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Prologue


Rome, November 1989


‘Darling?’


He knocked at the door, his ear straining to pick up the usual sounds of his wife in her suite – running water from the bath, the soft ‘tock’ of the wardrobe doors opening and closing, her gentle humming as she dressed. ‘Elena?’


He waited another moment before letting himself in. The curtains were open, the sidelights on, and a small indent on the bed showed where she had been lying, the pillows still slightly crushed from her earlier nap.


He smiled to himself as he went to close the door again – but his eye caught on an object which had been designed expressly to be noticed and, instead of leaving, he walked over to the dressing table and picked it up. The ring was still warm from the heat of her body. He rubbed the stones with his thumb, then brought them to his lips and kissed them lightly. She must have forgotten to put it on after her bath, he thought, slipping it into his pocket and thinking to check the library next.


She must be—


The little white slip was, in and of itself, hidden from view beneath a ring dish. Ordinarily, he never would have seen it, but the thick crystal had a magnifying effect and he would have known that handwriting anywhere. He tore the note from its hiding place, his breathing ragged as he read and saw and understood.


And then he ran.




Chapter One


Rome, July 2017


‘“The amber light and sparrows,” that was what she wrote,’ Matteo said, putting his phone back down on the table.


‘That’s what you like best about this city?’ Alessandra asked in disbelief.


‘And it’s had more likes than almost any other post!’ Cesca laughed, her palms splayed towards the stars. ‘What can I tell you?’


‘I know I can tell you that most people would say the Colosseum, or the Forum, or the Pantheon,’ Alé replied wryly. ‘Even the hawkers selling roses at the Spanish Steps are in with a chance, not the little brown birds that scavenge off the plates.’


‘Ah, but most people have no imagination. I refuse to be a cliché. Perhaps that’s why they enjoy my little blog so much.’


‘Less of the little,’ Matteo said. ‘Your following is growing so fast, you’ll have advertisers knocking on your door soon and that is where the big money is.’


‘Yeah? Well, if they could hurry up about it . . .’ Cesca quipped.


Yet it was true that The Rome Affair – her online homage to the home of the Ancient World, pecorino and la dolce vita – had hit some sort of collective nerve; she was both thrilled and amazed by its growing popularity. Since putting out a first tentative blog post seven months ago, she had found her voice, musing on everything from the locally made honeycombs in Aventine Hill to her favourite vintage stores, as well as sharing anecdotes from the tours she guided as her day job.


Guido cracked a grin, his tanned pate gleaming under the golden, glowing lanterns. ‘Well, I guess at least it is clear why you could not have carried on as you were. Anyone for whom Rome is defined by its light could not be expected to work in a world as dry as the British law courts.’


‘Thank you, Guido,’ Cesca said, raising her glass to him. ‘I’ll drink to that.’


Everyone joined her, draining the grappa and sitting back in their seats with relaxed smiles. It was the tail end of another beautiful night, the hot air drooping like sleepy eyelids, the scent of jasmine like a powder that dusted the sky. They had feasted well on courses of pasta and fish, every table in the courtyard restaurant occupied; it was after ten but that was early still for Rome; early, usually, for her too these days.


‘So what now? Shall we go to Zizi?’ Alé asked, leaning back in her chair and pulling her black hair up into a ponytail, her slim bare arms on display in her khaki vest. ‘They’ve got that band playing tonight. You know, the one we saw at Rock in Roma in June?’


‘With the hot lead singer?’ Matteo asked, looking interested – as he always was when an attractive woman was involved.


‘Well, I thought he was hot,’ Alé laughed, letting her hair tumble down to her shoulders. ‘But I’ll be honest, I didn’t think beards were your thing.’


Everyone chuckled, Matteo dropping his head as a couple of napkins were thrown his way. ‘I thought you were talking about—’


‘I know, those three sisters.’


‘I’m up for Zizi,’ Guido said. Beards were his thing.


‘Well, you’ll have to count me out, I’m afraid,’ Cesca said, reaching down for her bag by her feet. ‘I’ve got a group booked for six so it’s up at five for me.’


‘But that’s so boring.’ Alé frowned, watching as Cesca took the bill from the saucer and calculated her share, her lips moving in silence.


‘Tell me about it,’ Cesca said a moment later with a roll of her eyes. ‘Unfortunately, though, that rent’s not going to pay itself.’


Alé tutted. ‘I can’t believe they don’t pay you to live in your flat!’ she quipped, giving a lazy, half-flirtatious smile to the waiter as he came back with another round of digestifs.


‘Thanks for that. I happen to think it’s charming. You should see what the equivalent rent would get you in London. At least here everything’s—’ Cesca frowned. ‘How do you say “quaint”? You know, like small and cute and old?’


They all translated for her in unison.


‘Right, so that.’ She nodded, rifling through her purse while wishing her Italian could be half as good as their collective English. Perhaps if she had insisted on their speaking only Italian to her, she might have progressed further, but she suspected they wouldn’t laugh so often or have half as much fun.


‘But you said a cockroach ran over your face in your sleep,’ Alé reminded her with a shudder.


‘Only the once. And that was in the very first week. I think I’ve scared them away now.’


‘And the lights flicker when you walk across the room,’ Matteo added. ‘And your TV must be the only black-and-white still in operation in the whole of the country.’


‘The whole of Europe,’ Guido corrected.


Matteo looked across at him. ‘Exactly.’


‘Plus, it smells of horse,’ Alé said, wrinkling her nose.


‘Nothing a scented candle can’t fix and I’ll have you know everyone thinks my black-and-white telly is a design statement – like Guido’s craft beer and hipster beard,’ she added with a grin, before brushing her hand against said beard affectionately, as if Guido was an Irish terrier. She’d never known him without it, couldn’t imagine him clean-shaven. It would be like seeing him naked. ‘Besides, it’s got a bath in it—’


‘Ugh!’ Matteo grimaced. ‘What is this English obsession with lying in your own dirty water?’


‘It’s comforting! I’d like to see you survive an English winter. At uni, taking a bath was sometimes the only way to get warm.’ She took a deep breath as she saw their grinning faces watching her, enjoying making her dance. ‘Besides, it’s not like any of you are living in penthouses, anyway,’ she pouted, as they collapsed into laughter.


‘Stay. At least for one more drink,’ Alé implored.


‘I really can’t,’ Cesca said, bending down to kiss them all. ‘I’ve pushed my luck too many times recently and you know what I’m like in the mornings.’


‘I wish I did,’ Matteo chuckled, stretching his arms up and back to show off his impressive muscles.


‘You’re incorrigible.’ She grinned. ‘But I need this job. I’ve got holes in my shoes from all the walking and I can’t afford a new pair.’ To prove the point, she lifted her foot to show them the worn-through canvas of her yellow Converse.


‘But you can afford wine with your dinner, obviously,’ Guido said, tipping the nearest empty wine bottle.


‘Obviously. Priorities, baby,’ she joked.


‘I thought your shoes were supposed to be like that,’ Matteo said, eyeing them. ‘Everything else you wear is falling apart.’


‘Hey! Just because you haven’t got an eye for vintage,’ Alé riposted in solidarity. ‘You think that if it isn’t box-fresh Gucci, it must be trash.’


Matteo’s gaze pointedly fell to the hole in the side of Cesca’s white cotton Edwardian camisole. She covered it with her hand. ‘It’s just loved, that’s all,’ she laughed, retrieving her (admittedly somewhat donkey-nibbled) panama from the back of her seat. She put it on, blowing kisses to them all. ‘So long, amigos. You’re the best. Call me!’ She smiled, waving as she began to walk away, her friends’ voices already bubbling above the low hum of the rest of the restaurant as they resumed their conversation about the club.


