fakes. He gets paid a percentage of any transaction. Always. Even before the turn of the century he was making 15,000 dollars a year in commissions and sales. He has the real knowledge, you see, more than anyone else, and it is important when you’re dealing in fortunes to spend a little extra and make sure.’


‘But even that . . .’ she faltered.


‘He explained once during a lecture that he only had to look at the hands to see if a Botticelli was genuine – because Botticelli always painted hands with square nails. That and the paint itself – and age – he has invented what he calls “tactile values” – I’ll explain it sometime – he needs to touch to make certain. Did you know that Titian always painted the ball of a thumb in the same way? Berenson knows an awful lot. I’ve been helping him with some Florentine drawings, and I’ve learned so much from him.’


‘But still? All the money for I Tatti?’


‘He bought the lot – the villa, two cottages and a chapel and fifty acres for about six thousand pounds in English money. Sixty million lire in yours. Ridiculous! He’s also got another little place in Poggibonsi where he retreats to when he wants a change or things become a bit too hectic here. And as for the money – well, he has one other attribute. He’s Jewish. I’m not against them. And I worship Berenson. But he’s very smart as well as clever. He’s quite capable of selling a painting twice.’


‘Not to two people at once?’


‘No, no. But he’ll recommend an old master to a client, take a percentage, then later advise the client to sell it and replace it with a better painting. So he gets commissions on resales and new purchases.’


The gardens of I Tatti were magnificent. Berenson had transformed fourteen of the fifty acres into formal Italian-style gardens, the beautifully manicured squares of lawn criss-crossed with gravel patches as immaculate as a newly cleaned carpet, with not a blade of grass out of place, not a flower in disarray.


‘It’s so . . . so elegant,’ gasped Fiamma as we approached the front door. The rather plain and unpretentious Tuscan villa was topped by a pretentious clock tower which years before had been erected by Berenson’s wife as a surprise when he returned from a trip to America.


‘That’s more impressive than elegant.’ Fiamma sounded as though she had to say something polite but was doubtful as she looked up.


‘He hated it!’ I said cheerfully. ‘When he first saw it he wanted to pull the whole thing down, but structurally it was too difficult. They’d have had to take the roof off. So it’s still there.’


The entrance corridor behind the front portico was short and a table covered with hats stood by the front door. The walls were lined with old master pictures that looked as though they had been arranged to stay in the same position for ever.


Lunch was always arranged in the same way. It was preceded by the vaguest of cocktails in a large rather rococo room where half a dozen celebrities had already gathered. Mrs Berenson – Mary – an art expert and author in her own right, introduced Fiamma to the others, Count this and the Marchese that; and while we waited for BB, as he was known world-wide from the initialled certificate with which he authenticated pictures, we were offered minute glasses of vermouth flavoured with a little lemon.


Finally Berenson arrived – but only when he had been told that all the guests were present. It was as though stage-managed for effect. Perhaps it was? The semi-circle of admirers and acquaintances, including Fiamma, nervously awaited the first sight of the small, immaculate, white-bearded man with, as usual, a carnation in his buttonhole.


Afterwards, Fiamma described him to her mother and me, ‘He’s like a small ivory statue of a saint.’


He did have a saintly look about him. Speaking in Italian mostly on Fiamma’s first visit, he made the rounds of the guests, kissing the girls’ hands, lingering for a moment longer than he needed to savour the fragrance of beauty of Fiamma before sitting down in his ‘own’ deep leather armchair and motioning Fiamma to sit on his right. I, as usual, sat on a stool inside the large fireplace, ready if need be to refill any glasses of vermouth while Berenson told one of his interminable, oft-repeated, allegedly funny stories and we laughed dutifully. In between he started making one of his regular anti-Fascist outbursts.


‘You should meet my father,’ Fiamma smiled. ‘He hates the Fascists, can’t stand Mussolini. He’s always getting into trouble.’


‘One of us!’ Berenson raised his eyes to Fiamma who remarked later on his beautiful grey eyes. ‘I must ask him to come around.’


After a lunch dominated by talk from Berenson, he led the way to a large structure – the only word I can think of – which he called his limonaia, a sort of glass barn filled with lemon and pomegranate trees, a kind of orangerie, until three o’clock when he always went for his siesta, followed by his afternoon walk.


