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PART ONE








Greenwich, New York, 1979


Evelina stood back and admired the table. How pretty it looked. She’d hollowed out small pumpkins for candleholders and placed them around the three vases of sunflowers, carnations and roses that dominated the long table set for ten. She’d made her own napkin rings out of red berries and yellow sycamore leaves and put them on each plate, slotting the name card of every guest into a pine cone. The effect was charming; but it was missing one important thing.


Evelina went into the garden. The sun had almost set. The sky above Greenwich was a pale, watery blue, streaked with fiery crimson and gold. Fat-bellied clouds moved slowly across it. From where she was standing they resembled the dark hulls of ships viewed from the bottom of the sea. She stood a while making shapes out of the smaller clouds: dolphins, whales and jellyfish; waves breaking into pink foam; distant mountain ranges dyed purple. Then the twinkling of a lone star pierced the deepening indigo as the sun withdrew, taking with it its panoply of colours, and the ships and the sea creatures too. Evelina remained there, gazing into the night, watching as one by one a host of stars joined the original, glimmering through the darkness like the lanterns of little fishing boats.


She went to the herb garden and cut a handful of rosemary. She rubbed a piece between her finger and thumb and pressed it to her nose. The smell of home assaulted her senses in a flood of memory. It made her giddy with nostalgia and she closed her eyes for a moment, savouring both the pleasure and the pain, for they were equal in parts. She sighed with resignation. There was no point getting emotional over something lost in the past when the present gave her so much to be grateful for.


She returned to the dining room and sprinkled the sprigs of rosemary over the tablecloth. Sure, she’d been living in America for over thirty years, but she was still Italian in her soul. At this time of thanksgiving it was therefore fitting that, in the decoration of the table at least, she remembered the Old Country.





Evelina was lighting the candles on the table when her husband Franklin returned home. He opened the front door and stepped into the hall, letting her know he was back with a ‘Honey, I’m home’ as he took off his loden coat and fedora and put down his bag. Franklin van der Velden was retired now, being seventy-six, but he was still involved in college life at Skidmore where he had been, until recently, a classics professor. He was tall and lean with thick grey hair, a straight patrician nose and intelligent blue eyes. The eyes of a man who was always curious and enquiring, and patient with those less gifted than himself. He had been athletic once but now he walked with a stoop and his steps were slow and plodding.


Evelina blew out the match and untied the apron she was wearing to protect her green dress, laying it over a chair. Fourteen years younger than Franklin, she was an attentive and dutiful wife whose respect for her scholarly husband had remained undiminished since the day she had married him. She came into the hall, smiling in that sweet way of hers that rendered her face quite beautiful. At sixty-two she was not by any account an obvious beauty, but her features had character and a vivacious charm, and her hazel eyes were always bright and full of affection. They had depth, too, forged out of dark secrets and hidden sorrows that shone into them a light of empathy which people perceived subliminally and, as a consequence, confided in her secrets and sorrows of their own. Her long brown hair was swept up and fastened loosely with a clip, leaving stray wisps to float about her neck. Her shapely body was soft and comely, her Mediterranean skin forever tanned by the sun of her homeland, as if she still inhabited the olive groves and vineyards of her youth. When she spoke English, her Italian accent was thick, for she hadn’t given herself entirely to this new country, but held something back for herself.


She took her husband’s coat and he kissed her temple, his weathered face returning her smile with pleasure, for she was a delight to behold. Even after thirty-two years of marriage he hadn’t grown complacent about the woman with whom he shared his life. He knew he was fortunate. Without her he’d never have been able to achieve the things he had or, indeed, be the man he was. She was like an anchor to his ship, securing him firmly in home and family, and giving him the tranquillity he needed in which to work.


‘They’ll be here soon,’ she said, hanging his coat in the cupboard and his hat on the hook behind the door.


‘Do I have time for a bath?’


‘If you’re quick.’


Franklin nodded, but they both knew he was unable to do anything in haste. He made his way up the stairs slowly, holding on to the banisters with hands that trembled slightly, pausing a moment in the middle to catch his breath. Evelina returned to the kitchen to attend to dinner. She had prepared all the traditional side dishes to accompany the turkey, which had been cooking in the oven for most of the afternoon: mashed potato, cranberry sauce, turkey stuffing, green beans and pumpkin pie. Evelina hadn’t been interested in cooking before she married, but she had taught herself out of necessity. However, when she looked back to her life in Italy, to that chapter closed long ago and buried beneath so many subsequent chapters, the scent of simmering tomatoes and freshly baked focaccia seemed to dominate her memories, wrapping them in a miasma of fragrances and preventing her from recalling much else. Perhaps, she thought, it was nature’s way of saving her from painful recollections. Maybe nature was being kind.


Evelina stirred the gravy in the pan, mesmerized momentarily by the whirlpool her wooden spoon created. Thanksgiving was an annual celebration of family and friends, so it wasn’t unnatural, given her history, that it should bring to the surface old hurts inflicted long ago when she was young and tender-hearted. It wasn’t unnatural to grieve for those she had left behind and for those she had lost. Fall was a time of wistfulness and melancholy, after all; the death rattle of summer, the mournful prelude to winter. No, it wasn’t unnatural to feel thankful for what she had and regretful for what she had given up; it wasn’t unnatural at all.





The first to arrive were her two sons, Aldo and Dan, with Aldo’s wife Lisa and Dan’s girlfriend Jennifer entering behind them with a bouquet of flowers and a box of chocolates for Evelina. Aldo was tall and handsome like his father, with his mother’s dark hair and skin and hazel eyes. If it hadn’t been for his Dutch surname he could easily have passed for an Italian. Dan, on the other hand, was shorter and stockier than his brother, with his father’s blue eyes and thick hair. However, his dry, irreverent sense of humour was all his own and, unlike his brother, who was responsible as firstborns tend to be, Dan had an aversion to rules and resisted conformity at every turn.


The sight of her sons pulled Evelina out of her reverie and she embraced them warmly, wrapping her arms around them and kissing their cold faces, forgetting for a moment that they were thirty-one and twenty-nine respectively. To her they would always be boys. ‘You look tired, Aldo,’ she said, cupping his face. ‘You need to sleep. Are you working too hard? Is he working too hard, Lisa?’


‘Mom, I’m fine. Don’t worry,’ Aldo muttered, moving past her to greet his father.


‘And you, Dan. If you look tired it’s not because of overworking, is it?’ Evelina arched an eyebrow suspiciously. ‘To you, I say, work a little harder.’