It wasn’t a long walk home. Nowhere was particularly far from anywhere in Rome. She crossed the Piazza San Cosimato, where the market stalls were stacked and chained ready for the next morning’s trading, stepping into the maze of winding narrow streets, the buildings steadily disappearing beneath bushy facades of jasmine and ivy. There were crowds everywhere, tables pushed against walls to allow the airport limos to get past, scooters arranged in precariously dense lines like dominoes, music curling from every open window.


Her apartment in the Centro Storico, hidden in the warren of meandering streets between Piazza Navona and Campo de’ Fiori, may not have been a fashionable address like her friends’ trendy Trastevere places – where artists, designers and hipsters hung out at late-night bars and pop-up restaurants – and she might have been single-handedly responsible for bringing down the average residents’ age by forty years, but it was centrally located, making it handy for work. She walked so much for a living these days, the last thing she wanted was another hike just to get home.


Besides, she’d never been one for following the crowd; dressing top-to-toe in vintage was the least of it. As a teenager, she’d listened to Patti Smith and Carly Simon when everyone else was crying over McFly; she had accepted early on that her frizzy strawberry blonde (okay, ginger) mane was never going to respond to hair straighteners; and at five foot ten, she was too tall to hide in the crowd. So, yes, her apartment may have had cockroaches and dodgy electrics, but it also had original 1960s turquoise tiles in the kitchen and a tin bath. Its tiny roof terrace – barely bigger than her table – looked out onto a vista of rooftops with no fewer than seven church towers (she loved to watch the bells swing out of time with one another on Sunday mornings). Perhaps best of all, it was positioned on one side of a particularly small and quiet square which led off from the bustling Piazza Angelica and which had everything she needed in it: a dark osteria in one corner, a pizzeria opposite that and Rome’s best bakery right next door to her flat. There was a bushy fig tree in the osteria’s corner and smack bang in the centre of the square was an ancient olive tree whose branches swayed in the breeze like hula dancers. It had felt like home the first time she’d set eyes upon it.


Occasional piazzas opened up the narrow linear spaces as she walked, letting the sky stretch out in cut rectangles overhead, silvered moonlight dressing the sleeping streets. Her feet, shod in their tatty Converse, were silent on the cobbles, her head full of tomorrow’s tour and the stories she’d need at hand if she was to do her job well. It was still something of a novelty that she was here, doing all this. Her old life felt like a distant dream, like a story she’d been told by someone else rather than something once belonging to her, concerning her, defining her.


She turned into her little square, Piazzetta Palombella, and passed Osteria Antico, which was always full, even though they didn’t accept reservations, had no specials and no menu – you were simply served whatever Signor Accardo had cooked and his wife brought out to you. As she strolled by, Cesca raised a hand in greeting to Signora Accardo, who was wearing her traditional long black apron and carrying plates back to the kitchen.


On the opposite side of the square, Franco’s Pizzeria had the usual line of people queuing out the door, the loud chatter and whoops and calls of the waiting crowd pitching and diving as the dough was tossed with acrobatic flourishes and the flames of the wood-fired oven threw a gladiatorial light onto the street. Owned by Franco Luciano, himself a third-generation pizzaiolo, it was now run by his six sons and they were as much a part of the draw as the famous Luciano dough. It was so hard to tell them apart in the kitchens – they all had mops of dark hair, white teeth, brown eyes and olive skin, and dressed identically, shouting and gesticulating wildly as they jostled, wove and waltzed around one another – that Cesca had decided she would master the Italian language before she’d learnt all their names. They worked by instinct, handling the ten-foot oven paddles with deft experience. She had never realized pizza-making was such a virtuoso skill until she’d come out here and seen how they kneaded and tossed and turned and flipped the bases with an artisanal skill, their biceps bulging as they did so in tight white t-shirts.


Ricci, Franco’s eldest son, caught sight of her as he took out one of the bins and hailed her; she waved in return, feeling grateful for her new neighbours’ welcoming sense of community.


She climbed the side-on stairs which led up to the front of her apartment, having to step carefully around the many potted geraniums arranged on each step by her landlady, Signora Dutti, a widow who lived downstairs. For the past seven months now, Cesca had awoken to the sound of her sweeping those steps every morning on the dot of seven-forty, the pick-up and put-down of the flowerpots the Italian equivalent of the tinkle of breakfast china.


It was cool and dark inside her flat, the vintage hand-worked lace curtains hanging limp and still in the window: she opened the shutters to let the breeze rustle up and disturb the day’s stagnant air. The terracotta-tiled floor felt good underfoot as she slid her feet out of her Converse trainers and padded across the open-plan sitting/dining area to the dark, minuscule kitchen at the back, pouring herself a glass of water and cutting a peach straight onto a saucer. Flicking the TV on, she channel-hopped until she found an old rerun of a Detective Montalbano series, then went through to the bathroom and began running a bath – her nightly ritual, irrespective of her friends’ mockeries.


She ate the peach slowly, sitting on the edge of the sofa and watching a shootout in silence as, in the background, the sound of the water hitting the tin bath became a deeper splash. She could judge by ear just when it was at the perfect depth and when it reached that point she turned off the taps.


The peach stone now the sole item on the saucer, she took it back through to the kitchen, rinsed the plate and bagged up the rubbish. Lifting it carefully, aware that yesterday’s cereal bowl had had rather more milk left in it than she’d realized before scraping out the leftovers, she hurried to the front door, her slim bicep straining to hold the bag up off the ground. As she slid her shoes on again, standing on the backs so as not to have to untie the laces, she turned and – sure enough – saw large white milk drops on the tiles behind her. With a tut, she hobbled down the stairs as fast as she could, cursing as she clipped one of the flowerpots with the bottom of the bag and sent it toppling sideways, soil sprinkling the step.


She turned left into the tiny alley between their building and the bakery, and lifted the top of the large covered bin, her holding arm ready to swing the bag up and into it, automatically holding her breath as she did so – the stench was always overwhelming.


But she frowned as she caught sight of something on top of the other bin bags. Dropping her own by her feet, she reached in and pulled out a handbag. It looked brand-new and expensive. Powder-grey leather, it was a clutch style with stiff sides and a whip-stitch detail over the seams. Cesca was no fashion maven, but even she could tell from the bamboo-styled clasp that it was a Gucci (in her old chambers, a power bag from the holy trinity – Gucci, Prada or Celine – had been one of the defining characteristics of the more senior barristers, a way of communicating success when any other indicator such as a watch, suit or fortnightly Hersheson highlights were obscured by the wig and gown). She rubbed her thumb across the leather – it was supple and pliable; lambskin, too. It didn’t look like a fake; didn’t smell like one either, she thought, sniffing and savouring the rich aroma of leather. What on earth was it doing in here?


She realized why instantly.


Forgetting all about the large, leaking bin bag by her feet, she opened the handbag. Unlike her own, which contained a panoply of clutter, this was almost disappointing in its restraint – a hairbrush (with not a single hair on it), a Chanel Les Beiges compact, an Annick Goutal miniature perfume bottle, various business cards held in place by a silver money clip . . . But what was notable was what wasn’t there – neither a purse nor phone. The thief would have just grabbed the bag, taken what he needed and thrown this at the first possible opportunity; it would have been incriminating evidence if he’d been stopped.