During lunch he never mentioned the reason for Fiamma’s visit, but once installed in the limonaia he turned to me and said, ‘So this is the young lady who’s to be your model? Very beautiful, I must say. You sit here.’


‘If you approve.’ I knew he would.


‘I do,’ he replied in his gentle, almost silky voice, the sound almost like a caress.


He paused, looking at Fiamma. ‘I suggest a head and shoulders.’ I was startled – especially after Umberto’s decision, but said nothing. ‘You agree? Good. Now, when do you start? Two weeks? Good.’


I wondered what Fiamma was thinking. I was always careful when talking to BB not to overstep the limits of familiarity. I had warned Fiamma to avoid discussing abstract art – to him a subject for contempt. It was not always easy, for I also had to deal with Umberto, who was much less rigid in his approach to representational art.


‘It is for pleasure – art,’ Umberto had insisted. ‘So if it pleases the artist to convey pleasure by shocking the beholder – well, why not?’


Tentatively Fiamma put this view to BB without mentioning any names (Chagall and Picasso would have been like red to a bull). BB paused reflectively before explaining what he called ‘the flouting of rules’.


‘In all arts and sciences there must be rules; otherwise chaos,’ he explained to Fiamma. ‘Take perspective: the Greeks followed the rules in the fifth century BC, and the Renaissance painters developed them because they so often had to depict interiors. To ignore them gives you nothing but an outline, a profile, as on a coin. But this is perfectly all right for those who make coins, which are flat and have no third dimension other than their thickness. But an artist may want to give that impression.’


He paused and contemplated the cypresses. ‘So he may break the rules as long as he knows them first. In music too, the same. It is good to be defiant if you know what you’re being defiant about. Beethoven knew perfectly well that consecutive fifths flout the rules of harmony, but he used them joyfully.’


He raised his stick to point at the cypresses. ‘The charlatans would have us believe that those trees are pink or blue or yellow – not because they want to make a statement about the importance of colour but because they want to draw attention to themselves and to what they think of as their cleverness. Conceit: a manifestation of conceit: that is all it is.’


I kept quiet. I knew he was getting at me because he had recently seen me closely examining a print of Dufy’s Harvest, with its startling red horse in the middle of the team of three drawing the threshing machine. I wanted to say, but if it brings forth an emotional response in the beholder, does it matter? I did not, though. It amused me to think that both my professors used the word ‘charlatan’ in different ways. And I had got it into my mind that my portrait of Fiamma was going to be called ‘Blue Nude’ – for the simple reason that blue was the intense colour in which my inner eye conceived it. A conception, I thought wryly, that would hardly please BB.


‘Well,’ said BB to Fiamma. ‘I hope I haven’t bored you. You are too beautiful ever to be bored.’


He tended at times to speak in clipped phrases. To me he said, ‘I would like to see your preliminary sketches if you don’t mind, while I swallowed, trying to see my way around the problem I now faced. ‘Not important at this stage.’ With a shrug of his shoulders he turned to Fiamma. ‘But you are a very attractive young lady, and I’m anxious to see how this young man here interprets your face.’ And after taking some tea, he apologised, ‘Now, I have to have a little sleep. But, you must come again,’ declared Berenson, preparing to leave. ‘I have met Prince Caeseri at a large dinner, but not his wife. Yes, perfect for a portrait. You agree, Ham?’


Hesitating to tell him that I had already seen much more than head and shoulders – and hoped to see it all again – I merely said, ‘I haven’t really thought about the details,’ and knowing that it would please him, added, ‘I just wanted you to approve the choice first before I go to Umberto.’


Turning to me he suggested – and this was a very rare honour – ‘Why don’t you take the prince’s daughter to have a look at our library, and my study if you like. I’ll see you before you go.’


We made a very quick tour. What impressed Fiamma most was that details of all the old masters were carefully explained, each room containing a folder with a transparent cover giving details in Italian and English of each picture on the walls, while in the centre of the library was a really magnificent, huge fifteenth-century table. We just peeped into his study, where one painting made all the others seem ten times less beautiful: it was a Madonna by Domenico Veneziato.