Dan laughed. ‘Mom, all work and no play makes Dan a dull boy.’ He shrugged off his leather jacket and sniffed. ‘Something smells good.’


‘Dinner’s a surprise,’ said Evelina with a grin, aware that that joke had worn thin years ago, yet unable to resist repeating it.


‘What? You’ve cooked a goat instead of a turkey?’ said Dan, feigning horror.


‘Yes, a Thanksgiving goat. I thought we all needed a change. Who needs turkey when we can have a scrawny old goat?’


Evelina greeted her daughter-in-law Lisa and Jennifer, who she knew would never be her daughter-in-law; Dan was not the settling-down type. It would be a miracle if he ever married, she thought, observing her dashing son with pride. There might be a girl out there who had what it took to tame him, but he hadn’t met her yet. And it certainly wasn’t Jennifer; she was much too nice.


Moments later the front door flew open again, bringing in a gust of cold wind and Aldo and Dan’s younger sister, Ava-Maria, dragging a suitcase behind her. ‘I’m here!’ she exclaimed, and because of her loud voice and exuberance everyone turned to look at her as she knew they would. ‘Hi, guys. Happy Thanksgiving! Isn’t this fun? We’re all together again.’ She hugged and kissed her parents and greeted the others, even Jennifer who she knew wasn’t really worth the investment because Dan was bound to dump her by the end of the week. Ava-Maria was dark and beautiful with a personality that demanded to be the centre of attention. Indulged by both parents and favoured by fate, Ava-Maria hadn’t a care in the world.


They went into the drawing room and settled into the armchairs and sofas arranged around the fireplace, making themselves at home in the house where Franklin and Evelina had moved in the early 1960s when they’d grown tired of the noise and commotion of Manhattan. Evelina’s style was cosy and unpretentious. Furniture, paintings, rugs and trinkets had been purchased because she liked them, not because they fitted into any particular colour scheme or premeditated design. Nothing matched, everything was thrown together like a vegetable stew and yet, somehow, a surprisingly harmonious flavour had been created. It was a snug, informal room, the kind of room one never wanted to leave.


Evelina was just glancing at her watch when she heard the door open and close in the hall. She got up swiftly and hurried out. There, sturdy and squat like a panzer tank, was her formidable ninety-three-year-old aunt, Madolina Forte. Beside her, helping her out of her coat, was the family friend everyone knew as Uncle Topino, which means ‘little mouse’ in Italian, although he was no relation of Evelina’s or Franklin’s and did not resemble by any stretch of the imagination a mouse. He was an old friend who had been adopted by the van der Veldens when the children were small and was so much a part of the family that no one ever asked how it had come about. They just accepted that it was so.


‘Welcome!’ Evelina exclaimed, taking her aunt’s coat from Topino and giving the old lady a kiss.


‘I can feel the damp in my bones,’ Madolina complained. Unlike her niece, Madolina had not wanted to hold on to her past and had shed all but the occasional trace of Italy in her enunciation. ‘It’s lovely and warm in here, thank the Lord. I’ll go right on in and settle myself down by the fire.’ She strode with determination towards the drawing room, leaning heavily on her walking stick.


Evelina smiled at Topino. Her gaze softened as she took him in: the fluffy white hair, the high forehead, the large nose and sensual mouth. And his expressive grey eyes twinkled back at her through his round spectacles. ‘You look good, Eva,’ he said in Italian. Then he put his hand around her waist and planted a kiss on her cheek.


‘You look good too, old friend,’ she replied.


‘Another year.’ He shook his head and sighed heavily. ‘Who’d have thought it?’


‘Everything comes to pass. You taught me that.’


‘The good and the bad. Life is a series of cycles and we are but mice on the wheel. I like this cycle the best. It has an air of permanence. How’s the turkey?’


‘Fat and juicy.’ She laughed and helped him out of his coat. It was the same coat he had worn to the first Thanksgiving dinner they’d invited him to seventeen years before. Topino did not like to waste money on things he did not need.


‘And pumpkin pie?’


‘Your favourite.’


He nodded and his full lips extended into a smile, curling up at the ends and endowing his face with a comical charm. ‘Every year I leave with a belly full of pumpkin pie, then I spend the following fifty-two weeks dreaming of the next slice. Tonight, I’ll celebrate life and pumpkin pie.’


Evelina accompanied him into the drawing room. As soon as Topino entered, the place erupted into cries of delight. Ava-Maria embraced him passionately and kissed his bristly cheeks, and the boys patted him heartily on the back. Franklin shook his hand and introduced him to Jennifer, who smiled shyly for even she had heard much of the celebrated Uncle Topino. Lisa greeted him with a kiss and laughed as he berated her for not being a good wife, for Aldo was looking tired and thin. ‘The man needs to eat,’ said Topino. ‘What are you cooking him? Vegetable broth?’


‘I eat well,’ said Aldo in Lisa’s defence.


‘You don’t look like you eat at all. Tonight, we celebrate life and good food. Mostly good food.’ He shrugged. ‘Life is its own celebration.’


Madolina waved her bejewelled hand from the club fender where she was warming her back against the fire. ‘Put him down, you all. You’re going to crush him half to death!’ She watched with a ferocious gaze as they dutifully took their seats again. No one challenged Aunt Madolina, except Topino.


‘I like being crushed half to death,’ he replied. ‘The half that survives makes me feel alive.’


‘Come sit here, Topino,’ insisted Madolina, patting the space beside her. ‘I can feel the ache in my bones as they thaw.’


Topino sat next to her with a groan. He was only sixty-five but sometimes his bones felt like those of an arthritic old man.


Franklin handed him a glass of red wine. ‘You ready for our game of chess?’ he asked.


Topino grinned. ‘You know me, I’ll never turn down the opportunity to lose.’


Franklin laughed, for it was well known that Topino was a fiendish chess player. ‘Good, that makes two of us.’ Topino laughed with him. The idea of two players fighting to lose appealed to his quirky sense of humour.


‘Tell me, Madolina, how have you been?’ Topino asked and he listened with concentration as she told him in great detail about her hip which was inoperable on account of her great age.


‘When you’re as old as I am, Topino, there’s no point going under the knife unless you’re prepared not to come back.’


‘Sure, it’s a gamble,’ he agreed with a shrug. ‘But if you ask me, you have the constitution of a tortoise. In ten years’ time you’ll still be here talking about your hip.’


Madolina loved Topino’s humour. ‘And you, Topino?’


