



[image: Secrets of the Italian Guesthouse by Sue Moorcroft. An illustration of a pink four-storey Italian guesthouse sat against a lake and hills. A fountain and flowers can be seen in the foreground and there are three sailing boats on the lake. There is a silhouette of a woman looking out across the lake. Tagline reads: Two sisters she’s never met. A first love who’s impossible to forget …]











Sue Moorcroft is a Sunday Times bestselling and internationally acclaimed author whose work has topped the Amazon Kindle UK charts and reached the Top 100 on Amazon Kindle US, Canada, Germany and Italy. Since 2005, she has published twenty-five novels, along with numerous short stories, serials, courses and columns that have been enjoyed by readers worldwide. Her books have been translated into thirteen languages. Sue has won the Goldsboro Books Contemporary Novel of the Year, Readers’ Best Romantic Novel Award, two HOLT Medallions and the Katie Fforde Bursary. In 2023, she was appointed president of the Romantic Novelists’ Association and continues to champion the prestige of romantic fiction through both the RNA and the #RespectRomFic movement.










Also by Sue Moorcroft


 


Starting Over


All That Mullarkey


Want to Know a Secret?


No Strings Attached (Love & Freedom)


Dream a Little Dream


Is This Love?


The Wedding Proposal


The Christmas Promise


Just for the Holidays


The Little Village Christmas


One Summer in Italy


A Christmas Gift


A Summer to Remember


Let it Snow


Summer on a Sunny Island


Christmas Wishes


Under the Italian Sun


A Home in the Sun


Under the Mistletoe


Summer at the French Café


A White Christmas on Winter Street


An Italian Island Summer


The Christmas Love Letters


Under a Summer Skye


A Skye Full of Stars


Over the Sea to Skye










Secrets of the Italian Guesthouse


 


 


Sue Moorcroft


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: The Renegade logo]










First published in Great Britain in 2026 by


 Renegade Books


an imprint of Quercus


Part of John Murray Group


 


Copyright © Sue Moorcroft  2026


 


The moral right of Sue Moorcroft to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover image: Dawn Cooper


Cover design: Fran Hambling


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


 


☒ This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ebook ISBN 978-1-40875-014-8


 


Quercus


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


John Murray Group


Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


 


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)










In memory of a kind and well-loved man,


my brother-in-law


 


Roger Marlow










[image: Picture of the Guesthouse]


 


Prologue


Sixteen years ago, Pensione Three Sisters, Via Bianchi Giovini, Como, Lombardy, Italy


Jade Beretta set a pillow on the bed in one of the Pensione Three Sisters’ guestrooms. ‘I’ll be here to get the breakfasts tomorrow, Gran.’ At twenty-three, Jade felt no need to add, after I’ve spent the night with Leo.


Mairead, her feisty, funny, irreverent grandmother, was slighter and shorter than Jade, with a dandelion clock of white hair above blue eyes that looked as if they’d seen a lot and enjoyed most of it. She was also cheerfully direct, having cared for Jade because her parents couldn’t. Or wouldn’t.


‘No doubt you’ll be with young Leo Sartori? He puts the “handsome” in “tall, dark and handsome”, that one. No wonder you saw him with fresh eyes when he came back to Como taller and better-looking than ever. So I tell Sheenagh.’ Though, at sixty-nine, Mairead was older than Leo’s mother, Sheenagh, by nearly twenty years, they’d long ago bonded over being Scottish women married to Italian men within Como’s busy hotel industry.


‘Gran!’ Jade’s cheeks flamed, though she absolutely would be meeting Leo at his tiny apartment above a shop selling buttery-soft leather handbags when he came off duty.


‘Sheenagh’s thrilled you two are an item, because it’s kept him working at Villa Panorama for two years,’ Mairead continued unabashed.


Sheenagh and Ferdinando owned Villa Panorama, an apricot-coloured hotel with its own gardens on the east shore of the lake. Until nine years ago, it had belonged to Mairead and Jade’s grandfather, Rocco Beretta. Then Nonno Rocco had died, when Jade was fourteen years old. Mairead, overwhelmed by grief, and caring for a heartbroken teenager, hadn’t wanted solo responsibility for the large hotel and its enormous mortgage. She’d downsized to Pensione Three Sisters in the historic centre, with its steep terracotta roof and black wrought-iron balconies, and painted the exterior a delicate rosebud pink. Jade had been glad Gran hadn’t wanted to return to her native Isle of Mull, which she’d always found beautiful for visits, but rural after busy, colourful Como and short on sunshine.


Patting a honey-coloured cushion into place on the snowy pillows, Jade turned the subject away from sexy, sweet, edgy Leo with the grey-blue eyes he’d inherited from Sheenagh. ‘We’ve done well this morning, even with Vittoria and Carlotta off with the summer flu. I’m glad you didn’t catch it.’ Jade reached for the long-handled mop used for buffing floor tiles. ‘Why don’t you go down to cover Reception while Gabriella’s on her break?’ She was deliberately tempting Gran into a more restful job. Bed-changing and cleaning robbed her grandmother of breath, while Jade just considered them part of long, energetic days.


‘Aye, OK. I can listen for the bell while I get our lunch,’ Mairead agreed. Reception duties meant interacting with people, one of Gran’s favourite occupations. If guests chose a pensione for local colour, she was delighted to provide it.


Jade watched her grandmother’s little figure bustle from the room towards the staircase with its gracious wrought-iron bannisters, then shoved back her long, curly ponytail and threw herself into servicing the remainder of the guest-rooms. She finished at 1.30 p.m. and dropped the used bedding into a chute to a utility area, ready for the laundry service.


As she skimmed down the staircase of honey-coloured marble, Mairead’s voice floated up to her from Reception. ‘Pensione Three Sisters dates from the seventeenth century. We have a ghost. A local nobleman’s said to have died here after a duel over a beautiful lassie.’


Jade sighed as she reached the airy lobby and turned towards the polished walnut reception desk beneath the twinkling crystal chandelier. Luckily, the guest, a woman in her fifties wearing red sandals and creased shorts, was grinning. ‘There was no ghost mentioned on your website.’ She sounded English.


Jade sent Gran a reproving look. ‘Because we don’t have one.’


Mairead’s eyes brimmed with mischief. ‘Or he’s learnt to steer clear of guest bedrooms. Mostly.’


The guest exchanged laughing glances with Jade before leaving through the glass double doors and under a square arch to the sunny street, framed for a moment against the opposite building, butter-yellow with dusky blue shutters and balcony railings. Jade hugged Gran. ‘Finished scaring our clientele?’


‘Just about,’ Mairead replied solemnly as she hopped from her stool. ‘I’m hungry and Gabriella will be back any moment.’


Behind the desk, the door to their apartment was marked both Privato in Italian and Private in English. Pensione Three Sisters operated in both languages and Jade spoke English with Gran Mairead’s musical west Scotland accent, and Italian with that of Lombardy. She had the Italian surname of Beretta like Nonno . . . or, rather, Jade’s absent father, Giovanni ‘Joey’ Beretta. As per the Italian norm, Mairead kept the name she was born with: Campbell.