‘We’d better go, he’ll want to say goodbye.’


Back in the limonaia, where Berenson was standing, looking at his watch, he saw us arrive.


‘I just wanted to say goodbye.’


‘Very considerate of you,’ he murmured. ‘You’ll be back to study for your Renaissance thesis on Monday, Ham?’


‘Of course, Mr Berenson. And –’


‘Well?’


‘The Principessa, Fiamma’s mother, she’s very keen on music. And she’s a friend of Kurt’s. She’d love to hear you all play.’


‘Would you like to come too?’ he asked Fiamma.


‘It would be an honour, Mr Berenson.’


‘Then you must come – both, of course.’ He was obviously more interested in Fiamma. ‘I’ll send a double invitation to your mother tomorrow.’


It was as easy as that.


And to both of us, he said, ‘Now you’ve seen my library, the next time I must show you all over the house.’


We both thanked him, but my mind was not on his house! I was much more concerned about finding a way to please both of my art masters! One wanted a nude, the other a head and shoulders. And I could guess which one the Principessa would choose! But I had seen Fiamma in the nude, she had agreed to pose for me naked, and there was no way I was going to stop her doing that!




3


Kurt von Schill was studying to be a pianist, and the next musical evening at I Tatti promised to challenge him with one of the most difficult evenings he had so far faced. He was promising, but this was a tricky piece, even though Berenson, in his silky voice, very beautifully dressed, with the inevitable carnation in his buttonhole, had announced, ‘I’d like you to have a go at Mendelssohn’s B-minor quartet. Youthful music, but I think you’re up to it, being youthful yourself. I won’t be able to play the violin. Don’t feel up to it at the age of seventy, but I’ll be there to listen to you.’


Kurt had practised hard on the upright piano which was part of the furniture of our house – in fact, it was the main reason why Kurt, who was the first of us to take up residence, had agreed to rent the place.


‘But now,’ he said, ‘that you tell me the Principessa is coming, I shall have to do really well to impress her.’


‘You always play well,’ I assured him without any real conviction to back up what I said, ‘so – why especially for the Principessa?’


‘Well, Roz. Rosanna’s quite a girl. And it’s important I keep on the right side of the old lady.’


‘She’s not that old,’ I protested. ‘Smitten with the girl?’


‘Are you – with Fiamma?’


‘Well, I am going to paint Fiamma.’ Then, pausing for dramatic effect, I added casually, ‘In the nude!’ And when Kurt gave a low whistle, I added even more airily, ‘Yes, it’s all been arranged. She undressed so that I could make sure I thought she would be suitable.’


‘Lucky bugger!’


‘I don’t see why. All you have to do is seduce Roz with your music. If music be the food of love, play on – but you wouldn’t know that being a German. Shakespeare.’


With a laugh he threw a newspaper at me, deliberately missing. ‘You ignoramus! Hitler wrote it.’


No one was ever very serious for long at our ‘villa’ – villa for want of a better word. It was close to the road, had a tiny patch of garden behind, just a plot of ill-kept grass, three bedrooms, a sitting-room with the piano, and a dining-room table which I often used for sketching; and – this was heaven – we had an old beamed Tuscan kitchen, with a large table in the middle, a stove, and a fridge. An elderly woman called Maria cooked lunch for us and left us a cold meal for the evenings. If we were not in for the evening, she would heat it for the following lunch; or, if we did not like the look of it, we took the food out in a paper bag and threw it away.


‘Do you think you’ll go to bed with Roz?’ I asked, not only out of curiosity, for though Roz was great fun in some ways, she had hidden depths of reserve.


‘I know what you mean,’ agreed Kurt, reading my thoughts. ‘Sometimes she looks as though she’s got the whole world on top of her, weighing her down. But she’s twenty, and she can’t remain a virgin forever. I’m prepared to wait’ – with a grin – ‘for a week or two.’


Steve bustled in.


‘What gives?’ He walked over to the drinks shelf behind the kitchen table and poured out a stiff gindiano.


‘Ham tells me he persuaded Fiamma to strip – all for the cause of art! An old dodge,’ cried Kurt.