‘I have the constitution of a cockroach. I’m pretty much indestructible.’ He took a sip of wine then looked at her with a gleam in his eye. ‘When the good Lord finally takes me it’ll only be because I’ve gone begging for it.’


Ava-Maria interrupted from the sofa. ‘Are you two talking about death?’ she asked. ‘Really, it’s Thanksgiving!’


‘Entertain us then,’ said Topino, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, and looking at her expectantly. ‘What have you been up to since I last saw you? How’s college? Giving the boys a run for their money, no doubt.’ And Topino did what he did best; he listened. And Ava-Maria did what she did best; she talked about herself. Madolina enjoyed the warmth of the fire on her back and watched Evelina who was like a daughter to her, for her niece had left Italy at the age of twenty-eight and come to live with her in Brooklyn. Madolina was proud of the woman she had become.





When Evelina announced that dinner was ready, Topino gave Madolina his arm and the two of them led the group into the dining room. Madolina caught her breath at the sight of the candles in their pumpkin holders and the flowers. ‘It’s gorgeous!’ she exclaimed. ‘That girl has style. She always had. Unique to her, it must be said, but always remarkable.’ Topino pulled out the chair at the foot of the table and she sat down, handing him her walking stick to stand against the wall. ‘Her mother has style. Artemisia keeps a beautiful but dilapidated house. Tani hated spending money even more than he hates society,’ she added of her brother, Gaetano. ‘Villa L’Ambrosiana has immense charm. That’s where Evelina gets it from – her mother and their magnificent house.’


Topino was given the middle chair down the side of the table because everyone wanted to talk to him. Franklin was at the head. Evelina sat on her aunt’s left. Evelina’s uncle Peppino, Madolina’s husband who had died six years before, had always sat next to Evelina. She noticed her aunt’s gaze rest on that chair and the sudden sombre expression that darkened her face, and knew that she was thinking of him. Thanksgiving was a time for gratitude, but gratitude never came empty-handed, it always turned up with its friend, loss. Since becoming a widow Madolina had only worn black, and while she gave thanks for Peppino’s life, she could not help but mourn his passing.


Dinner was noisy. Ava-Maria’s voice was the loudest as she regaled everyone with anecdotes. Topino teased her, putting her down in his usual dry and affectionate way, only for her to rebound with witty come-backs, creating a lively repartee that entertained the whole table. Dan, who worked for an advertising company in Manhattan and had plenty of anecdotes of his own, joined in and was almost as noisy as his sister, while Aldo and Franklin tried to have a quiet chat between themselves about books, for Aldo worked in publishing. Madolina complained that she couldn’t follow the conversations. ‘There needs to be a volume control in this house,’ she said, waving her hand and instructing everyone to quieten down. Evelina looked around at the faces in amusement. It was the same every year. It was wonderful.


At last the pumpkin pie was brought to the table. Evelina had cut it into slices. She shovelled one onto a spatula and put it on Topino’s plate. ‘Make it last,’ she said softly.


‘If I could make it last a year, I would,’ he replied, picking up his fork. ‘But I’m too much of a glutton.’


A silence fell over the room as they tucked into the pie. Ava-Maria broke it. ‘When the whole table goes quiet it means there’s an angel passing overhead,’ she said, lifting her eyes to the ceiling.


‘How could an angel be passing overhead when she’s sitting opposite me?’ said Topino.


‘Aw, Topino, that’s so sweet!’ Ava-Maria cooed.


‘Angels don’t speak so loud,’ said Aunt Madolina.


‘This one does,’ Ava-Maria retaliated without lowering her voice.


‘Is there more?’ asked Dan.


‘You finished already?’ said Evelina in surprise.


‘It’s really good!’ he exclaimed, licking his fork.


‘Yes, there’s more. I know who I’m catering for. A swarm of locusts!’ Evelina got up with a laugh. It pleased her that they enjoyed her cooking. She never thought she’d be able to say that.


Topino sat back in his chair and patted his belly. It was getting a little round these days. ‘No one makes a pumpkin pie like your mamma,’ he said, smiling at Evelina.


‘Would you like another slice?’ she asked.


‘You have to ask?’ he replied.


‘To be polite. Of course, I know.’


‘Then I’ll say yes, to be polite. Yes, please, signora, I’d love another slice.’





When there remained not a trace of pie on their plates, Franklin tapped his knife against a glass and stood up. To Madolina’s relief, the room fell silent again. Topino wiped his mouth with a napkin and drained his wine glass. Evelina put her hands in her lap and watched her husband with pride. ‘Tonight is a special night for Americans everywhere, but it’s also a special night for those of us who have come from afar and made America our home. We celebrate together as one colourful nation built by immigrants and sustained on mutual respect and acceptance. As you all know, my ancestors came to America from Holland in the eighteenth century, Aunt Madolina and Uncle Peppino, may he rest in peace, came from Italy at the turn of the century as a newly married couple, Evelina as a 28-eight-year-old leaving Italy at the end of the war, and Uncle Topino in the 1950s.’


Evelina caught Topino’s eye and her smile turned tender. He returned her gaze with equal tenderness, and a little sadness, which, on rare occasions, leaked through the cracks in his demeanour when he let down his guard. Franklin continued to give thanks for friends, family, good fortune and prosperity. ‘We are all lucky,’ he said. ‘And luck is a gift to be thankful for. I raise my glass to luck and to all of you, who I’m so lucky to have as my family and friends.’ They stood and raised their glasses, and wished each other a Happy Thanksgiving.


After dinner Franklin and Topino sat at the card table and played chess. The two men were seasoned players and the game went on long after Madolina had been escorted home by Aldo and Lisa, and Dan and Jennifer had said goodnight and left too. Ava-Maria went upstairs to bed after helping her mother clear away the dinner. Evelina collected the rosemary sprigs and put them in a bowl by the sink. Then she went into the drawing room to see how the chess game was going.


‘It appears neither of you are so keen to lose, after all,’ she said, putting her hand on Franklin’s shoulder. ‘I think you should call it a night.’


‘You’re right,’ Franklin replied, straightening his back and taking a deep breath. ‘We can leave the board as it is and resume tomorrow.’


‘You want me to come tomorrow?’ Topino asked. ‘Aren’t you already tired of my face?’


Evelina laughed. ‘Come for lunch. Ava-Maria is home for a few days and I know she’d like to see more of you, as would we.’


‘Well, I can’t say I’m not tempted by your cooking, Evelina, or your company.’