In the kitchen, the BBC World Service played on the radio. In contrast to the pensione’s stainless-steel catering kitchen where they prepared guests’ breakfasts, the apartment kitchen was a cosy cucina rustica with ceiling beams, its wooden cabinets topped with worn white marble, marine-blue tiles surrounding an open hearth and traditional oven. Mairead took rolls from the black iron oven, singing, ‘Food’s ready,’ as she had so often in Jade’s lifetime.


Jade sniffed appreciatively at the aromas of provolone cheese, onions and hot rolls, then seated herself at the scrubbed wooden table before a bowl of salad leaves and a smaller one of tomatoes with basil. Lunch was a relaxed meal, whereas breakfast was snatched before catering to the guests. Breaking open the first roll, crusty on the outside and moist and soft within, she took the first delicious, yeasty bite. ‘I’ll make bread dough this afternoon and leave it to prove till morning.’ That would complete her main tasks for the day, other than welcoming any arriving guests. And admin. Everlasting admin. Gabriella performed the routine stuff, but Jade had taken over most of Three Sisters’ management.


Gran made tea in a pot and then poured two cups. She took a seat opposite her granddaughter. ‘I was listening to the radio a few days ago.’


Jade glanced towards the red, traditional radio on the windowsill by the white pot sink. ‘You? Listen to the radio?’ she joked. Mairead kept sets in the kitchen, lounge and her bedroom.


But for once Gran’s blue eyes were serious. ‘It was a talk about Italian inheritance law. It got me thinking.’ She frowned down at the vibrant red tomato she’d placed on her plate. ‘Joey’s the problem, you see.’


Jade sprinkled her salad leaves with oil. ‘No surprise there.’ To her, her father was no more than a young face on old photographs. Her grandmother’s heart might ache for him, as had Rocco’s, but Jade’s heart dipped whenever she heard his name.


Gran smiled wistfully and her Scots accent thickened. ‘Joey was an irresponsible teenager; Geneva was a young, bored, married woman – and neither of them was fit to bring up the bairn they made.’


Though she and Mairead rarely discussed it, Jade knew the story of eighteen-year-old Joey Beretta leaving Como rather than face up to having got someone else’s wife pregnant. And how Geneva, after later giving birth to Jade, had promptly moved away with a young husband prepared to forgive her affair . . . providing she left baby Jade behind. Jade had no idea where either parent might be now. She scorned those who’d abandoned her as much as she adored the grandparents who’d given her a home in the beautiful city of Como, full of traditional buildings painted in pearly pastel colours. She never referred to Joey and Geneva by anything but their given names, and hadn’t even seen a photo of Geneva. But if Gran wanted to talk about her son, she should be allowed the opportunity. Lightly, Jade asked, ‘Is Joey any more responsible now he’s over forty?’


‘I see no signs of it in his emails,’ Mairead said wryly. ‘Sometimes he only answers mine with fine, thanks or OK, Mum.’ She shook her head. ‘Some folks have learning difficulties, but my son has living difficulties. He’s different. I believe he was sent by the fairies, because he shares all their wild, wandering ways.’


Jade smiled, as she knew she was meant to. ‘I’m sure nobody else’s grandmother talks about ghosts and fairies like you do. Is it one of your flights of fancy that Geneva fell under his spell?’


‘Maybe.’ Mairead’s eyes twinkled. ‘With two wild parents, it’s a miracle you’re so steady. I was telling Sheenagh last week how hard you work at Three Sisters and how much you love Como.’


‘Unlike Joey and Geneva,’ Jade replied. Being unlike her irresponsible parents was an aim with her.


‘Aye.’ Mairead fidgeted with her fork, the engraved design worn over years of use. ‘But I sometimes wish you’d send a wee message to Joey.’


Indignant, Jade dropped her spoon. ‘Why the hell would I? He never wanted me and he never asks after me. Sod him.’ Seeing Mairead flinch unhappily, she softened her tone. ‘I was upset when he didn’t come back for Nonno’s funeral, but I was upset for you. For me, facing the father who preferred a lifetime of drifting to visiting me even once would have only made the day worse. And later, when you realised Villa Panorama was too much for you to run alone, Joey left you to it. He literally doesn’t care.’


Mairead’s hand sought Jade’s, warm and strong despite being as slight as the rest of her. ‘Aye, I know. I’m daft enough to love him, despite all his faults. You don’t think I should put up with terse emails between months of silence, but I do it because I’m scared of losing touch with him altogether.’ Her expression grew wistful. ‘Our connection feels as thin as a strand of a spider’s web, but there’s a wee hope inside me that I’ll see my fairy child again.’


And Mairead would never abandon Joey as he and Geneva had abandoned Jade. Swallowing a lump in her throat, Jade patted the older hand in hers. ‘Maybe he is a fairy child. But I think it’s more likely he has attachment disorder.’


Mairead snorted. ‘So how could he attach himself to girls so well?’ she asked drily. Her thin chest rose and fell on a sigh. ‘Anyway, I’ve strayed from the point.’ She paused, then said carefully, ‘I don’t know if you remember, but, when Nonno died, Joey refused his right to inherit a portion of his dad’s estate.’


Realising where this conversation might be going, Jade’s heart sank. ‘Oh.’


‘So.’ Mairead hurried on. ‘I want you to know that I’ve checked with Joey and he’ll do the same again when I die. Mary Smith, my notaio, knows everything, so you won’t have unnecessary worries. Mary’s fantastic – even though she’s English,’ she added, as if all the conversation needed to lighten it was a little Scottish-versus-English rivalry. ‘I’ll arrange my funeral and everything. And,’ she added firmly, when Jade attempted to interrupt, ‘I don’t want you to mourn when I die. Listen to my words, Jade. Or Pensione Three Sisters really will have a ghost, because I’ll return to haunt you.’


Despite the sally, Jade didn’t laugh. She stared at her grandmother, icy dread trickling down her neck. ‘Why are we talking about this? Are you ill?’


Mairead waved the idea away, her dandelion-clock hair catching the daylight filtering through the leaded window behind her in a blaze of silvery white. ‘I’m fine, m’darling. The talk on the radio just got me thinking what needed sorting out.’


Jade allowed relief to sweep away the dread. ‘Then thanks for reassuring me, but whatever you arrange will be fine.’


Mairead’s blue gaze became solemn as it searched Jade’s. ‘Being fair can be difficult.’


Jade’s stomach lurched at the troubled expression in Gran’s eyes. ‘I’d understand if you wanted Joey to get his due. But I’d want to sell Pensione Three Sisters in that case. I couldn’t work with him.’


‘Selling is the last thing I want.’ Ignoring the remainders of the salad on her plate, Mairead rose and padded from the kitchen in her embroidered leather slippers. Soon she returned, carrying a rectangular wooden box, dark with the patina of age. Returning to her seat, she pushed the box over the table towards Jade. ‘Put that in your room.’