‘Jeez!’ Steve took a long gulp of his gin, while Kurt mischievously played Plaisir d’Amour on the piano. ‘How much you charging for visits, Ham?’


‘Vulgar shits,’ I said without rancour. ‘This is art for art’s sake. And a good painter never notices the body in detail – or the sort of thing that’s making you squirm in your pants. You disgust me!’


‘Balls,’ cried Kurt.


‘Crap!’ cried Steve.


I explained how Fiamma and I had wangled a ticket for the Principessa to visit Berenson.


‘The Principessa? I know. She’s as delighted as hell. The invitation’s already arrived,’ said Steve.


‘She told you? Already? When did you meet?’ I asked.


‘Every day.’ Steve was almost smirking.


‘How? Tell us!’ I begged him.


‘Nothing to tell. I know you two guys are both hard workers, but me – waal, I’m just a gentleman of leisure!’ – ‘leesure’, he pronounced it – ‘and you may remember the Principessa did mention casually that we should feel free to use the pool. Well, with an invitation like that, we Americans don’t waste time. I took her at her word. I walked up the morning after that first evening, arrived with a large box of Doney’s chocolate, and my swimsuit, and asked the old girl if I could go swimming, adding “with Lella, if she happens to be around”. Well, she did happen to be around, so I told her to make sure it “happened” every day.’


‘What cheek!’


‘It worked,’ said Steve cheerfully. ‘That girl Lella ain’t going nowhere if I’m around the Villa Magari. And her Mom thinks I’m great. Love me, love my daughter. That little girl Lella is something, I can tell you. I’m already crazy about her. And when I tell her about the way you made her sister strip – it should be kid’s stuff to make her swim in the altogether.’


‘No, no, you mustn’t tell, for Chrissake,’ I cried. ‘Her mother doesn’t know. Even Mr Berenson doesn’t know. They think it’s going to be a head and shoulders. Berenson’s idea.’


I explained in some detail the double problem I faced – that I might even have to paint two portraits, one to please Berenson and the Principessa, the other to please Umberto – and myself.


‘You sure have a problem,’ Steve said. ‘Nothing you can do about it, though.’


He was wrong.


I did, however, do one thing. Since we had some time to spare before the painting sessions started, I decided to join the morning sessions at the Indian pool, especially when Steve and Kurt mentioned casually they were going to Florence the following morning – Steve to take Lella to meet a friend, Kurt for one of his master-class music lessons. I said nothing, just decided to turn up the next day – and every day when I was free.


Quite apart from the girls, it was heaven. We were royally treated, with Fawkes or a maid carrying trays of lemonade, ice and alcoholic drinks along the long walk with its left-hand side a riot of rambler roses. The water was cool, the surroundings perfect.


‘Here’s something that might please you as an Englishman,’ said Roz, the dark-haired member of the family.


‘Father spent three years at Oxford, you know’ – I did not but let the remark pass – ‘and he fell in love with one summer fruit which we don’t often see in Italy though it does grow in some parts. But ours was planted specially by Papa. Do you like “uvaspina”?’ She used the Italian word.


‘Haven’t the faintest idea what “uvaspina” means,’ I laughed.


‘Come on, I’ll show you. It’s a bush. Father planted four. They’re behind here.’ Dripping with water and leaving our wet footprints on the rim as we both climbed out of the pool, she led the way to a corner of the garden beyond. ‘Look! There!’


‘Oh!’ I cried. ‘Gooseberries! I love them. What did you call them?’


‘Uvaspina,’ she laughed, almost a deep throaty chuckle.


‘Never heard of the word. What’s it mean?’


‘Prickly grapes.’


‘Can I have one?’


‘As many as you like. Papa’s grown out of them, I think. He never usually eats more than a couple of uvaspina pies with cream a year. So you can eat and eat until you have tummy ache.’ Then, without any warning, she asked, ‘Do you like me?’


‘Well, of course!’ What an odd question! ‘All three of you are superb. But why do you pick on me? I thought Kurt had his eye on you. All this daily swimming.’ I picked a couple more gooseberries, topped and tailed them, and with an attempt at a laugh in advance I said, ‘Take care of Kurt. You know what happens behind gooseberry bushes.’