‘Good, that’s settled.’ She went into the kitchen and retrieved a parcel, wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string. ‘I’ll see you out,’ she said on her return.


Topino bade goodnight to Franklin and followed Evelina into the hall. He looked crumpled now and a little weary. The wine had made him sleepy and his eyes were heavy with emotion. She held out his coat and he slipped his arms down the sleeves and shrugged it on.


‘You’re a good hostess, Eva,’ he said, once again falling into Italian as he was prone to do when the two of them were alone.


She smiled softly and held out the parcel.


‘What’s this?’ he asked.


‘Pumpkin pie,’ she replied, her smile broadening. ‘I made one especially for you.’


His eyes shone. ‘You think of everything,’ he said. He bent down and planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘See you tomorrow.’


She nodded.


He opened the door and stepped out into the night.





Evelina returned to the kitchen to turn off the lights. She noticed the rosemary by the sink. Her heart weighted with gratitude, both for her good fortune and her bad, she rubbed a sprig between her finger and thumb. Then she pressed it to her nose and closed her eyes.







CHAPTER ONE [image: ]



Northern Italy, July 1934


Evelina inhaled deeply. The scent of rosemary filled her nostrils. How she loved it, this shrub with evergreen needles and purple flowers that grew in every border of the villa. The estate was bursting with flowers; there were vast terracotta pots of bougainvillea, heaps of thyme, an abundance of oleander, and jasmine that covered the limestone walls of the villa, exhaling its sweet perfume into the rooms. And yet the smell that defined the place was rosemary. It was woody, aromatic and sensual. To seventeen-year-old Evelina, it was the smell of home.


With the sprig still held between her finger and thumb, Evelina walked swiftly through the garden towards the sixteenth-century villa that stood majestic but weary, in need of repairs for which Evelina’s father did not have the means, or, it seemed, the inclination, to carry out. Gaetano Pierangelini, known as Tani, was a hermetic writer of literary fiction, more interested in the written word than in the upkeep of his home. He spent most of the day in his study in a three-piece suit, chain-smoking cigarettes and typing novels that took years to write. He earned little money but won literary prizes and high esteem, which he valued more dearly than material things.


Tani’s wife, Artemisia, on the other hand, was twelve years his junior and accumulated stuff with the tenacity of a magpie. Beautiful and bohemian, she craved those qualities in the world she inhabited, as if the villa was an extension of herself. Far from being defeated by the shabby state of the place, she saw the embellishment of it as a great challenge, knowing that there wasn’t a woman alive who could do it like she did, with such panache and flair. She covered the cracks in the walls with vast tapestries, spread Persian rugs over the worn flagstone floors and masked all manner of imperfections behind enormous potted plants, extravagant flower displays, marble busts, and paintings which she had collected over the years, having a good eye for a bargain and an even better eye for quality. Inexpensive works of art had, on occasion, turned out to be works of great masters or, at least, semi-great. It was those skilful purchases that had kept Villa L’Ambrosiana and its inhabitants afloat, and enabled Tani to indulge his passion without worrying about money.


Artemisia was fortunate, for the bones of the villa, being so old, had an air of faded grandeur that was enchanting. They needed no interference. Frescoes depicting allegorical and pastoral scenes had been damaged by damp and required restoration, but they were, undeniably, exquisite. The rooms were harmoniously proportioned with tall ceilings and large windows, connected to each other by double doors framed with pink marble and trompe l’oeil. The place possessed a languid charm, a quiet watchfulness, as if the people moving through it were not really part of it but brief fragments of time in which their small dramas, so vital in the moment, were, in the end, reduced to dust. Generations came and went, and those walls remained as witnesses to life’s transience and fragility and perhaps, also, to its apparent lack of purpose, for what did walls know of the human heart and the enduring nature of love?


Evelina skipped lightly up the steps that led from the garden to a wide terrace at the back of the villa. She slipped between giant terracotta pots of lemon trees and through wide open French doors into the cool interior of the house. She could hear her elder sister’s piano playing from the music salon a few rooms away and her younger brother Bruno’s squeals as he frolicked with the dog in his bedroom upstairs, while his nanny Romina sang to herself on the landing, sorting out the laundry. Deep in the coolest part of the villa her grandmother, Nonna Pierangelini, and Nonna’s spinster sister, Costanza, passed the indolent hours of the hot summer’s afternoon in slumber, having enjoyed a long lunch, a game of cards and endless cigarettes. Evelina continued on through the villa to the front and then stood on the step and waited. Before her an ornamental pond gleamed in the sunshine beneath a fountain of Venus that hadn’t spouted water in years and was covered in moss. Two marble statues of naked men in contrapposto stood on pedestals either side of the driveway among pots of purple bougainvillea and yew hedges clipped into uneven balls.


At last she saw, at the end of the avenue of cypress trees, the sight of Signora Ferraro’s horse and trap approaching slowly across the shadows. Excited, she hopped from foot to foot and then, when she could clearly see her art teacher’s face, she waved energetically. Fioruccia Ferraro waved back and smiled, the ribbons on her hat floating behind her on the breeze. Evelina looked forward to her painting lessons more than anything else. Not only because she loved painting, but also because she loved Signora Ferraro. The young woman was warm, funny and affectionate, and Evelina, who was mostly ignored by her narcissistic mother, cherished the time they spent together.


The gardens of Villa L’Ambrosiana were full of things to draw. There were plants and trees, of course, but also busts and statues, stone archways, mossy grottos, fountains and arcades and Nonna Pierangelini’s ornate glasshouse full of tomatoes. Hidden among the pines was a neo-Gothic chapel where the family had once worshipped in private, but which was now abandoned and forlorn, left mostly to the elements and Bruno and his friends’ games. It was a wonderful place for playing hide and seek and for holding secret meetings.


The two young women placed their stools in front of a statue of a chubby harp-playing cherub and began to draw. It was quiet in that far corner of the garden, embraced by ancient trees and watched over by statues whose names were long forgotten. It was hot even in the shade and Signora Ferraro had taken off her hat and let her long brown hair fall down her back in curls. She wore a white dress with a faded pink sash at her hips and had put aside the tasselled pink-and- yellow floral shawl that she had draped over her shoulders. She had dark, almond-shaped eyes framed by thick black lashes and a full, voluptuous mouth. Her cheekbones were high and pronounced, her skin the colour of milky coffee. Besides her gentle beauty she was a talented artist. Evelina thought her the most inspiring person she had ever met and wanted to be just like her.