Jade stared at her grandmother, disquieted by her strange, sombre air. ‘Why on earth would I do that? It’s your jewellery. And Nonno’s.’ Mairead rarely wore more than the rings Rocco had given her, but Jade knew the box was filled with decades of birthday and anniversary gifts.


‘Because I want it to be yours.’ Then Mairead smiled impishly. ‘I’m too wee to go around dripping in jewels, and another thing the woman on the radio said was not to cling on to possessions once they’re no use.’


Jade stared down at the box. As a child, she’d loved to wind the key underneath and listen to a tinkling version of ‘La Bella Gigogin’, a folk song dating back to when this region, Lombardy, was part of the Austrian Empire. The varnish had worn off the wood around the tarnished brass catch and the tiny lever felt fragile as she flicked it open and lifted the lid. A lump jumped into her throat at the sight of gold and silver necklaces and earrings, neatly stowed. One compartment of blue velvet largely faded to grey held cufflinks and Rocco’s wedding ring. ‘But these are yours.’


Gently, Mairead took out Rocco’s fede ring, the clasped hands signifying the joining of two people. ‘Aye.’ For an instant she nestled it beside her engagement and wedding rings, one with a cluster of diamonds and the other with the same stones set along the band. Then, gently, she laid it back in its compartment. ‘I want you to have them. Please, Jade,’ she added, as Jade tried again to protest. She gave one of her mischievous grins, despite tears swimming in her eyes. ‘I’m going to live until I’m a hundred and fifty, and I’ll never remember where I put them.’


Jade closed the box, slipped her arms about Mairead’s narrow body and hugged her tight, enjoying her grandmother’s talcum-powdery scent, wishing hard that she would live for all those years. ‘I’ll keep your jewellery box if you really want me to. And thanks for telling me that I won’t have to worry about Joey. Is that everything off your mind now?’


Mairead’s arms tightened around her, strong with love and caring. ‘Aye. I wish you a happy life, Jade.’


 


Late that evening Jade skipped along paved streets between the gracious buildings, admiring ornate plasterwork around doorways and scrolls of wrought iron at windows. Shops or restaurants occupied ground floors, but, above, the colours of the buildings were from a pastel palette of peach, cream or muted blue, or green, or perhaps a more earthy beige or terracotta – dignified, but pretty. Leo’s tiny apartment, however, where cooking, eating, relaxing and sleeping happened in one space, was in a building of natural stone. The interior was graced with mouldings and tall doorways, reminders that once his home had been a part of a grander one, and Leo’s cream-coloured sofa and double bed stood on a chessboard of brown-and-white porcelain tiles.


Shaking out her long chestnut hair, she let herself in the wooden outer door and then ran up the tiled stairs armed with a bottle of Oltrepò Pavese red wine and an eager smile.


Leo turned from the stove as she let herself in to the appetising aromas of cream and garlic, and opened his arms, brown hair slipping over his forehead despite a fresh haircut. ‘Ciao, bella.’


Depositing the wine onto a surface so she could slide into his embrace, she wound both arms around his neck. ‘Buonasera, handsome man.’ Though they could converse in either Italian or English with equal ease, for several minutes they let their kisses, and the press of their bodies, do the talking. Leo was strong and he was so tall that he made Jade feel her one metre seventy-eight was small.


At a hissing from the hob, he had to disentangle himself. ‘Dinner!’ Stirring the sauce briskly with his right hand, he lowered the heat under the pasta with his left, casting her an apologetic grin. ‘Pour the wine, cara. I thought we’d eat early, like Brits, to leave us the evening to enjoy.’ He winked.


Warmth tingled through her as she envisioned hours spent in the bed against the opposite wall, its sheets invitingly white and fresh. ‘Sounds good.’ Recovering her breath, she reached past him to extricate the corkscrew from a fat, yellow utensil pot.


They ate from white plates at his small glass table, twirling fettuccine and sipping wine that glowed like liquid carnelians. He entertained her with a story of a guest at Villa Panorama misplacing her dentures, speaking between bites, his bare legs hairy against hers beneath the table. His bright eyes gleamed like polished metal when he laughed. Here in northern Italy, close to the Swiss border, blue eyes weren’t unusual, even among those without a British parent. His brother Massimo had brown eyes, though, like their dad, Ferdinando.


‘You’re buzzed about something.’ She reached out to touch his cheek. He’d probably shaved this morning before leaving for work, but now gentle stubble grazed her fingertips.


Ruefully, he arched an eyebrow. ‘I planned to tell you later.’


His air of suppressed excitement made her put down her fork. ‘What? Is there a celeb at the hotel?’ Como city was the travellers’ gateway to Lake Como and, occasionally, a personality made an overnight stop at Villa Panorama, when staff would joke that the guest was on their way to George Clooney’s villa. Only trusted staff and family members were permitted to supply room service to the honoured visitors sequestered in the luxury suites on the topmost floor, accessed discreetly via an exclusive lift. When Rocco and Mairead had owned the hotel, the top floor had been for storage or live-in staff, and the lift had been the service lift, but Sheenagh and Ferdinando had completely transformed both.


‘Celeb? No.’ Leo’s eyes shone with excitement.


Jade made a series of wild guesses. ‘You’ve won the lotto? You’re going to play for AC Milan? Or drive for Ferrari F1?’


Leo tilted his head, as if solemnly considering these options, before giving way to her curiosity. ‘You remember I shared a house in Edinburgh with Bryce? He’s working at a big, new events centre now.’


‘Is he coming over?’ It didn’t seem madly exciting to her, but Leo had spent his university years living with his friend so it might be big news to him. He’d even taken advantage of Bryce’s contacts to spend a couple of summers working at the Edinburgh Festival rather than coming home to Como sunshine and prosperity.


Leo shook his head, then took a gulp of wine. ‘He’s recommended me for a job! I applied and took a video interview. And it’s mine if I want it.’


For a second, Jade shared his jubilation. ‘That’s fantastic. But won’t your parents mind you leaving Villa Panorama? Where’s the events centre?’ Then she noticed the spark of apprehension in his eyes and her heart pitched. ‘Oh. Bryce doesn’t live in Italy . . . the job’s in Scotland.’


‘England,’ he corrected her, taking her hand. ‘A swanky place outside Birmingham. It’s owned by a big chain so there will be opportunities to progress.’ His eager words began to trip over one another. ‘The venue isn’t open yet. They’re recruiting. There are loads of roles you could apply for too. We could live together in the city. What do you think?’


Jade’s tongue felt frozen to the roof of her mouth.


He squeezed her fingers and laughed awkwardly. ‘Sorry if I’ve taken you by surprise. I’m excited. It’s all happened so quickly – literally over two days.’


Her mouth refused to smile back. She had to swallow before her words would come out. ‘I’m not going, Leo.’