‘I’ve already taken care of Kurt.’ She gave a secret smile. ‘What does happen behind gooseberry bushes?’


‘Babies!’ I laughed.


‘Oh that,’ she shrugged her shoulders as if the possibility had not occurred to her. ‘You like Fiamma, don’t you?’


‘Well, she is attractive.’ I looked towards the pool not longingly, hopefully, just to avert what might become an embarrassing situation.


‘But don’t you think I’m attractive too?’ she asked. ‘After all, my other sisters are both dizzy blondes like my father used to be before he turned grey. I’m very dark. I’ve always been told that it attracts men because they wonder – well, you know!’ she teased suggestively.


‘Why one girl has dark hair?’ I asked, knowing perfectly well what she meant.


‘Well, I am the black sheep of the family.’ This time I did not understand. ‘Didn’t you know?’ she asked with assumed innocence. ‘The Prince is not my father. I’m the result of one of Mama’s slip-ups.’


I didn’t know what to say! I gulped miserably and finally managed to utter something like, ‘Oh God, I am sorry’. She ignored my look of embarrassment.


‘Don’t worry. I love life,’ she replied cheerfully. ‘And as for Mama – why, Papa’s had his own garçonnière in Florence since he married Mama for her money. And he still has.’


‘You can’t be sure.’ I had a mental picture of this tall, suave, good-looking and perfect specimen of apparent rectitude.


‘I am sure.’ She seemed to be enjoying my discomfort, for she added, ‘because I’ve been to the place. After all, he’s not my father.’ That was a curiously suggestive remark, but she didn’t enlighten me any further, so I asked hastily, ‘And your Mama – she’s not upset?’


‘Upset?! She’s adorable, she’s loving, we all worship her, but she’s tough. She insisted once on taking us children to see England – the north where she was born, where it never stops raining, and when we returned to Italy we christened her “The Princess of the Yorkshire Dales”.’


I could not help laughing, but I was still thinking, this daughter is illegitimate!


‘Mama plays around quite a bit – or did, I suppose. I don’t know what she’s up to now. You, though,’ with a knowing wink at me, ‘I do know she can become very fond of young men.’ She laughed again. ‘I don’t mind. Officially I’m the daughter of a prince – well, I am. And I’m just like Mama. I also enjoy playing around a bit. And I find you attractive. I love your thick blond hair – and your freckles. But’ – what a sexual tease she was, and I was staggered at her next remark which was almost whispered – ‘I bet I’ve got more hair down there than you have! Want a peep?’


I began to become aroused and, looking down, she saw the tight bundle in my close-fitting swimming trunks and, laughing, pointed, ‘I told you. One day – who knows. Anyway, watch Mama. She’s always ready for a handsome young man. My! You have grown!’ This with another glance at my trunks. ‘You’d better have a quick dip in the pool!’


Then as we ran towards the pool over the grass and shrubs that divided it from the garden she held hands as we jumped in with an almighty splash, gasping and exhilarated while I was thinking, ‘My God! Thrown herself at me!’ What a girl! I do believe she would have let me try and do it there and then, behind the gooseberry bushes.


And yet, when I emerged again from the depth of the pool to sit on the tessellated pink and grey decorated stone edge, I found myself next to Fiamma.


I thought, she is the exact opposite of Roz with her black hungry look, and her flagrant invitation which she had so skilfully implanted in me. But I longed much more for the girl next to me now – Fiamma with her long legs swinging idly, as different from Roz as chalk from cheese, figs from gooseberries, asparagus from artichokes. Fiamma seemed to hint at a stifled desire for love with sex, Roz an enticement to experience sex without love. Still, an experience. I would not mind it, I thought a trifle guiltily, as I sat talking to Fiamma, mostly about our first meeting with Umberto, and her forthcoming modelling session.


And then she asked, and was it with a touch of envy or sarcasm? ‘I see Roz has been taking you for a walk.’


‘She wanted to show me the gooseberry bushes.’


Laughing loudly she said, ‘I’ve had my English lessons from Mama. We all know what happens under gooseberry bushes.’


‘Well, I don’t,’ I said almost crossly.