The two of them chatted while they drew and every now and then Signora Ferraro would look at Evelina’s sketchpad and tell her how she might improve her drawing, but she always praised her for she knew first-hand how sensitive artists were about their work and how important it was to receive encouragement. Evelina was a good pupil and did everything Signora Ferraro told her to do.


‘Mamma has found a husband for Benedetta,’ Evelina told her.


‘How old is Benedetta now?’ Signora Ferraro asked, lifting her charcoal off the paper for a moment and picturing Evelina’s sister who had always seemed like a woman even when she’d been a child.


‘Twenty.’


‘What’s he like?’ Signora Ferraro smiled with enthusiasm. ‘Does Benedetta like him?’


‘She hasn’t met him yet.’


Signora Ferraro frowned. Evelina seemed not to think that this type of courtship was out of the ordinary. ‘She’s never met him?’ Signora Ferraro repeated, puzzled.


‘He’s coming with his mother tomorrow, for lunch. As far as I know he works for his father in a bank in Milan.’


‘Oh.’ Signora Ferraro couldn’t keep her dismay out of her voice.


Evelina narrowed her eyes. ‘Don’t you like bankers?’


‘I’m sure he’s nice.’


‘He’s rich,’ said Evelina with emphasis. ‘Papa knows his father because they studied together in Paris. Mamma says they’re a good family and an old one too. Old seems to matter very much. At least it does to Papa. The rich part matters more to Mamma.’


‘Are they coming from Milan?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is Benedetta excited?’


‘I think she’s nervous. She’s been playing the piano all day. She always plays Tchaikovsky when she’s nervous.’


‘And if she doesn’t like him?’


Evelina shrugged. ‘She has to like him. Papa wants them to marry and so they shall.’


‘Your father is very old-fashioned.’


‘Old-fashioned and remote. He lives for his work. I think we children and Mamma are simply accessories to his genius. He’d be perfectly content without us.’


‘I’m sure that’s not true.’


‘Of course it is.’ Evelina flicked away a fly with her free hand. ‘Benedetta and I are groomed for marriage and Bruno will one day run the estate. Meanwhile, Papa will write masterpieces and receive accolades and this old house will slowly disintegrate around him. As for Mamma, she will grow old among her flowers and plants and paintings, because those are the things she cares about the most.’


‘And you, Evelina?’


‘I’m not going to marry.’


Signora Ferraro smiled. ‘It’s nice when you love the man you marry.’


‘Do you love Signor Ferraro?’


‘More than anyone in the world.’


‘When you have children, will you love them more?’


‘I don’t know. I think I’ll love Matteo and our children equally.’


This satisfied Evelina who went back to her drawing. ‘When you have children, will you still teach me to paint?’


‘Of course, silly,’ Signora Ferraro replied with a chuckle. ‘You know you’re my favourite pupil.’





The oldest of Signora Ferraro’s four brothers owned a fabric shop in Vercellino and his wife was a dressmaker. Much of Artemisia Pierangelini’s wardrobe came from there. As Benedetta was now twenty and of marriageable age, she was allowed to have beautiful things made too, but Evelina was not permitted that privilege. She had to wear her sister’s old dresses, which to Evelina looked shabby and inelegant. When the conversation turned once again to the lunch the following day, Signora Ferraro asked Evelina what she was going to wear. ‘One of my sister’s horrible old frocks, I should imagine,’ she complained. ‘But what do I care? I’m not the one who has to please.’


‘Would you like to borrow something of mine?’ Signora Ferraro asked. ‘My sister-in-law makes me dresses for free and my brother gives me fabric he can no longer sell. I have just the dress that would suit you. Do you want to come and try it on? We can have some lemonade in my house for a change and I can show you my paintings.’


Evelina leapt to her feet. ‘Let’s go now,’ she suggested. ‘I’m bored of drawing this silly cherub. I’d love to borrow a dress and I’d love to see your paintings. I bet they’re really good. Can we?’


‘I don’t see why not. You’ve done a lovely job of the cherub and, if you ask me, he’s looking a little tired of being drawn. Imagine, he’s had to hold that pose all afternoon.’


Evelina laughed and the two women packed up their things and walked purposefully through the garden to Signora Ferraro’s horse and trap. The chestnut mare was standing in the shade of a eucalyptus tree, beside a bucket of water which one of the estate workers had provided. Signora Ferraro untied her and gave her neck an affectionate pat. Evelina wasted no time and climbed into the trap. Signora Ferraro joined her, placing her artist’s bag on the seat beside her. Off they went at a trot, riding over the long shadows the cypress trees threw across the track.


It was a twenty-minute ride into Vercellino. The sky was a cobalt blue, the flat water-logged rice fields an almost phosphorescent green and on the far horizon snow-capped mountains shimmered in the mists, resembling low-hanging clouds of brilliant white. Evelina’s spirits rose on the beauty of it all: the sight of small birds fluttering in the bushes, the scents of pine and wild herbs that hung in the air, the soft caress of the breeze and the warmth of the sun on her face; the rhythmic sound of the horse’s hooves and the rattle of the wheels as they clattered along the dirt track towards the red-tiled roofs and church towers that gradually came into view. Evelina didn’t venture into Vercellino very often, only for Mass on Sundays and the occasional outing with her mother when she wasn’t being tutored. This was, indeed, exciting.


The medieval town was built on the plain of the River Po, between Milan and Turin. It was one of the oldest urban sites in northern Italy, founded, according to historians and archaeologists, in the year 600 BC. It boasted a few Roman relics: an amphitheatre, a hippodrome, and the twelfth-century Basilica di Santa Maria del Fiore, which was one of the best-preserved Romanesque monuments in Italy. However, Evelina was less interested in relics and more curious to see the people. Her life at the villa was secluded and quiet and she longed to wander the streets like the locals did, browsing in shop windows, buying food at the market stalls, eating cakes in the cafés and promenading in the town square among the pigeons. This was life, this was freedom, and her spirit yearned for it.


Vercellino was bustling with people going about their business: men pulling carts of goods, women with baskets of fruit and vegetables, small children playing, stray dogs scrounging for scraps, the odd automobile rattling noisily down the cobbled streets. Evelina was thrilled, sitting high in the trap from where she could take it all in.


Signora Ferraro pulled up outside her brother’s shop which was named after him, Ercole Zanotti. ‘Come, I need to pick up some fabric.’