His brows, darker than his hair, sank slowly over eyes that no longer shone. ‘Without even seeing what roles are available for you? Are you annoyed that I didn’t tell you about my application and interview? I’m sorry. It happened fast.’ He gave her hand a tiny shake. ‘Come on, Jade. We’re twenty-three and there’s a big world outside of Como. I know it’s fantastic here,’ he added hastily. ‘It’s beautiful and historic, but it can’t grow because it’s hemmed in by mountains and the lake. It can’t change, because nobody wants it to. I want to experience places that are developing instead of always traditional and controlled. Something different.’


Unwelcome images of concrete and glass buildings soaring twelve or more storeys above crowded motorways slid into her mind. She licked dry lips. ‘I’d let myself forget how ambitious you are,’ she said huskily. ‘You went to uni when I didn’t. But I suppose I thought. . .’ She freed her hand to lift her wine glass, shaking, to her mouth. Just this morning, Gran had said that Sheenagh hoped Jade would be enough to keep him in Como. Pain seared her heart to realise that she wasn’t. First Joey, then Geneva. And now Leo.


He leant forward as if that would help him understand, his body heat reaching for hers across the table. ‘I should have talked to you before I went applying for jobs.’ His gaze was guilty, and though he was twenty-three, the same age as Jade, today he felt younger – or at least less mature. All the time he’d been a student and working at Villa Panorama – only until something better came up, it now seemed – Jade had been living real life, gradually easing the pressures of Pensione Three Sisters from Gran’s shoulders to her own.


She tried to smile, though her wobbling lips wanted to turn down at the corners instead of up. ‘I won’t abandon Gran.’


A frown had replaced his earlier laughter and light. ‘Surely Mairead wouldn’t hold you back?’


Now he felt like a stranger. She shoved back her chair, rising unsteadily. ‘I wouldn’t give her the choice. I’m all she’s got. Leaving her – leaving Como – would feel like wearing my skin inside out.’ She turned towards the door.


Leo jumped up, towering, loud and incredulous. ‘You’re not even staying to talk?’


Jade cast a last look at his bed across the room. All day she’d been picturing herself there, her limbs tangled with Leo’s, his mouth on her skin. But that was before. Before she realised how naive and foolish it was to expect Leo Sartori to stay in Como. With her.


She shook her head and quietly let herself out – of his apartment and his life.


She’d never trust so readily again.
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Chapter One


Present day, Como


Jade faced Mary Smith, her grandmother’s notaio, in her office on Via Milano in a creamy primrose building with pale green shutters. Ten days ago, when the sun shone through June mist and turned the air pink over Lake Como, eighty-five-year-old Mairead Campbell had gently slipped away. Now it was the first of July and Jade was struggling with what her grandmother had always told her: I don’t want you to mourn.


Mary Smith was a pleasant ex-pat Englishwoman with untidy brown hair that shed all over the shoulders of her blue jacket. Her mousepad was printed with a picture of two toddlers about the right age to be her grandchildren, and a row of glossy green plants filled her windowsill. Jade could see that someone so cosy would be exactly Mairead’s kind of legal advisor.


‘Gran chose her own arrangements,’ Jade began. ‘She became a Catholic to marry Nonno, but didn’t attend church much.’ Except, of course, anything that had marked Jade’s progress through the local Montessori school, such as First Holy Communion, smiling proudly because Jade was involved. ‘The service will be led by a celebrant in the gardens of Villa Panorama. It’s owned by the Sartori family. Gran and Sheenagh Gregor were great friends, and I went to school with Leo Sartori.’ The last sentence tied a knot in Jade’s throat. Why in the hell would she think Gran’s notaio would want to know about Leo? ‘It’s to be one of those funerals about celebrating her life, rather than mourning loss.’


Mary smiled. ‘That correlates with her instructions to me and the cremation people, and so on. She was a woman with her own ways.’ Before Jade could smile and amend ‘own ways’ to ‘unusual ways’, Mary cleared her throat. ‘She was also clear that Mr Giovanni Beretta, her only child, would renounce his inheritance. He has already confirmed to me via email that he will. He’ll attend a notary public in England to make the appropriate declaration.’


Jade let out a breath, relieved at this confirmation that she wouldn’t be faced with dealing with her father, the man who meant nothing to her, nor she to him. She smothered the voice in her head that whispered: what would it be like if you weren’t able to ignore each other? Crunching her hands together in her lap, she said nothing to indicate that Joey being in England was news. Neither did she bother asking whether he’d seemed sad to lose his mother. He’d paid Gran only cursory attention. He wouldn’t come to her funeral any more than he’d attended Nonno’s.


Mary frowned down at a folder on her desk before she spoke again. ‘I have your grandmother’s will, drawn up in accordance with Italian law, but she also left you a letter. I’m to ask you to read it before we go on.’ Rising, she withdrew a long white envelope from the folder and passed it across the desk. ‘I’ll leave you to digest the contents.’


A letter from Gran was so unexpected that Jade hardly noticed Mary treading quietly to the door. The envelope trembling in her hand bore Jade Beretta written in blue in Mairead’s cursive handwriting. While the open window admitted the drone of traffic from the road outside, Jade turned the envelope, unstuck the flap, pulled out the pages and smoothed them.


 


My dearest, dearest Jade, it began.


 


You’ve been such a joy to me, as you were to Nonno. I want you to know how very much we loved you.


 


In her imagination, Jade heard the chime of Mairead’s up-and-down voice and smiled mistily before her eyes moved on.


 


Remember that I had a long and mostly happy life, darling. Sheenagh and Ferdinando will help you when you need them. It’s a shame that darling Nonno wasn’t in touch with his family, because otherwise you might have had aunts, uncles and cousins to support you. Rocco’s parents ran away from their families when they discovered baby Rocco was on the way and the rift never healed.


And now I must tell you something you might find hard to understand – I know more about Joey’s life than I let you believe. He’s adamant that he’ll cut all contact with me if I tell you. I believe that threat and you know how it scares me. Is he ashamed that he’s never visited you? Maybe. Or does he think that if he forms attachments then he’ll be obliged to become less selfish? Perhaps. I don’t know for certain. Please, please know that I have argued, but he’s so peculiar about relationships. I think that he literally can’t bear responsibility, just like some people can’t bear enclosed spaces, and being drawn into a family would feel like being trapped in a suffocating box with no room to move and no way out.


 


Frowning, Jade read that paragraph again, hoping Mairead wasn’t about to make it her dying wish that, regardless, Jade tried to form a relationship with Joey. Then her gaze fell to the next line and she gasped aloud.


 


Joey has two more daughters.


The page trembled so much that she had to put it down on the desk to read on.