Still, even without the value of cash or credit cards, this had to be a 1,000-euro bag, yet without any identifying documents, there was no way to return it to its owner. What next? she wondered. Would the police be able to do anything or was it finders keepers? Not that she’d ever really carry something like this herself. It looked as though it should belong to a woman who had a daily blow-dry, considered manicures as one of the pillars of civilization and wore diamonds at breakfast. Perhaps she should sell it? She needed the money and—


A sudden thought struck her – might there be a serial number inside the bag, much as you might find on a Rolex or a car, something that could be traced back to the owner? One of the partners at the chambers where she’d worked had owned a Hermès Birkin and that had had a small card with various authentication numbers on it. If there was something similar for this bag, she’d be able to return it: a solution that sat with her better than benefitting from someone else’s misfortune.


She unzipped the side pocket. It appeared empty from the outside but there was something in there. She pulled out a small, unopened blue envelope, the edges badly rubbed and scuffed, and on the front, in an elegant hand, was written a woman’s name: ‘Elena.’


Cesca bit her lip. Now was that the name of the woman the bag belonged to, or the person to whom she had written?


‘Buona notte, Cesca.’


She looked up to see Signora Dutti watering the profusion of flowerpots outside her door, giving the plants a drink now that the day’s heat no longer scorched the leaves. She was wearing the navy housecoat she always wore, her feet pushed into a pair of old Scholl sandals, a hairnet keeping her small curlers in place ready for tomorrow.


‘Buona notte, Signora,’ Cesca smiled, inadvertently waving the handbag at her. She saw it catch her landlady’s eye – the quality and implicit value evident even from a distance and to an elderly woman with 10/10 vision. ‘Oh.’ She skipped quickly over to her. ‘I just found this in the bin.’


Signora Dutti shook her head and tutted. ‘Thieves.’ She put down the watering can and took the bag as Cesca held it out to her, the smooth, pale leather in stark contrast to the landlady’s wrinkled, stippled skin.


‘Yes, unfortunately they’ve taken all the valuables inside – purse, phone . . . But the bag looks pretty expensive; someone must be missing it. And I found this.’ She held up the letter.


Signora Dutti’s expression changed as she saw the name on it.


‘I don’t suppose you have any idea who Elena might be?’ Cesca wrinkled her nose. ‘I mean, I realize that’s like—’ She stopped as she saw the look on the older woman’s face: satisfaction. ‘You do?’


Signora Dutti nodded and very slowly raised an arm, one finger outstretched, pointing towards the pale-blue palazzo on the opposite side of the square. Its shutters were painted in a pale-oatmeal colour and there had to be twenty-four windows – six on each of the four levels – just on this aspect alone. The palazzo didn’t actually front onto this little piazzetta, but rather its right side faced them here, the front door being situated on the Piazza Angelica around the corner. In the seven months that she’d lived there, Cesca had never seen anyone come or go from the building. The shutters – on this side at least – always remained shut.


She lives in there?’


Signora Dutti nodded, an inscrutable expression in her dark eyes. ‘She lives in there.’




Chapter Two


Behind her, Piazza Angelica was dimpled with light, rows upon rows of scooters lined up in military formations, the young Romans all clustering around the fountain in the centre as though it was a centre of gravity, pulling on them hard.


Cesca stood on the front steps of the palazzo and listened as the bell echoed deep inside the fortified building. Standing here in its shadow, her face only feet from its walls, it felt imposing and grand, far too ridiculously large to be a single private residence and not one of the many government buildings which usually occupied palaces of this scale. Who lived in a place like this these days? It could probably house a hundred families – or be converted into a school or a hospital. Something worthwhile, something useful.


She gripped the bag tighter in her hand, looking up at the very top edge of the five-metre door, where she spotted a security camera trained upon her. She looked away again, feeling exposed without her trademark panama on – she rarely went anywhere without it in this city’s heat. In her peripheral vision, she could see Signora Dutti standing by the fig tree in the corner of the square, wiping her hands on her housecoat as she watched. Her curiosity made Cesca feel even more nervous. What was so interesting about knocking on this door and returning a stolen handbag?


Ready to give up, she turned towards her elderly neighbour and gave a shrug as if to say ‘well, I tried’, when the door opened and she found herself face to face with a middle-aged man in black trousers and a short white housecoat, rather like a chef might wear. He was sporting tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses and no smile, his improbably smooth face set like a death mask.


‘Yes?’ He looked at Cesca enquiringly, his keen eyes catching on the small hole in her top, the scuff of her yellow canvas shoes and noting how she was still standing on the backs of them . . . He grew an inch. ‘It is late. What is it?’ he asked in an unfriendly tone when she didn’t reply absolutely immediately.


‘Yes. I’m sorry about that,’ she replied, realizing he was right – it must be after eleven by now; she needed to get to bed for she was due up again in just over five hours. ‘But I thought you’d want this back sooner rather than later.’ She held up the Gucci bag.


The man looked startled, then angry. In the next instant he had snatched the bag from her hands, making her gasp as he grabbed her by the elbow. ‘You have no idea what you have done. Are you one of them?’ He stepped out onto the top step, looking around the immediate vicinity of the steps with a fierce stare.


‘O-one of who?’ she stammered, taken aback and trying to wrest her arm free. Who was he looking for?


‘The gang.’ He looked back at her again, scrutinizing her with contempt and outright hostility, squeezing harder on her arm. ‘The gang who stole this bag. Because if you think we’d be so stupid as to pay you a reward for what you stole in the first place—’


‘What? No!’ Cesca surprised herself as much as him with the force of her tone as her indignation caught up with her shock. He thought she was the thief? He mistook her vintage shabby-chic look for genuine vagrancy? ‘How dare you! I live around the corner and found this in my bin,’ she snapped, snatching her arm away. ‘My landlady Signora Dutti told me someone called Elena lives here and I came over to return it, that is all,’ she continued, furious now. ‘I was doing you a favour, but hey – don’t feel like you have to thank me. It was my pleasure!’ Bitterly, she turned away and stomped back down the steps.


She’d barely walked five paces when he called after her. ‘Wait!’


She turned to find him halfway down the steps, the bag – open – in his hands. ‘Please follow me.’


What? What for? Where was he going? If he thought she was going to go into that house after the way he’d just—


Hang on, where had he gone?


She ran back up the steps and stared into the dark cavity of the hall. The man was nowhere to be seen.


‘Hello?’ she called, and when no one answered, stepped over the threshold and called again. The corridor extended in a straight line for sixty metres to the left and right. Cesca felt the temperature drop a clean five degrees as the thick stone walls encircled her, the sticky city heat stopped at the door and allowed no further. She glanced behind her at the party still going on in the square, all the cool kids sitting on the edges of the fountain, faces uplit by the shimmering aquatic light, their nights at least still sticking to the script.


Not far off, she could hear the click of shoes moving quickly on the floor and she hurried after the sound, finding herself jogging down a long gallery as she just caught sight of the man before he turned a corner.


Her eyes took in the barest of details as she ran: there was far too much to process in those few seconds, but her ‘tour guide’ eyes clocked the ceiling frescoes, the baroque gildings and the staggering ranks of Renaissance artworks grouped on wires along the walls.


She reached a stone staircase around the corner and ran up it, two at a time, her breath beginning to come more heavily as the steps rose away from her, floor after floor, the light dim in spite of a magnificent chandelier hanging overhead. With her eyes down to keep from tripping, she didn’t see the tips of the shiny black shoes until she was almost upon them.