Evelina jumped down. She had been to Ercole Zanotti once or twice with her mother, and it was a real treat. The endless rolls of beautiful silks and linens, the variety of colours, the ribbons and buttons, lace and braid, tassels, trims and fringes, and the sparkly sequins that caught the light and shone like cut glass. To Evelina it was like Aladdin’s cave.


She followed her art teacher into the shop. A bell tinkled as the door opened and Signor Zanotti greeted his sister from behind the counter. ‘Fioruccia!’ he exclaimed, holding up his hands as if to embrace her. Signor Zanotti had thick greying hair, a woolly beard and moustache, and a pair of round spectacles perched on the bridge of his large nose, beneath fluffy eyebrows that moved animatedly when he talked. He was dapper in a three-piece grey suit, with a gold pocket watch at his belly and a gold signet ring on the little finger of his left hand, next to a plain gold wedding band. ‘And you must be Signorina Pierangelini,’ he said to Evelina. He smiled and his face was kind like his sister’s and lively, for Signor Zanotti was a man who loved people. ‘You’ve grown into a fine young woman,’ he said. ‘The last time I saw you, you were but a girl.’ He put his hand in the air to show her how small she had been. Evelina laughed, delighted that he referred to her as a young woman. She wished her mother would allow her to dress like one, instead of making her don her sister’s girlhood dresses. ‘Ezra,’ he called. ‘Bring Aunt Fioruccia’s fabric, will you? It’s on my desk. Excuse me,’ he said, turning to serve a pair of elderly ladies whose hats were adorned with so many feathers, Evelina thought they resembled exotic hens.


She ran her hand over a roll of pink ribbon. It was the most beautiful pink, like a peony, and she imagined what it would look like in her hair, or fastened to a hat. A moment later Ezra appeared from the back, holding a package wrapped in brown paper. Evelina lifted her gaze from the ribbon and glanced at him. They locked eyes for a moment and something grabbed her stomach on the inside and squeezed it hard. Then Evelina felt her cheeks burn in a deep and embarrassing blush. Horrified by this unexpected reaction she swiftly turned her attention back to the ribbon, but she no longer saw it. She didn’t notice either that her fingers were trembling as they settled unsteadily onto the fabric. She was, however, acutely aware of the man with curly brown hair and soft grey eyes who was now talking to Signora Ferraro. He handed her the package and stole another peek at Evelina.


‘Thank you, Ezra,’ said Signora Ferraro. ‘Have you met Signorina Pierangelini?’


‘No, I have not had the pleasure,’ he replied, those grey eyes settling on Evelina again and causing her blush to deepen.


Evelina straightened her shoulders and tried very hard to act nonchalant. She smiled politely, feigning uninterest, although it was almost impossible to hold the façade.


‘Ezra Zanotti is my nephew,’ Signora Ferraro told Evelina. ‘He’s now working here for his father.’


‘It’s very nice to meet you,’ said Ezra, bowing slightly. He smiled shyly and Evelina felt the grip on her stomach grow tighter.


‘It’s nice to meet you, too,’ she replied and lowered her eyes. Then her mind went blank. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She who was never lost for words was most dreadfully lost now. She took a breath, embarrassed by her blazing cheeks.


‘Signorina Pierangelini is my pupil,’ said Signora Ferraro helpfully.


‘Ah,’ he murmured. ‘How fortunate for you both.’


‘She’ll make a fine artist one day.’


Evelina knew she had to say something or she’d appear foolish and immature. How she wished she had worn a prettier dress. ‘I like our lessons very much,’ she said at last and her voice sounded alien and far away.


‘So do I,’ agreed Signora Ferraro. ‘They’re the highlights of my week.’


The two young people looked anywhere but at each other and Signora Ferraro laughed. ‘Well, we’d better get going. Thank you for the fabric, Ezra. I shall make something very fine out of it.’


Evelina burst out of the shop and took a gulp of air. Her legs were trembling so much she could barely climb into the trap. She was grateful for the breeze that cooled her flushed face and brought her back to her senses. She put her fingers to her lips and felt a sudden swelling in her chest as if it had just filled with bubbles. Signora Ferraro took the seat beside her and shook the reins. The horse plodded on down the street.


‘Isn’t he charming, my nephew?’ said Signora Ferraro casually, as if she hadn’t noticed the blushes on Evelina’s cheeks. ‘You know, out of all my nephews and nieces, and I have many, he’s my favourite. He’s sensitive and kind, like my brother. Most men who are as handsome as he is are pleased with themselves, but not Ezra. He’s gentle and thoughtful. You know he plays the violin and the piano too? I think he could play anything if he wanted to. He’s such a talented musician. He even writes his own music. I don’t understand a score, but he can read music like I read a book.’


‘He’d get on very well with Benedetta,’ Evelina replied, hoping to deflect the conversation from herself, afraid that her teacher might discover how much their meeting had affected her. ‘How old is he?’ she asked.


‘Twenty,’ Signora Ferraro replied.


Evelina went quiet then and remained thoughtful until they turned into Via Montebello and entered a building through a wide arch, pulling up in a courtyard where pink bougainvillea spilled from pots and geraniums grew abundantly in boxes at every window.


The Ferraros’ apartment was small and intimate, with a balcony built over the courtyard and windows looking out onto Via Montebello. Signora Ferraro showed Evelina into her studio where an easel and stool were set up in the part of the room that got the most natural light. There were canvases stacked up against the walls, pots of pigments and paints and jars full of brushes lined up on shelves. Evelina was enchanted and immediately started looking through her teacher’s work. There were sketches in charcoal, of faces and hands, and paintings of landscapes and flowers. One or two were surprisingly different and Evelina was mesmerized by the novelty of them. ‘Influenced by Picasso,’ she said, holding one up.


‘It’s important to learn from the greats,’ said Signora Ferraro with a smile.


After they had drunk lemonade and eaten pastries, Signora Ferraro went into her bedroom and returned holding up a pretty ivory-coloured dress imprinted with small yellow flowers. Evelina could tell at once that the style was sophisticated but not too grown-up and she couldn’t wait to try it on. ‘You can change in my bedroom,’ Signora Ferraro said and Evelina hurried inside and disappeared behind the screen.


A moment later she stood in front of the long mirror and admired her reflection. The bias-cut dress clung to the curves of her body as if it had been made for her, then floated out over her knees, finishing mid-calf. She had never worn a dress like this and was delighted at the way it made her look. She felt like a woman. No longer the child, the younger sister, the bambina. She wished she could go back to Ercole Zanotti and meet Ezra again for the first time. She wished he could have seen her like this and not in her sister’s shapeless frock. She turned round and admired the way the dress scooped elegantly in the small of her back. She’d never considered whether she was pretty or plain. In fact, Benedetta had always been feted as the pretty daughter. But now Evelina realized that she, too, was surprisingly easy on the eye.