 


You once conjectured that, having no contact with your father or your mother, you might have any number of half-siblings. It was hard not to confess then, because I’ve known about the children about as long as Joey himself has. After he left home, his wanderings took him to Scotland, though of course he made no attempt to contact my cousins there. Odd boy! When he was twenty-one and staying in Dundee, he had a girlfriend called Lisa Ferguson. He moved on to some other place that took his fancy without realising Lisa was pregnant and didn’t discover it until he passed back through Dundee when the baby was two. Evidently, Lisa wanted nothing from Joey – which, of course, suited him fine. I know little about the child except that she’s called Erin Ferguson and she’s about three years younger than you.


Then, when Joey was twenty-seven, he met Donna Anning. Her parents had a wee shop in Devon in England and Joey worked for a builder who did a job there. Joey once told me he loved Donna and perhaps he did, in his own way. I assume Donna loved him back. Unfortunately, a kidney ailment was discovered when Donna was pregnant and she became ill. Despite being allergic to relationships and responsibilities Joey stayed in Devon with her, helping care for the wee girl, Rosalie. She has his name, Beretta, but I don’t think he and Donna married.


Donna died when Rosalie was four and Joey began to drift again, but he took Rosalie. Rosalie wanted to be with him and Donna’s parents were too grief-stricken over their daughter’s passing to look after her anyway. They weren’t fond of Joey, so I doubt the three of them could have shared care. I sensed he was panicked that the best Rosalie could do for a parent was him, so I did begin a conversation about him bringing her to us, but then Nonno died and it wouldn’t have been fair on anyone.


 


At this sudden, shocking knowledge that one of these sisters might have shown up in Jade’s early teens, Jade had to grab tissues from a box on Mary’s desk. She blotted her eyes and blew her nose, feeling as if she were reading a sad novel rather than a story about her own family. She read on.


 


Rosalie and Joey lived together until she went to university at eighteen. I’m surprised he managed to keep her in school to get enough qualifications for university. Anyway, with her settled, he wandered off on his own again.


Jade let her attention stray to the window between the pot plants and the section of watery grey-green San Bartolomeo church she could see across the street. ‘This must be a dream,’ she murmured from an aching throat. ‘Gran wouldn’t have known all this and not told me.’ But nobody woke her and the traffic outside sounded real. She returned to the letter.


 


I know you’ll be shocked.


 


The writing wobbled and Jade wondered whether Gran had been upset.


 


Please, please forgive me for not sharing what I knew, my lovely Jade. The way I saw things, if I did as Joey asked, I could still have contact with him without alienating you, my darling. It meant I’d never meet my other granddaughters, which hurt my heart, but staying in touch with Joey meant I could occasionally hear news of Rosalie at least. It felt like making the best of a bad job. With the stance Joey took, I simply couldn’t have everything – contact with my son and all my granddaughters.


This is the hardest part of the letter to write. I fibbed about naming the pensione Three Sisters because of the mountains of Scotland where I honeymooned with Nonno – actually, our honeymoon was spent driving from Scotland to Como with all my possessions stuffed in the car. I named Three Sisters for you, Erin and Rosalie. Nonno and I had talked about things in general terms – so Nonno must have known too! – but after he’d gone, the decisions became mine. As the years went by, I chewed things over and decided to leave the pensione between the three of you – which Italian law will accept, once Joey has refused his share. It’s not just because someone must acknowledge that Joey has three daughters. It’s because Mary Smith asked an agency to keep tabs on Erin and Rosalie, and each of them lives alone. Therefore, I have a dear wish that you’ll form attachments to each other and not be isolated, any of you. (And to be money-minded, as you know I am, your combined tax allowance will mean there’ll be little or no inheritance tax. It’s a damned shame that people must be taxed on what’s left to them, but that’s governments for you.)


 


Hearing Mairead’s indignation in the words, Jade managed a tremulous smile, despite the shockwaves whooshing through her.


 


I’m grieved that I’ll never meet Erin and Rosalie, but I hope that perhaps a little of my huge love for you will somehow filter through to them.


 


Buckets of love,


Gran xx


 


It was what Gran had put in birthday cards. Buckets of love. Gran had always given Jade buckets of love, wrapping her in impulsive hugs in the middle of the street or hiding chocolate truffles in Jade’s bedroom as delicious surprises. Those memories made believing the contents of her letter all the harder. Still locked in disbelief, Jade reread every word of the letter and the shocking, distressing secret that Gran had kept to pander to her extraordinarily self-centred son. Maternal love was a very strange thing.


By the time Mary returned five minutes later, a paper cup of water in hand, Jade was clutching most of the contents of the tissue box to her face, soaking them in silent tears. She took the water with a choked word of thanks.


‘I’m sorry you’re distressed.’ Mary resumed her seat behind the desk. ‘Would you prefer to take a copy of Mairead’s will away with you after I’ve explained a few things? It’s very straightforward.’


Jade turned burning eyes on the sympathetic but businesslike woman. ‘Yes, please. I think Gran’s told me the gist. I’m . . . shocked.’ She gulped back a new sob.


‘Of course.’ Mary outlined the contents of the will, which did indeed echo what Mairead had explained in her letter. Then she passed over another envelope, bigger than the first, and bulkier, as it contained Jade’s copy. ‘Do you have any questions?’


Jade turned the envelope over in her hands, unopened. ‘Are you the one who tells . . . the others?’


‘Erin Ferguson and Rosalie Beretta? I am,’ Mary confirmed. ‘Your grandmother’s wishes were very clear.’


‘OK. Thanks.’ Stiffly, Jade rose. Then she hesitated. ‘Do they live in England? The others?’


Mary maintained a professional smile. ‘The addresses I hold are in England, yes.’


Jade threw the wodge of wet tissues in a grey bin beside the desk and scrabbled the last few from the box. ‘Sorry. I’ve used them all.’


Mary’s smile lifted the lines around her eyes. ‘That’s what they’re there for.’ She hesitated delicately. ‘One thing we must consider without delay is whether you’re prepared to run the pensione until everything’s finalised. I believe you have authority over the business bank account and of course you’ll draw your usual salary. If you prefer not to continue, Three Sisters could be closed and sold as is—’


Jade recoiled. ‘Of course I’ll continue with things as they are.’ Right now, it felt like the only constant in her life.


Mary seemed to take no offence at the edge to Jade’s voice and in another minute, they’d said goodbye and Jade found herself outside on the street. The summer breeze that tried to tease the envelopes from her hands felt like a tornado that had ripped her life from its foundations. It seemed surreal that the world was as she’d left it before she’d entered Mary’s office. The wrought iron at the window above the church door caught the sun; a van waited outside the Poste Italiane building. Here, outside the twelfth-century fortress walls surrounding the historic city, the steep, cobbled road was filled with grumbling traffic, its pavements thronged with people going about their daily lives, taking advantage of the shade of balconies or awnings where they could.


Jade trudged back to the pensione past where the enormous market stood several times a week, so numb with disbelief that she was scarcely aware of the sun on her bare arms as she entered the historic sector at the square tower of Torre Gattoni. She even passed the pink-painted frontage of a favourite gastronomia without stopping to enjoy the enticing display of wine bottles and oil, and brightly packed pasta, or the designer dress shop next door. She didn’t gaze upward to admire shutters freshly painted muted lilac or a particularly beautiful, scalloped balcony encompassing the corner of a building. She didn’t admire the sun’s rays slanting on the mountains visible behind the tall, coloured buildings that seemed to lean in over the narrow streets. Instead, she plodded dumbly over the cobbles, where few vehicles were allowed.