‘Oh!’ she gasped, launching backwards instead and feeling her balance desert her. A white-sleeved arm shot out and a hand caught her for the second time in five minutes – but this time with very different intent. The man’s face was impassive as she righted herself.


‘It’s this way.’


He had the handbag tucked under his arm as he walked and Cesca – although bewildered by the turn of events – had to suppress a smirk at the absurd image.


She followed him through yet more galleries, one after another, each a long, narrow salon with its shutters closed to the world in the square beyond. She saw paintings she knew were museum-standard – Caravaggio, Raphael, Velázquez, Titian; she trod over rugs spun from the finest silk. The colours of the walls were heavy and jewel-like: garnet red, peridot, malachite green . . . It wasn’t her style, nothing like, but she couldn’t help but be impressed. The palazzo was even more sumptuous inside and belied its muted, rather sober exterior.


If there was everything to see, there was nothing to hear – the raucous shouts and laughter of the piazza were as diminished by the fortress-like stone walls as the heat – but gradually her ears strained to pick up notes of music, drifting gently in snippets down the long corridors like fish on a river’s tide. Was that . . . was that La traviata?


The man – butler? Cesca supposed – stopped outside a pair of closed doors. He turned to look at her. ‘Wait here.’


Cesca blinked, feeling bemused as he disappeared through them, the bag still under his arm. A slice of falsetto escaped at full volume for a brief moment as the door was opened and then closed.


Cesca turned on the spot, head nodding in time to the faint music as she surveyed this ‘holding chamber’ – it was what could only be described as absinthe green, with a large portrait of a cardinal on one wall, some marble busts set upon pillars against another and a grouping of ruby velvet gilded chairs. It was too much, the colours oppressive and claustrophobic. Everything was so heavy. Where was the light? The lightness? Oh, for some cotton instead of these silks; some linen in place of the flocked velvet. She felt weighted down, as though the palazzo’s history was a physical presence that had to be borne.


She closed her eyes, continuing to nod in time to the music – only to realize it had stopped. She turned and found the doors were now open, the butler standing in the doorway watching her.


She stopped nodding.


‘The Principessa will see you now.’


. . . Principessa?


He stepped aside, clearly her cue to enter, and after a moment her feet obeyed. She walked in and stopped again. In contrast to the almost garish richness of the other salons, this room – three metres high and surely ten metres squared – was shocking in its simplicity. It was almost brutally minimal, with a pair of white linen sofas in the middle of the room, a shaggy deep-piled ivory sheepskin Berber rug like a landed cloud in the middle of the floor, and three utterly enormous canvases – of something abstract and modern with lots of black on them – on the walls. Everything was overscaled: not just the sofas, which could surely seat eight people each, but also the fireplace at two metres high, which was hewn from marble with an intricately carved trumeau that reached to the ceiling. In addition, a stunning collection of giant white hard corals – some self-enclosed and shaped like the heads of calla lilies, others flat like fans, their lace fretwork stretched as though on a loom – was set out on wooden stands and placed on display tables, beautifully punctuating the run of floor-to-ceiling windows on both sides of the room.


Cesca was aware that her mouth was hanging open but she couldn’t quite recover herself to close it yet. Walking into this, after the heady opulence of the rest of the palace, was like diving into the cool sea after a hot bath.


‘I feel exactly the same, my dear.’ The voice – American, as soft as a powder puff – made her turn and she saw a woman, who must previously have been standing by the far window, walking towards her. ‘I have to wear my sunglasses just to walk through the gold gallery or I come out in hives, don’t I, Alberto?’


The butler nodded his acquiescence but Cesca ignored him: she couldn’t take her eyes off the woman coming towards her. Dressed in ivory silk pyjamas and an olive silk Japanese kimono, and relying on the support of a hand-carved cane, she was tiny and bird-like, with bobbed and coiffed grey hair, and a discreet pair of spectacles perched at the very end of her nose. Her bone structure was feather-light, as though she’d been handblown from glass, with high, appled cheekbones, an aquiline nose – with the faintest flare at the nostril, giving an impression of haughty displeasure – and a beautiful, still-tight jawline. But it was her eyes that entranced Cesca and kept her rooted to the spot – not blue, not green, they were a pure celadon colour, like the untouched waters of a Philippine lake.


She came barely to Cesca’s shoulder, the hems of her silk pyjamas silent as they trailed over the sumptuous rug. She held out her hand in such a fashion that Cesca wasn’t sure whether to shake or kiss it but, taking the conservative option and shaking it, she was surprised when the woman – princess! – covered Cesca’s hand with her other one. ‘How ever can I thank you?’ she asked warmly.


Cesca remembered to close her mouth. The bag. She meant the bag, she prompted herself. ‘It was nothing, really.’


The woman smiled. ‘It was not nothing. You have done something far greater than you can realize. I have been distraught all day. The contents of my bag were valuable beyond measure.’


Cesca frowned. Hadn’t the butler told her that the purse and any money in it were missing? ‘But I . . . I’m afraid the contents have been stolen. You know your money, credit cards—’


The woman smiled, tossing the caution away as though money itself had no value. ‘Come. Let’s sit. I want to know you better. Are you thirsty?’ And before Cesca could reply: ‘Alberto, bellinis.’


The quiet click of the door behind her told Cesca he had gone as she and the princess walked the half mile – or so it felt – to the sofas.


‘Tell me your name,’ the princess said, sinking onto the cushions. With a sweeping hand motion, she gestured for Cesca to do the same.


‘Francesca Hackett,’ Cesca said, wondering why the room smelled so good. There were no flowers that she could see, no candles. ‘But everyone calls me Cesca, sometimes Chess.’


‘I am Viscontessa Elena dei Damiani Pignatelli della Mirandola, but everyone calls me Elena. Sometimes Laney.’ She laughed and the sound was every bit as surprising as this very room in this palazzo. A husky, low laugh, it sounded like it should have come from a woman twice her size, half her age, who feasted on cigars.


‘Viscontessa? But your butler said you were a princess.’


‘Did he?’ she sighed. ‘Oh, how I wish he would stop doing that. You must have got him on the back foot somehow; Alberto can become a little prickly if not handled correctly. He’s far grander than me. I much prefer Viscontessa. So much more friendly and approachable, don’t you think?’


Cesca’s eyebrows shot up. ‘So, you’re a princess and a viscountess?’


‘Double princess, actually, plus two dukedoms, five marquessates . . .’ She rolled her eyes dramatically. ‘Oh God, it goes on. Like a shopping list. I think there are eleven titles in all.’


Cesca realized she was staring at her and that her mouth was hanging open again – it was suddenly strikingly clear now why Signora Dutti had been so fascinated by the prospect of her coming into this building and meeting this woman. A Gucci bag was small fry in this arena. ‘But you’re American.’


‘That’s right. I married into the Roman aristocracy. Love makes you do crazy things, doesn’t it?’ Her voice was informal and inclusive.


Cesca didn’t know what to say; she’d never been in love. She sat back a little on the sofa, her eyes freely roaming the room again. Now that she was sitting, she took in details she hadn’t noticed earlier – the small side tables either side of the sofas, which were carved from wonderfully twisted chunks of wood and inset with glittering semi-precious crystals; a white alpaca-fur throw over a seat cushion; a potted blossom tree in one corner.


‘But let’s not talk about me. I’m far more interested in you.’ Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully. ‘Because you, I think, are the girl in the hat.’


Cesca looked back to find Elena watching her with interest. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘You usually wear a hat.’


‘I do, usually, yes,’ she said in surprise.