‘Sorry,’ she apologised. ‘But Roz – well, she’s a bit of hot stuff. We all know that. And we know all about her as well. I expect she’s told you. She tells everyone – loves to cause a stir. But we all love her. She’s great fun. But at the same time she’s . . . sort of, well, I don’t know quite how to put it, but there’s a secret side to her, as if all the fun-loving side of her was a screen to hide something different, something she didn’t want people to know about, which she keeps to herself.’


‘She’d make a good spy,’ I said jokingly.


Fiamma laughed. ‘To me, she’s just a sister. Completely.’


‘Of course,’ I agreed. ‘And I know what you mean. She is fun. But you – you’re more serious – I like you very much.’ I hesitated, splashing my foot in the water of the pool.


‘Even though I cheerfully got undressed so your artist friend could have a good look at me? And you too.’


‘Yes, because of the way you did it.’ I was thinking, Roz with her ‘want a peep’ had invited me. ‘You just agreed in the course of work.’


‘Don’t be too sure,’ she teased me, ‘we all have a touch of Mama in our make-up.’


‘Promise,’ I asked huskily, touching her foot next to mine. ‘Tell me, Fiamma, if you want to, about your mother and Roz, and her husband.’


‘Papa? Oh dear. It’s rather sad really, but it’s a long time ago. And it’s only what I’ve heard really – older friends told our younger friends – you know how stories get around. But it seems that Mama, who is very rich, not only married Papa for his title, but fell in love with the dashing young man he must have been when he’d been married to Vanni’s mother, who died.’


‘Nothing wrong with falling in love,’ I smiled.


‘Of course not. And illegitimacy’s hardly a crime. Just the result of a spell of . . . well, in Mama’s case, disillusionment.’


‘With the Prince?’


‘Well, yes. You see, she did hanker after a title but she really adored Papa and when, after Lella was born, he quite openly took a lover, it almost broke her heart. She thought it was confirmation that he’d wanted no more than her money – which wasn’t true; but you know the old saying about being born in sunny climes leading to passionate times. It was just his Italian love of beauty, of’ – she broke off – ‘what’s the word I want?’


‘Sensuality?’


‘That’s it. He adored her just as much as she adored him, but could never resist an occasional romp in the hay, as you English call it. Mama was too young to take it calmly, as a fact of life. Her English bulldog spirit was aroused. She adopted the “what’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander” attitude and took a lover herself – a young Jewish film director from America whose father was putting up money for a film that was being shot in Florence. They used Magari for some location shots and when they moved off Mama moved off with them, leaving a letter telling Papa that two could play at his game. It was all very dramatic, but it brought Papa to his senses. He realised that the difference in their temperaments had caused the rift and he was . . . he was –’


‘Contrite?’


‘Well, yes. And after Roz was born there was forgiveness and understanding all round and Papa lavished just as much affection on her as he did on Lella. And to seal the renewed loving relationship between Papa and Mama –’


‘Ah!’ I interrupted. ‘You came along?’


‘That’s it. And we all lived happily ever after, like in the fairy stories.’


‘But, your Papa, now –’


‘Oh, you mean – nowadays?’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘That comes with being married for twenty or thirty years I suppose.’ The casual way she accepted a middle-aged man’s infidelity as perfectly normal shocked me.


‘But just because two people are married,’ I began. ‘Would you like to marry a man who loved you and then expect him to – behave like your Papa? Would you like that?’


‘Of course I wouldn’t like it, but I’ve always assumed that all men do that after a certain time, and there’s nothing you can do about it. It’s a fact of life.’


‘Well, if I married a beautiful girl like you . . .’


‘Ah!’ she said wistfully. ‘That might be different.’


At that moment there was a shout ‘Hey! Buon giorno!’ from the back balcony of the villa, and against the harsh light I could see the burly outline of Vanni, the stepbrother.


‘Just came for a swim,’ he said after he had loped along the path to the pool. ‘Staying the night at my flat, then back to Spain in a few days.’


‘Stay for a meal,’ said Fiamma. ‘We never see you.’


‘The best way to keep friends – never see them,’ Vanni grinned. ‘But I will – I’m bored.’


‘You mean your latest girl’s walked out on you?’ asked Fiamma.