Gran had kept her promise that Joey wouldn’t inherit half of Pensione Three Sisters. But . . .


But never had Jade suspected that Mairead might know of more of Joey’s children. How could her beloved grandmother have kept a secret of such epic proportions? And acknowledge her other granddaughters to ensure the pensione must be divided three ways?


Being fair can be difficult . . . Mairead’s words echoed down the years, so easy for Jade to have misinterpreted.


Finally, she arrived outside Pensione Three Sisters. Diagonally opposite, the gardens of Piazza Cavour were bright with beds of cerise flowers among paler pink oleander bushes. Shady benches beneath trees were notably more popular than those baking in the sun. Beyond the piazza and the lakeside road glittered Lake Como, a couple of small boats navigating around an incoming, black-hulled ferry, its white decks brimming with tourists. Jade looked up at the building that had been her home since the age of fourteen. The dusky pink of the pensione walls toned with the cream-coloured corner stones and window shutters. Balconies on upper floors provided glorious views up this, the west leg of the lake. Inside, each of the sixteen guest-rooms was furnished traditionally, with ornate light fittings, tiled floors and wooden furniture that Gran and she had chosen with such care. Pensione Three Sisters had been their new start without Rocco, and Jade had scraped wallpaper alongside Mairead or helped to carry out threadbare rugs.


She took a deep breath of the heated, mid-afternoon air, not even glancing towards the tables and parasols outside Anton’s Bistro to wave if owners Mia or Hector were outside with their customers. Instead, she worked the noisy latch on the black wrought-iron gate and stepped into what Gran had called ‘the bit at the back’, the access area to the back doors of the apartment and the commercial kitchen with room for a couple of garden chairs. This route allowed Jade to reach the apartment without crossing Reception, thereby avoiding Yara, the receptionist who’d moved from nearby Switzerland less than a year ago. Yara dealt with guests with a charming smile and a whisk of her fair plaits. Her first language was Italian, but her English was good, as was her German. Right now, Jade didn’t feel like fielding her chatter in any language.


Vittoria and her cousin, Carlotta, should have completed their shifts at 2 p.m., so Jade was surprised to find Vittoria at the kitchen table, coffee cup in one hand, phone in the other. Five years older than Jade, Vittoria was what Gran had termed ‘a strapping lassie’, brisk and sturdy, her hair streaked like a hazelnut. Her dark eyes flew to Jade’s face and a frown creased her brow. In Italian, she said, ‘Carlotta’s gone, but I wanted to wait for you. You look . . .’


‘Shocked?’ Jade tossed the envelopes onto the white marble counter, then crossed to the small coffee machine and made herself a caffè lungo, filling the air with its roasty, nutty aroma. She flumped into a chair. As Vittoria was Jade’s best friend as well as a long-serving employee, there was no point trying to keep secrets. Baldly, she announced, ‘Gran knew Joey had two more daughters to different women. Three Sisters will belong equally to the three of us.’


Coffee cup poised halfway to her parted lips, Vittoria’s eyebrows flew into her hair.


Jade shrugged, as if Vittoria had uttered a protest. ‘It’s true. She left me a letter saying how sorry she was not to have told me, but Joey said she’d never hear from him again if she did.’


Uncertainly, Vittoria murmured, ‘I suppose, when you have so little contact with your only child, you’re terrified of risking what you have. She held him close in her heart, however weird he is and however long ago he left.’


Jade dropped her gaze to the pitted wooden table where she’d eaten countless meals. Coloured, written and drawn. Sighed over homework until Gran would settle beside her, giving her a squeeze and declaring, ‘Nothing’s that bad, m’darling. We’ll sort it out together.’ Why on earth had Joey left such a warm, loving person behind? ‘Then I’m glad she had his occasional emails for what comfort they gave her.’ She pulled the clip from her hair and shook it out, massaging her temples against a headache. ‘She wants me to make a family with my half-sisters, so I won’t be all alone. Salute.’ She clinked her cup against Vittoria’s as if they were drinking Franciacorta, Lombardy’s version of champagne. The coffee was too hot and its sweet bitterness burnt her already aching throat. Her voice emerged huskily. ‘This place isn’t only where I work. It’s my home. We came here after we lost Nonno. I’ve never worked anywhere else, content with my salary and “wee perks” as Gran called bonuses. Surely Joey would have been none the wiser if she’d told me about the others and warned me what was going to happen?’


Vittoria’s chocolate-coloured eyes shone with sympathy. ‘Maybe she didn’t want to tempt you.’


As if scrunching up her forehead could force understanding into her brain, Jade frowned hard. ‘Tempt me to what?’


Vittoria shrugged. ‘Do you know your sisters’ names?’


‘I do now. Erin Ferguson and Rosalie Beretta.’ She ignored a thump of her heart at the word ‘sisters’.


Vittoria arched an eyebrow. ‘Have you googled them?’


Unguardedly, Jade said, ‘Not yet.’


Smile softening, Vittoria repeated her reply. ‘Not yet.’ She laid a sympathetic hand on Jade’s. ‘Suggesting you will soon. Of course you will. It’s human nature, Jade. Mairead knew you’d look on Instagram and Facebook, and everything else. Then you wouldn’t be able to resist sending friend requests. You’d maybe comment on one of their posts. You’d see photos and they might have your eyes or hair, and you’d feel the connection. You’re such a sweetie . . . I’m not convinced you’d resist getting in touch.’


Jade’s face burned, aware that Vittoria was right. And that somehow Joey might have found out and cut contact, breaking Gran’s heart. Crossly, she snorted. ‘Apparently, I get my hair from Geneva, not Joey, so we can’t share that.’ A rich chestnut, her hair glinted with red highlights any hair salon would have been proud to produce.


From somewhere in the building came the sound of a closing door and a muffled voice. All the guestrooms were occupied today: couples, a family and three single-occupancy guests. Tomorrow, Jade would put out breakfast: a buffet of bread rolls, croissants, sfogliatelle and canoli pastries, conserves, cheeses, yoghurts, fruit and cereal, with a flowing supply of coffee, juice and tea, all supplemented by a modest hot-food menu.


The distant noises from guests seemed to turn Vittoria’s mind to pensione matters too. ‘On the day of the funeral, Carlotta will bring Ludovica to do the rooms. I will be with you.’ Ludovica was Carlotta’s partner, who worked in her mother’s silk shop nearby.


Jade’s eyes filled again. ‘Thanks. I’ll be glad to have you with me.’ She gave a strangled gulp. ‘Oh, Vittoria! What if I have to leave the pensione?’