As if reading her mind, the Viscontessa continued. ‘I’m not as mobile as I once was; I spend a lot of time at the windows. I enjoy watching the comings and goings of the square.’ She smiled. ‘I often see you hurrying past in your hat and I wondered what you must look like. I have only ever seen your hair clearly.’


Cesca rubbed her bare, freckled arms self-consciously, still scarcely more tanned than she’d been when she’d arrived here just over seven months ago in rainy November. ‘I have to wear a hat because of my colouring. I burn to a crisp otherwise.’


‘It’s worth it. You are so distinctive – like a flame. I can see you when you turn into the piazza from the far corner.’


Cesca smiled shyly. ‘That’s what my groups say too. It has its benefits, definitely.’


‘Your groups?’


‘I’m a tour guide.’


‘Oh, I see.’ She looked at Cesca with curious eyes. ‘I wouldn’t have guessed that. Do you enjoy it?’


Cesca shrugged. ‘It pays the rent, I guess. And I meet some pretty interesting people sometimes. But I write a blog, too. I guess that’s my real interest.’


‘A blog,’ the Viscontessa echoed, looking blank.


‘It’s a bit like an online diary or journal. It’s called The Rome Affair. I write posts about beautiful things I see in the city or which attract my attention. This city is so full of history and intrigue.’


‘Indeed it is. Why, just look around us here,’ she said, indicating the Renaissance building they were in right now. ‘Do you have many readers?’


‘Forty-three thousand.’


‘Heavens! And do they all contact you every time you write something?’


‘Thankfully not!’ Cesca guffawed. ‘But that really isn’t a huge number. The very biggest blogs have readerships in the millions.’


‘Do they really?’ the Viscontessa breathed, looking fascinated. ‘And how often do you write something?’


‘Some people post daily, so that they appear higher in search engine results, but I prefer to do it weekly. I don’t want it to become too pressured, worrying about having enough content. The point is it’s a celebration of everything I love about this city. I don’t want to have to post for the sake of it. I think my readers appreciate that there’s an authenticity to what I do – they know I only write about something if I really love it.’


‘So then, really, you are a writer.’


Cesca considered it for a moment. ‘Umm . . . I guess you could say that.’


Elena nodded, just as Alberto came back in with the two drinks, holding them aloft on a silver tray. Cesca flickered her eyes towards him as he set hers down on the quartz side table beside her, first wiping the immaculate surface with a silk cloth. ‘And what made you come to Rome?’


Cesca felt her heart catch, as it always did when she was asked this question. ‘It’s just always been my favourite place in the world. I think I probably first fell in love with it watching Roman Holiday when I was a little girl and then, when I came here, it was exactly as I had hoped it would be.’


The Viscontessa smiled and nodded as she talked, looking over at her with those extraordinary eyes, her gaze roaming Cesca’s unmade-up face, her wild, unbrushed hair pulled back ready for her bath, her vintage clothes.


‘Do you work?’ Cesca asked politely, feeling the chill of the glass in her palm.


‘Me?’ The Viscontessa paused for a moment as though having to consider it. ‘I suppose you would say, these days, I paint.’


‘Oh? What type of thing?’ she asked, sipping on the bellini and wondering how she had gone from dinner with friends in Trastevere to drinks with a princess in under an hour.


‘Landscapes, mainly,’ the Viscontessa replied, her eyes trained inquisitively on her guest. ‘Occasionally portraits too. You would be wonderful to paint. That glorious hair of yours.’


‘Oh . . .’ Cesca demurred, shaking her head modestly. She couldn’t think of anything worse. ‘Are . . . are these yours?’ she asked, motioning towards the giant canvases on the walls.


‘Sadly not. Would that I were so talented. No, I’m afraid I’m just a silly old woman with delusions of skill.’


She was smiling, her self-deprecation charming and deployed – Cesca sensed – to put her at her ease, but she wondered how old the Viscontessa really was. Her skin was beautiful and no doubt the result of an intensive and expensive skincare regime begun in adolescence. Perhaps she was in her early seventies?


The Viscontessa’s hand tremored suddenly, so that the bellini splashed perilously close to the top of the glass. Alberto rushed over and took the glass from her grasp as Cesca held her breath; to spill anything on these sofas or rugs seemed unthinkable.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Elena tutted under her breath as Alberto fussed.


Cesca quickly rose to standing, not wishing to prolong the Viscontessa’s embarrassment. ‘I should get back. It’s late and I’ve already imposed on your time as it is.’


‘Nonsense.’ She smiled, but rose, shakily, too. ‘I wish I could have offered you greater hospitality than a mere drink. If it were earlier, I would have invited you to stay for dinner.’


‘You’re very kind but I assure you, that’s not at all necessary. I’m just sorry your bag was stolen at all. I take it you’ve cancelled your credit cards?’


The Viscontessa waved away the enquiry with another of her dismissive shakes of her head. ‘The only thing of any value in it was still there. It contains a letter from my dear late husband, which he wrote on his deathbed. For fifteen years, I have taken it everywhere with me.’


‘Fifteen—’ Cesca frowned, faltering, confused. ‘Forgive me, I’m sorry. I wasn’t prying – I was looking for identifying details and I saw the letter, it had your name on it. But it hadn’t been opened.’


‘Oh, no, I haven’t read it yet,’ the Viscontessa said in a tone that suggested to do so would be rash. ‘Fifteen years I’ve been holding it close to me, waiting for just the right moment. It sounds silly, I know, but I fear that . . . to open it would end the conversation somehow. This way, there’s still something left to say between us. It gives me a reason to get up each morning. Every day I wonder if today will be the day I finally open it.’


Cesca didn’t know what to say. Fifteen years carrying around a love letter? ‘Maybe today really is the day then,’ she shrugged. ‘It so easily could have been lost forever and you would never have known his last words to you.’


The Viscontessa nodded. ‘Perhaps you are right. I am in your debt, Miss Hackett.’


‘Please. You really aren’t.’


‘Well, I am pleased, at least, to be able to offer you the reward. Alberto?’ Her eyes flickered towards him in the corner behind Cesca and she looked over to see the butler holding out a thickly wadded envelope towards her.


There was a reward? Cesca shook her head even as her eyes widened at the sight of it. It was so thick! ‘That isn’t necessary, really.’


‘I should like to.’


Cesca should have liked to, too. ‘But it’s the principle of it. I don’t believe you should have to pay people to return something that’s rightfully yours.’


The Viscontessa looked flabbergasted. ‘But it is five thousand euros. Surely it would be helpful for you?’


Cesca swallowed. It was months of rent but she knew she could never accept it; she simply wasn’t made that way. ‘Thank you, but no.’


The Viscontessa’s expression perceptibly changed. ‘I don’t often meet people with principles.’


Cesca held out her hand. Unlike when her host had done the same earlier that evening, it was a straightforward proposition with the palm side on. Everyone knew where they stood with her handshake. ‘It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Viscontessa.’


‘Please, you must call me Elena,’ she replied, looking at her with what appeared to be both bafflement and intrigue.


‘You have a beautiful home,’ Cesca added.


Elena laughed at the gross understatement, the throaty sound still as surprising as it had been on the first occasion. ‘It is pretty, isn’t it?’ she replied with even greater underestimation. ‘Well, I must say, I’m very pleased to have met you at last.’