She returned to the sitting room to show Signora Ferraro. ‘I love it!’ Evelina exclaimed, doing a twirl. ‘Do you think it suits me?’ She knew very well that it did.


Signora Ferraro gasped in delight. ‘It’s darling,’ she cried, tweaking it here and there, pulling the short sleeves and picking a piece of lint off the shoulder. ‘You must borrow it. It’s like it was made for you.’


‘I’ll never take it off.’


Signora Ferraro laughed. ‘I’m sure you won’t want to sleep in it.’


‘I shall. It’s like a second skin.’ Evelina did another twirl.


‘I hope you don’t outshine your sister tomorrow. I don’t think your mother would thank me if this banker decided he’d rather marry you instead.’


‘That would never happen,’ said Evelina. ‘Benedetta has always been the beauty in the family and besides, I wouldn’t have him. I don’t want to marry a banker.’


Signora Ferraro grinned knowingly and raised her eyebrows. ‘I thought you didn’t want to marry at all.’


Ezra Zanotti’s face surfaced in Evelina’s mind and she felt a blush flowering on her cheeks again. She turned and went back into the bedroom. ‘I’m too young to think of marriage,’ she said, unbuttoning the dress behind the screen. ‘Besides, I haven’t yet met a man I’d like to marry.’ But she knew, as did Signora Ferraro, that this was no longer true.





That night when she went to bed Evelina stood by the window and gazed out onto the garden, lit up in the silvery light of the full moon. The trees and shrubs were still. There was no breeze and the smell of jasmine lingered in the balmy air, for the summer nights were hot in Piedmont. Stars twinkled in a sky as black as ink, and for the first time in her life her heart ached with a longing that was at once unfamiliar and confusing. The gardens were so beautiful, the heavens so mysterious, the moon so romantic, that she was overcome with melancholy, inspired by the unconscious yearning to share this beauty with someone she loved. Evelina knew nothing of romantic love and yet her heart recognized it like an old friend, as if it had always known it.


She put her hand against the linen curtain and rested her head there. When would she see Ezra again? she wondered.










CHAPTER TWO [image: ]



The following morning Evelina was awoken by her sister playing Tchaikovsky on the piano, loudly. She must be nervous, she thought as she dressed in her usual attire and went downstairs. Her mother was in the hall, supervising a couple of estate workers who were taking down a painting of a landscape and replacing it with something modern her mother had bought at auction in Milan. Evelina was used to her mother’s constant moving of artworks, making way for something she had just purchased or simply switching pictures around so she didn’t get bored of seeing them in the same place. It was as much a compulsion as a hobby. Today, however, it had everything to do with Francesco Rossi and his mother, Emilia, who were coming for lunch to meet Benedetta. Artemisia was determined that the villa should reflect both her nobility and her good taste, and by extension, Benedetta’s.


Artemisia stood at the bottom of the stairs giving orders as the two young men sweated in the heat. She was dressed in her usual bohemian style, thrown together with more thought than she liked people to think. A flowing silk dressing gown edged with black tassels worn over a peasant dress, a matching silk scarf wound around her head and knotted at the side so that the two ends trailed raffishly over one shoulder, accessorised by long rows of pearls. Artemisia did not care for convention. She wore what she felt best expressed her unique and flamboyant character and was confident enough to carry it off. In her early forties, she was handsome. Indeed, time had been kind and overlooked her face as it etched its unforgiving passage over the faces of her friends. With dark brown hair cut short and teased into waves, a strong, aquiline nose, vivacious hazel eyes and a determined chin, Artemisia was a formidable woman, unafraid of voicing opinions which were often quite radical; she liked to shock. Most of all, she liked attention. Today was about Benedetta, but by the extravagant vases of flowers, the moving of paintings and furniture and the smells coming from the kitchen where Angelina, the cook, was baking bread and making gnocchi for lunch, one might have been forgiven for thinking it was all about Artemisia.


Evelina knew not to get under her mother’s feet. Artemisia was not in the slightest maternal. At least, she was not particularly interested in her daughters. She was, however, interested in her son. Bruno was the longed-for heir. After two girls, Tani and Artemisia had been delighted to be blessed at last with a boy and they both indulged him blindly. Tani Pierangelini did not have a vast fortune for his son to inherit, but he had an old name and an old estate, albeit rundown, and there was a certain cachet to that.


Artemisia was too busy to acknowledge her daughter, so Evelina went to interrupt her sister, whose frantic pounding on the keys was causing the house to shake. She strode through the rooms until she reached the music salon, then stood in the doorway with her hands over her ears. Her sister raised her eyes and reluctantly lifted her fingers off the keys. The room fell into a downy silence. Evelina dropped her hands. ‘Benedetta, come and keep me company while I have breakfast,’ she said. ‘If you play like that all morning we won’t have a house left to impress them with and I will have lost my hearing.’


Benedetta sighed and put down the piano lid. Her face was set in a sulky pout, which did not render it any less pretty; in fact, it might even have enhanced it for it made her china-blue eyes shine even brighter. Benedetta was a beauty. With fine features, high cheekbones, long wavy hair the colour of hay and full lips as soft as pillows, her good looks were striking. ‘I wish they weren’t coming now,’ she said, getting up from the stool and following her sister out onto the terrace where a long table was set up beneath a parasol and laid for four. Nonna Pierangelini and Costanza were yet to appear. The two girls sat down and Maria, the young woman who helped Angelina in the kitchen, emerged out of the shadows to serve them breakfast. ‘What if he’s ugly?’ Benedetta asked, flicking her napkin over her lap.


‘Mamma says he’s handsome,’ Evelina replied, thankful that it was not she who was having to meet her prospective husband.


‘What if she’s lying?’


‘She doesn’t lie. She’s brutally honest. Of course, she might not have the same taste as you. What is handsome to her might be unappealing in your eyes. But she wouldn’t lie and she wouldn’t suggest you marry someone who was unappealing. Besides, you can always refuse.’


‘And then what? I don’t want to be left without a husband.’


‘There are plenty of fish in the sea, Benedetta.’


‘Perhaps, but few suitable fish. Francesco Rossi is a whale in a sea of minnows.’