With a scrape of the chair over the kitchen flagstones, Vittoria rounded the table and crouched beside her for a fierce hug, enveloping Jade in warmth and loving familiarity. ‘How can that happen?’


‘If they both want to sell, I’ll be outvoted.’ Jade laid her head on Vittoria’s soft shoulder. ‘Even if they want to continue under shared ownership, my situation will change. Profits will have to be split three ways and I might have to pay rent for living in the apartment.’ An idea swam to the top of her mind. ‘Unless I can buy them out.’


Vittoria stroked her hair. ‘I suppose any of those things are possibilities.’ She went on smoothing Jade’s hair – as much as such springy curls would let themselves be smoothed. ‘You can discuss it with them. They’re your sisters.’


Though she wanted to clap her hands over her ears and not hear Vittoria’s words, Jade just sighed. ‘They’re Gran’s granddaughters and Joey’s kids. But I don’t feel they’re anything to me. Except a threat.’


 


Later, after Vittoria and Yara had left for the day and Jade need only cover Reception until seven, she went into her bedroom, hers for the past twenty-five years. There she’d graduated through posters of rock bands Litfiba and Negrita, alongside pictures of American band Green Day, to the current smart white bedcovers and a caramel-coloured rug on the floor tiles.


From the dressing table, she lifted Mairead’s jewellery box and felt underneath for the key. She wound it up to hear the brisk notes of ‘La Bella Gigogin’ tinkle on the warm evening air. She listened until the mechanism wound slowly down to the last ting . . . a ding . . . ding.


Carefully, she opened the lid. Necklaces and an array of old-fashioned clip-on earrings lay beside Nonno’s cufflinks and fede ring. The small bag of Mairead’s personal effects, which the hospital had given to Jade, still lay on her bedroom chair. Gently she took out Gran’s wedding and engagement rings, and laid them in the same compartment as Nonno’s ring, feeling a surge of love for her grandparents at the sight of these symbols of their love.


Then she closed the box.


Should she have told Mary Smith about Gran’s jewellery so it could be considered part of the estate?


No, she decided. Jade had been given her box sixteen years ago, when – it was now apparent – Gran had already known about Erin and Rosalie. She’d wanted Jade to have these things, even saying, ‘I want it all to be yours.’ And her rings belonged with all the rest.










[image: Picture of the Guesthouse]


 


Chapter Two


The Black Falcon Hotel, Norfolk, England


The chef’s apartment of the Black Falcon hotel in the east of England was basic. The hotel currently had no chef because the not-so-sleepy sleeping partner, Teddy Dangerfield, had interfered in the kitchen until the last incumbent had tossed in his hat and apron, and they’d had to rely on agency staff ever since.


At least it had given Leo somewhere to go, though it was a keenly felt demotion from the owner’s apartment now he and Isabella – Teddy’s daughter – had called it quits on their relationship. Or relationships, as they’d been both life partners and business partners since he and Isabella had brought in her dad as a partner when buying the Black Falcon two years ago, a move Leo now bitterly regretted. He should have taken the word danger in Dangerfield literally, because they’d ‘done him up like a kipper’ as one of his English colleagues might have said and eased Leo out of the business.


He sat on the bed, FaceTiming his parents in their apartment in faraway Como. His mum, Sheenagh, gazed out from his laptop screen. A picture hung on the white wall behind her – an old oil painting of the family hotel, Villa Panorama, when it had still been the home of a minor, but wealthy, Italian conte in the eighteenth century. Leo wasn’t sure the ornate, gilded frame went with his parents’ contemporary corner sofa, the colour of which Sheenagh had told him was ‘nude pink’. Now, whenever he saw the sofa, he found himself deciding which part of a naked body was that colour.


‘Not on duty tonight?’ he asked. It was a Thursday evening.


‘Since Papà and I semi-retired, I rarely manage Bar Fiori or Lounge Panorama in the evenings.’ Sheenagh looked relaxed yet groomed, as if she’d spent the afternoon in the parrucchiere getting her hair done. It had faded from brown to sandy in recent years, which went with her freckles. ‘Why don’t you come home to Como for a wee while?’ she suggested, her Scottish accent not much diluted by making her home beside an Italian lake since her marriage to Leo’s dad in the far-off eighties. ‘You need a place while you decide what to do next. Or do you have someone there in England you can stay with?’


‘Not really,’ Leo admitted. The couple of years he’d lived in Norfolk had been too busy for him to create deep friendships. When he noted Sheenagh’s anxious frown, unexpectedly his heart ached for his family living and working happily in the sunshine of Como beside the depths of the lake and surrounded by mountains, terracotta roofs and softly waving palm trees. He paused to consider. ‘What do you think Massimo would say?’ His brother had continued to live in Como and work in Villa Panorama after Leo had left to expand his horizons – climbing the career ladder beautifully until the last two years. ‘It’s not his fault things haven’t worked out for me.’


Sheenagh breezed past this. ‘No doubt he’ll be happy to have you home. You could have Villetta Nascosta. We hit builder trouble with the refurbishing, so it’s only just finished and not included in any tour operator’s allotment yet.’


Villetta Nascosta was a picturesque stone building in the upper garden of Villa Panorama, reached by a winding, cobbled path as mossy as the villetta’s tiled roof. Presumably it had once been a grotto, a shady spot for the aristocratic family who’d lived there to while away their leisure hours. It had taken Sheenagh ages to circumvent the local planning laws and add it to Villa Panorama’s guestrooms. Replacement window frames had had to be faithful copies of the original arched and shuttered windows, likewise the arched door. ‘If you had it for the summer, would that give you the time you need?’ she added.


‘I think so.’ He smiled at her hopeful expression. ‘Villetta Nascosta’s plum accommodation. I’m touched by your generosity.’ Maybe it was time for him to take a break from the UK. It would be good to hear ‘Leo’ pronounced ‘LAY-oh’ again, rather than the anglicised ‘LEE-oh’. And he’d barely seen his family in the past couple of years. ‘Let me speak to Massimo.’


She beamed. ‘That’s grand, son. Do you have a date for the buyout yet?’


Fresh irritation rolled through him at the reminder that he was about to be ousted from the Black Falcon. ‘The solicitors think it’ll be next week.’ Heartily sick of the subject, he added, ‘I’ll say bye now so I can call Massi.’


‘Before you do,’ she put in, the light leaving her face. ‘I want to let you know . . . I’m afraid we’ve lost Mairead Campbell.’ She blinked, as if voicing the words had brought tears to her eyes. ‘She’s been slowing down for a wee while and was in hospital for a few days before the end. Jade will miss her awfully. The service and the repast will be at Villa Panorama. Mairead had already arranged it.’


Leo had known Mairead all his life, a lively, laughing woman, and his, ‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ was heartfelt. But it was Jade his mind flew to, her long shining curls, the athletic body that he’d once known so well. That mouth. Those eyes . . . proprio carina – really lovely.