Alberto opened the door, ready to escort her out through the interconnecting salons, the gaudy gold trims and absinthe-green walls stretching out before them like the physical manifestation of a headache. Cesca took a deep breath, not wanting to step into it again. In here, the space was calming, reflective, expansive. But beyond those doors – what was it? She had a feeling of needing to galvanize herself just to walk through it, a sense of inescapable history trapped in the walls; of a past that still ruled the present; of a world that had been built on secrets and lies.




Chapter Three


The gasp was like a scream, a bullet, a punch – shocking and violent, wresting her from her sleep like a soul being ripped from its body. She was sitting up in bed, the sheet twisted around her hips, her muscles trembling from the sudden shock of oblivion to consciousness, her heartbeat as panicky as a trapped bird.


She stared at the stubby shadows without seeing them, trying not to see instead the images that were burnt in her mind, tattoos that would never fade no matter how she clawed or rubbed or scratched at them. They had become a part of her now, another shadow stitched to her heels and trailing her through the sunlight and the snow, coming alive every night when the moon rose and her eyes closed.


She rolled back down to the mattress, pulling the sheet up over her shoulders, her body curled into a comma – but there would never be a pause from this. She closed her eyes and tried to fall back to sleep, knowing it would come again, knowing it was only right that it should.


This was her just deserts for what she had done.


She deserved everything she got.


The sound of the steps being swept, of the toppled geraniums being righted again, was more effective than any alarm clock and Cesca sat up in bed with a sudden gasp. She didn’t need to check her phone to know the time would be seven-forty, but she did it anyway, giving a little scream as she saw that the ‘alarm ignore’ icon was on the screen.


‘Oh no! No, no, no,’ she whimpered, throwing back the sheet and clambering into the clothes she’d discarded last night – Edwardian camisole, check; long daisy-print skirt, check; destroyed yellow Converse, check. There wasn’t time to brush her teeth or her hair. Grabbing her panama from the pine table as she sped past, she was out of the apartment in under ninety seconds from when she’d first opened her eyes.


‘Buongiorno!’ she cried to Signora Dutti as she scrambled down the steps awkwardly, trying to avoid the sweeping brush.


Signora Dutti straightened up with an expectant look and Cesca could tell at a glance that she wanted to have a conversation about her meeting with the Viscontessa last night. ‘I’m so sorry, can’t stop. I’m really late. Really, badly late,’ she cried over her shoulder.


She flew across the tiny, slumbering Piazzetta Palombella, the steel shutters to the pizzeria still down, the tables and chairs still stacked in the osteria opposite, although delicious smells were already wafting from the vents of the bakery. With one hand holding her hat onto her head, she sprinted across the Piazza Angelica without even a glance at the imposing pale-blue palace she had visited last night. A few beer bottles on the rim of the fountain were all that remained of the carousing partygoers, but unlike in her tiny pocket of Rome a few hundred metres away, where the piazzetta remained quiet at this time, here the day had already well and truly begun. A bin man was pushing his cart over the cobbles, while two carabinieri were walking slowly around the cordons which pedestrianized the central section of the square. Busiest of all, in the centre of it, were the stall-holders setting up their stalls, arranging buckets of flowers in dense tiers, displaying stripy coloured ribbon and bow pastas in open boxes, and hanging clusters of chillies and smoked sausages from the gazebo struts.


When she had first moved here, she had fallen in love with this market. It had become a normal sight to her now, but in those early days its colours and shouts and smells (some good, some not) had been all the proof she’d needed that she had been right to do the unthinkable and leave her old life – for here, everything was bold and chaotic, fresh and unformed, too big to press into a box. It gave her exactly the freedom she’d needed, the chance to escape and start afresh as someone new. Someone better.


She ran through the intermittent shadows – already hard-edged and black even at this early hour – jumping over low-slung chain railings, weaving between scooters, her long pale limbs flashing like switchblades. She passed from square to narrow street, short alley to narrow street again, the rumble of traffic on the Via del Corso like thunder as she emerged, panting, into the swarm of commuters. Dodging and ducking, she weaved her way to the front of the crowds, sprinting through the stationary cars when the lights turned red before diving into the back streets again. She outpaced a Mercedes airport limo trying to navigate a road with no more than thirty centimetres’ clearance and ran through the middle of a group of Chinese tourists, all wearing red caps as they followed their guide. She was running up the middle of the street, legs pumping, when a scooter suddenly rounded the corner at terrifying speed.


Cesca gasped as it headed straight for her. With a parked car to her right, she was forced to jump left, but she hadn’t seen the low-slung spiked chains looped between bollards and they tripped her. As she fell in a tangle of limbs towards the shiny cobbles, she got a good look at the driver – mid-thirties; athletic; dressed in navy cargo shorts and a once-white polo shirt, with his biceps bulging at the tight sleeves; and straight, brown, longish hair that peeked out past his helmet. Most striking of all were his arrogant eyes – as though he expected nothing less than for her to fall onto spikes to let him pass.


‘Hey! You bloody hooligan!’ she shouted after him in furious, native English – her Italian wasn’t strong enough yet to be truly effective at hurling insults – as he continued on without stopping. ‘Seriously?’ she asked aloud as he turned out of sight without so much as a backwards glance.


For a moment, she sat there on the ground, the cobbles chilling her skin through the cotton of her skirt, before she suddenly remembered what she’d been doing before the fall and why she’d been running. Her knee was bleeding but there was no time to worry about it, clean it or even feel it, for she had to pick herself up and carry on.


She sprinted again, trying to ignore the throb in her knee as well as the stitch in her side, but she knew it didn’t matter how fast she ran – she was two hours late. She would be getting there just as she was supposed to be finishing the tour. A few seconds, a minute wasn’t going to make any difference at this point; they’d have called someone else in ages ago.


She rounded the corner into Piazza di Trevi, the torrents from the magnificent, justly famous fountain as loud as a waterfall but, for once, the square itself was quiet. That was the point of the Sunrise Tour, after all – grabbing the opportunity to see the great Roman landmarks free from the hordes, hawkers and street-sellers that blighted the daytime trips. She sprinted past the steps, past the great statue of Neptune, and on to the tiny building around the corner, which thousands passed every day without noticing. There was no time for beauty right now, though, no time for culture, for—


Sonia, the girl in the ticket office, was sitting in a small kiosk by the door and jerked her head towards the inside of the building as Cesca careered through the doorway. ‘He is in the office,’ she said, with a sympathetic look.


‘Thanks, Sonia,’ Cesca gasped, still keeping up a jog past the little cinema – whose construction had been the reason this wonder had been discovered in the first place – and down the metal staircase into the Città dell’Acqua, as the subterranean space was known. It was well lit, the smooth foundations of the modern buildings sitting within metres of the rough stone of earlier dwellings – dwellings which existed, even now, under Rome’s streets. Most Romans, much less tourists, had no idea that so much of the ancient architecture that had shaped this city still stood partially intact below its streets. Trickling through the cavern was an ancient aqueduct, too: the Acqua Vergine, first built by the Roman statesman Marcus Agrippa in 19 BC, had been delivering pure drinking water to the city for over 2,000 years, and scarcely any of the millions of visitors to the impressive Trevi Fountain round the corner knew that it was fed by this very water source. But she did. She loved this city and knew it inside out and underground.


Cesca ran lightly past the narrow stepped alleys – ancient roads that now led to nowhere – for once not looking at the thin, hand-made bricks that had once formed basilicas and stadia but now stood as half-formed arches. Instead, she had her eyes fixed only on her boss’s office. The door was open, as though he’d been waiting for her to arrive.