‘Just that! Vai al diavolo!’


She could go to the devil, I thought, but so what? Yet Vanni seemed to be in a better mood than on the first occasion we met. An age gap can consist of months or decades, it has little to do with the age of the people concerned, but in this case the two ‘A’s’ – A for art, A for army – constituted a far more potent gap than the differences in our years. Yet after dinner Vanni did say to me, ‘Must be fun being an artist, but I can’t paint a bloody straight line. All they’ve taught me is to use a straight bayonet. Tell me, do you get around to many nudes?’


‘Well, some,’ I admitted.


‘Give you a stand?’


‘You Italians!’ I laughed. ‘Never!’ I lied, thinking of the nude I was about to paint with such passion. ‘At the moment I’m doing landscapes.’


‘Ah! Pity. I’m off back to my military duties in a few days,’ he added a little pompously, ‘but next time, maybe?’


‘Sure,’ adding with a smile, ‘I’ll pick out a real winner for you.’


Summer was on the way out when next I saw Vanni. and that was in very different circumstances.


A few days later the Principessa herself arrived to watch us at the pool one morning; not to join in the swimming, though she had a good if slightly angular figure, but for drinks on the large terrace between the Indian pavilion and the pool itself. As usual, it was charmingly furnished with swinging hammock-type sofas, low tables and casual chairs impervious to water.


‘Come and sit next to me, Ham.’ She patted the adjacent cushion on her hammock. ‘Now tell me, when are you starting your painting of Fiamma?’


‘Monday next, two days after Mr Berenson’s concert.’


‘Of course – the concert!’ Her face lit up with excitement. She was very good-looking, no lines or wrinkles, and I had noticed how she took great pains to keep out of any direct sun.


‘Sun is fatal for your face,’ she declared. ‘If you don’t want to end up looking like a bit of wrinkled old leather, keep out of the sun.’


I adored sunbathing, but thought it best not to comment because certainly her skin – arms and neck as well as her face – was without blemish, as smooth as silk. Not a wrinkle to be seen except small ones at the corners of her mouth. In fact, I thought, she was very good-looking; a small straight nose, a wide generous mouth that smiled easily, and auburn hair that looked as though it had never been tinted.


‘You come from Yorkshire, don’t you?’ she asked. ‘Where exactly?’


‘Richmond.’


‘Richmond Lodge?’ I nodded. ‘Oh! Of course, I should have guessed. Sir Henry Johns. I nearly married him! Your father?’ I nodded again. ‘I’d have been your mother!’ She almost giggled. ‘I spent several weekends at your father’s house when I was Margaret Monson – Monson’s Famous Yorkshire Jams.’ She laughed. ‘Ever taste them?’


‘Many times.’ I laughed too. ‘Father was in. love with them!’


‘Perhaps he preferred the jam to me?’


‘That’s impossible,’ I cried. ‘Where do you come from?’


‘Just outside Harrogate.’ Watching Kurt and Roz splashing each other in the pool, she asked, almost idly, ‘Someone mentioned that you went to Oxford?’


‘I did. Oriel. But I left after a year.’


‘Why? It seems such a waste.’ She shook her head when Fawkes offered her a drink. I took a gin and Pellegrino limonata.


‘I couldn’t stand it,’ I admitted. ‘My father was in the Foreign Office, still is, and he wanted me to follow in his footsteps. But I was always messing about with pencils and crayons, and then brushes and paint, and my work at Oxford bored me unbelievably. So finally Father saw reason and managed to wangle me a place at the Slade School of Art. I studied there for two years.’


‘And now?’


‘On the strength that I had been to Oxford – Berenson had been there too – and that I had studied at the Slade, I qualified for the Berenson Fellowship to study the history of Renaissance art. Mr Berenson believes that you have to study the greatest painters thoroughly, if you want some of that greatness to rub off on you – me.’ I laughed. ‘But of course Berenson always has – how dare I describe it? – a kind of ulterior motive. He hasn’t the faintest notion of how to teach me, so believes that the easiest way to learn is really to make me an unpaid assistant. He’s trying to catalogue his great tome of Florentine Sketches – he’s done it once, wants to revise it – and, of course, helping him does help me to appreciate them.’