They’d last met at Massimo’s wedding two years ago, where the Ghost of Relationships Past had created a chill in the air of a summer day. And Isabella! Few men would enjoy their ex-girlfriend and current girlfriend meeting, but Isabella had condescended to Jade about Pensione Three Sisters as if it were a shed. Jade, a vibrant, intelligent woman now running the thriving guesthouse, had merely quirked one eyebrow and treated Leo to a contemplative stare, before sauntering off to chat to someone else, probably familiar with almost everybody in Lounge Panorama and on its terrace.


Involuntarily, Leo’s gaze had dropped to her rear view as she’d moved between the dressed-up guests and the sumptuous wedding flowers, and Isabella had noticed and retreated to their room in furious silence. They’d only just bought the Black Falcon and Teddy hadn’t yet spoilt their relationship, but rather than follow her huffy exit, Leo had searched out old friends and drunk to Massimo and Sofi’s health too thoroughly.


The alcohol hadn’t helped him forget what a bumptious moron he’d once been in taking a job in England first and telling Jade second, then suggesting she transplant her life to England too. He still cringed when he looked back on that brash, presumptuous young Leo Sartori. He’d been like an athlete, desperate to play the game of life, take it on and win. No wonder Jade had stalked out of his apartment, leaving him with just the lingering scent of her perfume and the echo of a closing door.


Maybe he should have gone after her.


Life could have been quite different . . .


Shoving these memories aside, he called his younger brother, Massimo, who answered with a breathless, ‘Un momento, Leo.’ Judging by the background chatter and laughter, he was busy, maybe in Bar Fiori. In hospitality, the days were long and duties varied.


While Leo waited, he remembered how thrilled he’d been in his mid-teens when his parents had bought the hotel from Mairead Campbell. Villa Panorama had been a significant move up from their much smaller hotel in Piazza San Fedele, looking over at the Basilica di San Fedele’s starkly beautiful stone façade and its circular window known as the rose window – though he’d always thought it was more like a daisy. It had been weird thinking Jade must have slept in one of the rooms at Villa Panorama that he and his family had moved into, but Jade had just been a friend in those days and the alien feeling had worn off. Now Massimo and his wife, Sofi, occupied the same apartment.


The sound of a door closing suggested that Massimo had located a quieter spot and, switching to English, his brother asked, ‘How’s it going?’


Leo didn’t need to be told what it was. It was the mess Leo was in. He groaned. ‘Horrible.’ He assumed a high-pitched voice with an approximation of Isabella’s English accent. ‘Let’s buy our own hotel. Dad’s coming home from South Africa with a bulging bank account. He’d like to be a sleeping partner and then we won’t have to borrow much. Pah.’ He spat the word, reverting to his own tones. ‘And I walked right into it, assuming that if there had been any two-against-one stuff, the two would be me and Isabella. I didn’t suspect she’d have what some people might call “daddy issues” from him living in South Africa since she was in her teens. I’d only met him on Zoom calls and he seemed fine. At first, I tried to make excuses for Isabella siding with him, like she was used to her dad being half the globe away and now she was overdoing the loving-daughter thing . . . but she let Teddy try to make me into his bloody assistant.’ Leo halted, aware he was complaining. ‘You’ve heard enough of my resentments. How’s Sofi?’


‘Lovely,’ Massimo answered simply.


‘Pleased for you.’ Leo meant it. He eased down to lie flat on the bed, gazing at the ceiling and the single light in a cheap white plastic shade. ‘I rang to get your views on a suggestion Mum made.’ Briefly, he explained Sheenagh’s offer.


Massimo paused. ‘You coming home sounds great. I’ve almost forgotten your face.’


Leo frowned, aware of a hesitation. ‘I’m not trying to muscle my way back into the business.’


Massimo laughed unconvincingly. ‘It’s still Mum and Dad’s business. I’m a humble employee.’


Leo scoffed. ‘The kind of employee with the title “House Manager”. What’s up?’


Massimo switched to rapid, decisive Italian. ‘I don’t think it would go well if you moved into the apartment. Sofi and I are used to our privacy.’


Leo answered in the same language. ‘Mum offered me Villetta Nascosta, but if you feel I’ll be treading on your toes by visiting I’ll think of something else.’ Though the sinking in his stomach made him aware of how much he longed to go home and lick his wounds. ‘For the past few weeks I’ve been stuck in the chef’s accommodation, while my father-in-law moved into the second bedroom in the owner’s flat, so the villetta would seem luxurious.’ He rolled his head on the pillow to release tension that had clamped down on his neck.


‘The chef’s room?’ Massimo sounded appalled. ‘Then Mum’s right. Come home.’


Relief filtered through Leo, but he wanted to emphasise that he didn’t intend to trespass anywhere on Massimo’s territory. ‘I wouldn’t dream of trying to move in with you and Sofi. I’d hate to play gooseberry.’


Mischief filled Massimo’s voice as he fell into the speech pattern of their mother. ‘And you would be. Sofi and I make the most of our time alone together, if you hear what I’m saying.’


Grinning, Leo followed suit. ‘Aye, I do. I hear you fine.’


 


Early afternoon on the following Monday, Leo prepared to exit the Black Falcon for the last time. Receipt of the funds from Isabella and Teddy had been confirmed. Leo was no longer a partner in the hotel.


His bags and boxes were packed into his red Lexus, which he’d arranged to sell today to a car dealer in Norwich. On the way there, he’d drop off some of his stuff at a storage facility, then it would be him, a backpack and two suitcases travelling home to Como. Though he’d always acknowledged in the recesses of his mind that one day he might want to return, he’d never anticipated quite such a yearning for the colourful streets of his boyhood. And to exchange the rancid situation at the Black Falcon for the love of his family? Relief!


He found Isabella and Teddy waiting in the foyer as if to see him off the premises, but he didn’t pause as he rolled his suitcases over the blue carpet, just calling, ‘Bye now.’ Goodbye to helpless anger, goodbye to betrayal, goodbye to a relationship turned cold, goodbye to manipulative, unscrupulous Teddy. And hello to a chunk of money that would make a nice deposit on a future business. He didn’t yet know what that business would be – except it would be entirely and only his, with no partners to crap on him.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
AENE
GADE





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Secrets of the Italian Guesthouse



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Sue Moorcroft



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Prologue



			Chapter One



			Chapter Two



			Chapter Three



			Chapter Four



			Chapter Five



			Chapter Six



			Chapter Seven



			Chapter Eight



			Chapter Nine



			Chapter Ten



			Chapter Eleven



			Chapter Twelve



			Chapter Thirteen



			Chapter Fourteen



			Chapter Fifteen



			Chapter Sixteen



			Chapter Seventeen



			Chapter Eighteen



			Chapter Nineteen



			Chapter Twenty



			Chapter Twenty-One



			Chapter Twenty-Two



			Chapter Twenty-Three



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgements



			Secrets of a Winter Escape



			Credits



			Stay in touch...



			Raising Readers



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
mm

LTI T T iHII

Iane! rat

T TR