Giovanni, I’m so sorry,’ she panted as soon as she reached it, hanging onto the doorframe and taking off her hat so he could see her eyes, which were wild with apology.


He glanced up at her with the hangdog look of the long-suffering, the expression in his round eyes even sorrier than hers. ‘Francesca. Look at the time. Look,’ he said, stretching out the last word to at least four syllables as he tapped his watch.


‘I know. And I’m so sorry, but it wasn’t my fault. Honestly,’ she said, the words mere disembodied breath as she struggled into the tiny room, wounded and exhausted. ‘Let me pick up the next tour. Who covered for me? I’ll do their shift.’


He shook his head. ‘Fran—’


No, scrap that,’ she panted, almost collapsing onto a folding chair. ‘I’ll do two of their shifts to make up for it. It’s only fair.’


‘Is too late, Francesca.’


‘I know and I’m so sorry. But I’m here now. I’ll make it up to you. Tell me how I can help.’


‘You were supposed to be here two hours ago.’


Cesca felt a tremor of anxiety. Giovanni wasn’t usually difficult to placate. Although he’d been married since he was eighteen and loved (and was also quite scared of) his wife, Cesca knew he had a crush on her. It was the hair. She was as rare as an arctic fox around these parts. ‘I know, but you see, my landlady . . . she tripped,’ she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder.


‘For two hours?’ he asked, watching it arc through the air as though in slow motion.


‘Yes, I . . . I had to take her to hospital.’


He looked back at her again. ‘And in all that time, you couldn’t call?’


Cesca smacked her hand to her chest. ‘I couldn’t speak, Giovanni. It was terrible. There was . . . so much blood.’


Giovanni raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘But I suppose she make a fantastic recovery? Just like after the fire?’


Cesca swallowed. ‘Well, that was only a little fire . . .’


‘You said the whole building could have been destroyed.’


‘Could being the operative word. Luckily, I . . . I saw the candle smoking and was able to smother it before it went out of control.’


Poor Signora Dutti: if only she knew how colourfully her life was portrayed on this side of the Via del Corso. The truth was, she was as sturdy as the Pantheon, rarely ever left the square except to go to the market, and the high point of her day was sitting on her chair in the late afternoon with Signora Accardo and watching the tourists go by.


Giovanni sighed. ‘Cesca—’


‘Giovanni, please,’ Cesca cried, panicking now that she appeared to be making no headway. Yes, she’d been pushing her luck for the past few weeks – forgetting to charge her phone or not saying no to that last limoncello were hardly helpful when her nights were already so sabotaged. And yes, perhaps the blog’s growing success meant her mind had been less on her day job than it should have been, but she still needed it. The equation was simple: no tours meant no rent meant no blog. No more Rome Affair. No more Rome.


‘Cesca, it is the third time this month.’


‘I know, but it really wasn’t my fault.’


‘It never is. Your poor landlady has almost died three times in three weeks: the landlady and the scented candle; the landlady and the almost fatal collision with the pizza van; and now the landlady and the . . .’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘How did she trip?’


‘On a geranium.’


‘The landlady and the geranium,’ he repeated in a monosyllabic tone. ‘I cannot decide if she is the luckiest woman in Roma or the most unlucky.’ He tutted, looking sad. ‘You are one of my best guides. Your history, knowledge? Amazing! And the tourists, they love you. But if you are not here when they are here, it does not matter how good you are. I need someone I can depend on.’


She slapped a hand over her heart. ‘And from now on, I promise, you can depend on me,’ she said, as earnestly as if she was about to launch into ‘God Save the Queen’.


‘Today, Astrid had to do the tour for you.’


‘Astrid?’ Cesca’s hand dropped, indignantly. ‘But she barely even speaks Italian!’


Giovanni arched his eyebrows. ‘I know.’


‘And she always confuses Augustus with Nero.’


‘Exactly. A disaster. But I had no choice. She was the only person available.’


Cesca felt her chest tighten as she realized she’d backed herself into a corner. ‘Okay, look, I’ll be straight with you – I slept through the alarm,’ she said quickly. ‘I don’t sleep that well and—’


‘Cesca, I am sorry. It is the third strike. You know our company policy.’


She swallowed, hardly able to believe this was happening. Third strike? What was this – Borstal? ‘You mean, I’m out?’ she whispered, feeling the blood drain from her flushed face. She had precisely two hundred and eighty-six euros in her bank account. Her rent – due next week – was nine hundred and ninety euros but she’d had eleven tours booked in between now and then. Earning eighty euros per tour, she would have just made it. Dinner, last night – to celebrate Guido’s twenty-fifth birthday – had been factored in to her weekly outgoings for weeks. Oh God, why hadn’t she taken that reward last night? Five thousand euros for returning a bag! She could have been here, sitting pretty. How could she afford to be principled when she couldn’t afford to eat?


‘I don’t suppose it would make any difference if I told you I was almost run over on the way over here?’ she tried.


Giovanni arched an eyebrow that indicated he was done with her stories.


‘Look at my knee!’ she said, rucking up her long skirt and showing him.


‘Cesca, please,’ he pleaded, his eyes drooping like a bloodhound’s. ‘There is nothing more I can do for you.’


‘But you’re the boss!’


‘I know. I am sorry it must end this way.’


He was adamant. She sat there for a moment, trying to think of another way to change things, but she had tried it all: outrageous stories, a frank confession, honesty, pleading, begging . . . What else was there? She had overslept one time too many.


‘Ciao, Francesca,’ Giovanni said, as solemnly as a judge in a black cap. ‘Sonia will settle up with you on the way out.’


Cesca sighed, pulling herself to standing and walking out slowly, her knee beginning to throb. She added in a limp, hoping he’d take pity and call her back, but her rubber soles on the metal walkways were the only sound as she walked out, back towards the light.


Sonia had the envelope all ready as she approached. ‘Sorry, Cesca,’ she grimaced, handing it over.


‘No, it’s my fault. I’ve only got myself to blame,’ Cesca sighed, feeling last night’s exhaustion creep upon her as the adrenaline ebbed away. And she stepped back out into the light to where the shadows were still hard-edged and black, to where the crowds were beginning to gather and the day was already pulling away without her.




Chapter Four


Rhode Island, June 1961


The lights from the pool outside flickered around the silk walls and ceiling of the peach bedroom: the only movement in the room. Laney sat on the bed listening to the hubbub of the crowd, to all those people waiting for her, the baby-pink tulle skirt of her dress fanned out around her, as though arranged by the famed Norman Parkinson himself, ready for the shot.


She could see her reflection in the full-length mirror from where she sat. Her skin, not yet buffed by the sun, looked milky in the dim light, her shoulders, neck and arms extending elegantly from the raspberry velvet bodice that seemed almost heart-shaped to her now it was on. Her brown hair – not dark enough, always too limp – had been back-combed, sprayed and coiffed so that the ends kicked out at the nape, the front section quiffed and held in place with a satin band, highlighting the large pearl globes at her ears that her mother had presented to her at dinner the night before. Laney would have preferred something smaller, something that suited sixteen, but understatement wasn’t a concept that her family either understood or observed.


Her face, though . . . She had never worn make-up before, and the powder felt thick on her skin, her lips too distracting in this vibrant cherry shade that overpowered even the dramatic sweep of kohl at her eyes. She couldn’t stop staring at herself: part-doll, part-geisha, part-Hollywood siren. She wasn’t quite sure who she was supposed to be, looking like this, but there was no doubt in her mind that she was going to have to act the part; she would only disappoint otherwise.