‘I hope it does. But where does Signor Umberto come into this?’


‘That’s the technical side. How to paint. What to paint. He’s a genius at that. My father pays for the lessons and gives me an allowance.’


‘I see.’ She hesitated as she watched the others sitting on the edge of the pool, then asked me bluntly, ‘What made you choose Fiamma as a model?’


Also hesitating, I replied, ‘I don’t really know. I suppose that, well, as a model she appealed to me. I can’t remember exactly how it happened.’


‘I hope’ – the smile robbed her next remark of any offence – ‘you didn’t ask her because you found her too attractive to resist.’


I must have blushed for, with a laugh, she added, ‘I don’t mean that really. But artists do have quite a reputation for, well, mixing work with pleasure.’


‘Not me, I promise you, Donna Margarita.’


‘Of course. I trust you implicitly, Ham.’ She almost trilled with laughter as she added, ‘As a Yorkshire girl who nearly married your father!’


I laughed too, feeling a trifle awkward, thinking of the picture of Fiamma I still carried in my mind. Would I ever forget it! The tall slinky naked body of Fiamma standing there, facing me directly.


‘Perhaps,’ suggested the Principessa, ‘I could come and see you at work. It would be a fascinating insight.’


Panic-stricken at the prospect, I cried hurriedly, ‘Umberto doesn’t like me to have anyone watching when I’m painting. He says it’s off-putting.’


‘I understand,’ she replied. But did she? Was she suspicious that perhaps I might take advantage of Fiamma? Rushing politely to my defence before there was any need, I blurted out, ‘After all, Mr Berenson suggested that he would prefer me to paint a head and shoulders.’


‘Did he?’ Was there a touch of relief in her voice as she said, ‘I didn’t expect anything else, of course. But I wonder why Mr Berenson stipulated head and shoulders.’ Was this because she wondered if I had invented the entire story? Well, in for a penny I thought, and said recklessly, ‘We’ll ask him at the concert. He always has what he calls historical reasons for everything he suggests. The other day he was even suggesting a visit to the monastery at Cassino to study some fifteenth-century frescos. He is always saying, “The very heart of art lies in the Renaissance”.’


It would be wrong to dismiss the Principessa as a foreigner who had decided to live in Italy merely because she enjoyed her title. Her character was deeper than that and her desire to meet Berenson was based on more prosaic reasoning: ‘I wanted to meet him before it was too late,’ she had confessed to me. ‘After all, we’ve been next-door neighbours for goodness knows how many years.’


I saw her point of view. Berenson was now, at the turn of 1938, over seventy years old, though as sprightly as a man of fifty, with an acute yet sensuous knowledge and appreciation of art which had in no way diminished with the years; but he was not immortal. One thing the Principessa did share with Berenson was a love of Florence and above that – literally – a love of Settignano, only five miles out of the city yet, as Berenson himself wrote in his diary after watching oxen dragging a plough near the vineyards, ‘a feeling I experienced that I was looking at what had been going on here ever since civilisation began’.


Clearly the Principessa shared many of these feelings of past and present intermingled. After all, Michelangelo had spent his youth in Settignano; Gabriele D’Annunzio had enjoyed his tempestuous love affair with Eleonora Duse in the Villa Capponcina within sight of the Villa Magari. The past brushed you every day and it was impossible for the Principessa not to feel its delicate touch, especially as Settignano was the automatic choice for many rich Florentines – especially the patrons of art – who had built their finest houses, their most splendid gardens on the traditional patterns of parterres with a fountain in the circle at the crossing, and some with views of the blue and distant haze of Florence itself. The Principessa might not have known much of the history of the area when she took up residence, but she felt it deeply now. Odd, I thought, that she had never met Berenson.


She did now. I took her and Fiamma to I Tatti, and we all listened to Kurt playing the piano with – to my musically untrained ears – what seemed great skill and feeling. Perhaps fifty people were perched on uncomfortable gilt chairs arranged in the music-room and after the quartet had ended, Berenson led the applause and asked Kurt to play a solo encore, which he did, announcing it as ‘A Prelude in G minor by Rachmaninov’.
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