A woman’s shrill laugh – not her mother’s – pierced the night and Laney broke away from her reflection. They would be waiting for her. She rose, hearing how the skirts swished and rustled with the movement. The feel of them was slightly rough against her nylon-clad legs. The bodice skimmed tight against her ribs and she tugged at it slightly, feeling another urge to gulp down breaths as she had a few minutes ago.


Opening the bedroom door and crossing the large landing, she stood at the balustrades and looked down for a moment at the greyed – occasionally balding – heads: satin lapels upon ivory jackets for the men, stiff silks and sapphires for the ladies. Her mother, she knew, was wearing the new Schiaparelli gown that had arrived tissue-wrapped and boxed from Paris three days earlier: cut in silver lame plisse, its fluidity and minimal, strapless form would have all the other women clucking like hens – it struck such a contrast to the fussy gathers and tucks of their own dresses. Which was precisely the point. But would she have accessorized it with the rubies Laney’s father had given to her at Christmas, or the Larchford emeralds inherited from her paternal grandmother? All week it had been one of the more pressing questions, along with whether to dye the swans pink on the lake to match Laney’s Sweet Sixteen dress (they had), and whether or not it was ‘de trop’ to place a pearl in each open oyster at the seafood bar (apparently not).


Someone saw her and the gasp that followed led to an almost biblical parting of the crowd, coos and sighs at her appearance breaking into applause as she descended the stairs. She felt embarrassed and overwhelmed, wanting to scurry instead to her governess Winnie’s rooms and sit on the couch, eating popcorn and watching The Ed Sullivan Show.


‘Darling, you’re a vision.’


It was her father, his salted blond hair and moustache toplighting his yachting tan. He looked so handsome in his evening jacket. Mother had had the hand-stitching redone in gold thread especially for the occasion and for once Laney agreed it looked just the thing – discreet and yet lending an opulent shimmer.


He kissed her on the cheek and reached to take a couple of glasses of vintage champagne from the waiter hovering by his elbow. She quickly took a sip – admiring the pale biscuit colour, liking the way the bubbles fizzed on her tongue – feeling herself calm under his protective gaze. ‘Come, there are so many people who want to say hello to you.’


Laney wished it could have been just the two of them there. They could have walked down to the shore together, taken off their shoes and talked about their favourite things – what to name the new boat (even though she couldn’t swim and was terrified of water); his plans for the stud now that the black stallion was settling in. They could have sat with their feet in the pool and – with napkins tucked in at their necks – eaten with their bare hands the lobster she’d watched the kitchen staff preparing earlier. She could have danced the Viennese Waltz with him and shown him how hard she’d been working in her lessons to make him proud. She was sixteen now, after all, a young woman, as he kept telling – reminding, instructing – her: no longer was she the little girl she’d hoped desperately to remain, no more the child hidden from view and protected behind security-patrolled gates. As everyone kept telling her now, there was a whole world waiting to meet, or at least catch a glimpse of, America’s little heiress.


‘Charles and Miranda Stowcroft, may I present my daughter Elaine?’


‘How do you do?’ Laney nodded politely.


‘Enchanted,’ the tall man replied, taking her hand and kissing the back of it.


‘How do you do?’ Miranda said. Her grey hair was set into small stiff curls, her blue eyes bright against her rouged cheeks and mustard-yellow gown. ‘You look exquisite, my dear. Why, those pearls must be the size of golf balls!’


Laney smiled her thanks before her father gently took her by the elbow and presented her to the next person waiting in line. With a sinking heart, Laney realized that almost the entire party had formed a sort of queue, all of them wanting to shake her hand or kiss it.


Almost the entire party – but not quite. Beyond the doors that led onto the terrace, she heard the ribbon of familiar, delighted laughter that had curled through the night air on so many of these occasions at their home before – her parents simply loved throwing parties – and she would know that amused trill anywhere. As a child, she had lain in bed listening to it with the windows open, hearing the hushed whispers that usually followed, sometimes ending with a shout or a curse or the smash of crystal. Now though, she could just make out the shimmer of liquid silver couture through the old glass, the dots of cardinal red rubies, that sweep of raven-dark hair.


As they listened to that laughter, her father’s hand gripped tighter on her elbow; he had seemingly forgotten all about the couple standing in front of them with frozen smiles, awaiting their official introduction.


‘. . . Sorry, forgive me,’ he said, remembering himself in time and rescuing them all with one of his famous, dazzling smiles. The papers always said he’d built his fortune with that smile, even though they knew perfectly well he’d inherited a billion-dollar highways engineering empire from his father. ‘Larry and Dinah Stanford, my daughter, Elaine.’


‘A pleasure to meet you,’ Laney smiled, falling back into her role. Business resumed.


The man took her hand and kissed the back of it. ‘The pleasure is all mine.’


‘You look perfectly lovely tonight, Elaine,’ Dinah added with a small, inhibited smile. ‘Aren’t you just the luckiest girl in the world to have such a swell Sweet Sixteen party?’


‘Oh, Daddy’s just the best!’ She smiled, clutching his arm tighter, even though she’d never wanted this party at all, much less to invite four hundred people when she could barely identify fifty faces here. But suddenly that didn’t matter because now that she anticipated how the evening was going to play out, with her on her father’s arm, it didn’t matter at all how many strangers she had to meet. It was quite apparent too that no one actually wanted to talk to her anyway – they simply wanted to be seen by her father, and be seen being seen by her father.


Six couples had glided past them, saying the same thing six different ways, before the laugh came again like a mockingbird’s echo, a taunt that the real party was happening elsewhere. Her father’s gaze automatically fell beyond the doors again, his eyes squinting at the glass every few moments, as conversation faltered and names were forgotten.


He looked back at them all and she saw the clouds behind his eyes. Laney felt herself loosen, as though the stays binding her together were being gradually unpicked, one by one . . .


‘I’m sorry, won’t you excuse me?’ he asked tonelessly. ‘There’s . . . something I have to attend to. Laney, look after our guests?’


‘But Daddy—’


He left and, in the sudden vacuum created in his wake, the people that had been clamouring to meet her moments before now sank back into the body of the crowd, the receiving line closing into private clusters that left Laney standing alone in the room, watching her father’s retreating back, his hair bright beneath the chandeliers as he headed for the terrace. For all his charisma and intelligence, his kindness and insight, there was one truth that George Valentine, as a father, a husband and a man, would never grasp – that they had all the money in the world, but never enough time.


‘You look sad.’


Laney jumped. The voice, in the dark, had come from the left side of her, by the beech tree. Behind her, the house looked to be dripping with light like liquid gold, a celestial haze rising above the estate like a nimbus. She thought she had found refuge here in the crepuscular nooks of the sunken garden, the music from the live band distant, as though caught in a box, and this intrusion on her privacy alarmed her.


‘Who’s there?’ she asked, detesting the tremor that shook her voice and betrayed her fright, hating even more that someone had seen the truth. She’d thought she was alone here.


A shape emerged from the shadows – broad-shouldered, long-legged, the glowing tip of a cigarette like a firefly in the night sky. ‘The question is, what could you possibly have to be sad about? You’re the luckiest girl in the world, aren’t you?’


She blinked. Even without seeing his face, she could detect the faint sneer in his voice. Money made you bulletproof, right? ‘So they keep telling me.’


‘You must feel pretty special. It’s a hell of a party. Your folks know how to throw a bash, that’s for sure.’


‘And were you invited or did you just manage to scale the walls?’ If there was one thing she’d learnt from her mother, it was the art of the waspish put-down.
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