Evelina took a sip of orange juice. ‘Mamma considers herself a supporter of a woman’s right to define herself, to be independent and heard. It seems out of character that she should go along with Papa’s idea of an arranged marriage. You’d have thought she’d consider it old-fashioned.’


‘It is old-fashioned,’ Benedetta agreed. ‘But what Mamma says and what she does are two very different things. Most of the time she just says things for effect. One stern look from Father and she’s like a dog scurrying back into its basket. She’s a terrible old fraud. You know that.’ Benedetta sighed and popped a piece of bread and cheese into her mouth. ‘Anyway, she says it’s not an arranged marriage, it’s simply an introduction. How else am I to meet suitable young men sitting here in splendid isolation? We weren’t even allowed to attend school, but had to be tutored here in this old, ramshackle house.’


‘I don’t think it’s because they don’t want us to meet the wrong people, they just can’t be bothered to give us a social life. They’re too busy in their own worlds, thinking about themselves.’


‘Well, I can’t wait to leave it. It’s stifling.’


Evelina’s eyes brightened. ‘Why don’t we go into town, just the two of us?’


‘Mother would never allow that.’


‘We haven’t asked her. If she’s so forward-thinking she should allow us some freedoms. If you get engaged to Francesco, surely she’ll permit us.’


Benedetta thought for a moment. ‘Let’s see. It can’t harm to ask, can it? And it would be nice to leave the estate other than to attend Mass on a Sunday morning.’


At that moment Bruno skipped onto the terrace with his nanny Romina and his little dog, Dante. The two girls adored their brother, who had just celebrated his eighth birthday, and called him over to join them. Benedetta lifted him onto her knee and covered his face in kisses. Bruno wiped them off with his sleeve then reached for a grape. Romina sank into a chair and cooled herself with the fan she tucked into the belt of her uniform. ‘It’s too hot,’ she complained. ‘I feel like an ice cream melting in the sun.’


Bruno giggled. ‘If you were an ice cream, Romi, what flavour would you be?’


‘Vanilla,’ she replied.


Evelina laughed. ‘That’s boring, Romi. Surely, you’d like to be something more exotic, like peach or lemon, or mint?’


‘I’m vanilla,’ she insisted with a grin. ‘I’ve always been vanilla. Plain but dependable. I’m happy with that.’


‘What would you be, Bruno?’ Benedetta asked.


‘Chocolate,’ said Bruno without hesitation. ‘My favourite.’


‘Well, you’ve got chocolate-coloured hair and milk-chocolate skin. Luckily, you’re not made of chocolate or we’d have eaten you by now,’ said Evelina.


‘What would you be, Eva?’ Benedetta asked. ‘I’d be strawberry.’


‘Everyone’s favourite!’ Romina exclaimed in delight, for it was true, everyone loved Benedetta.


Evelina narrowed her eyes. ‘Pistachio,’ she replied with a note of defiance. ‘Because I don’t care that I don’t appeal to everyone and I’d like to be a little different.’


Benedetta rolled her eyes. ‘Typical second-sister syndrome.’


‘Not at all,’ Evelina retorted. ‘I’m not like Mother who has to be different for its own sake. I just want to be uniquely me.’


‘And you are, Evelina,’ said Romina diplomatically. ‘You’ll plough your own furrow, you will.’


Bruno scrunched up his nose. ‘I don’t like pistachio ice cream,’ he said.


‘But you like me?’


He nodded. ‘You’re not really an ice cream.’





Nonna Pierangelini and Costanza emerged out of the shadows, complaining. It was too hot, or too humid, always too something. Nonna Pierangelini always wore black, in mourning for her late husband and for two of her children who had died in infancy, but Costanza, who had never married, wore bright colours and elaborate jewellery as if triumphant that she had escaped marriage and childbirth and the torments of both. When they saw Bruno, their faces transformed and they forgot about their grumbles. Nonna Pierangelini pinched his cheek and showered him with compliments while her sister ruffled his hair with her bony, bejewelled hand and told him that he was even more handsome than he had been the day before. She then rubbed her fingers and thumbs in the air and murmured ‘Tuf tuf tuf’ to ward off the fates that might be tempted to destroy such good fortune.


They sat down and Maria brought them fresh coffee and fruit, and pastries, which Nonna Pierangelini devoured with relish. Costanza, who was as thin as a crane, sipped her coffee and ate nothing. She hadn’t maintained her figure all these years by eating pastries. It did give her pleasure, however, to watch her sister eating. The more she ate the better Costanza felt about herself and her restraint. Nonna Pierangelini had never worried about her figure and wasn’t about to start now, at seventy-four. She buttered a brioche and took a large bite.


Bruno ran off into the garden with Dante, followed by Romina. Nonna Pierangelini settled her sharp gaze onto Benedetta. ‘Today is an important day,’ she said. ‘Remember to smile. Men like women who smile.’


‘I will, Nonna,’ said Benedetta, who’d been taught that it was prudent to agree with old people.


‘And leave your hair down. Men like women with beautiful hair,’ she added.


‘I think you’re lovely just the way you are,’ said Costanza. ‘You either have beauty or you don’t, and you do, so it doesn’t matter how you do your hair. But Ilaria is right when she tells you to smile. Men are easily seduced by a smile.’ She grinned over her coffee cup, a grin both mischievous and wistful. ‘I seduced many a man with my smile.’


‘Madonna!’ exclaimed Nonna Pierangelini with a grimace. ‘We don’t need to know about that over breakfast, or at all. I’m not talking about that sort of smile.’


Evelina laughed. ‘How was it, your smile?’ she asked, hoping to encourage her great-aunt, who was easily led into unseemly boasts about her past. ‘Will you show me?’


Nonna Pierangelini gave her granddaughter a withering look. ‘You certainly don’t need to know how to smile like that!’ she said crisply.


‘Why me?’ Evelina protested with a giggle.


‘Because you’ve got a wicked twinkle in your eye already, that’s why.’


‘You must take after me,’ said Costanza.


‘And that’s not a compliment,’ interjected Nonna Pierangelini.


‘What’s not a compliment?’ It was Tani, stepping out of the villa with his thumbs hooked over the pockets of his linen waistcoat.


The women laughed. ‘Never you mind, dear,’ said his mother, her face softening at the sight of her son. ‘We’re looking forward to meeting this young man today.’


‘I’m staying well out of it,’ said Tani. He looked at Benedetta through his spectacles. ‘I don’t doubt he’ll find you to his liking, the question is whether you find him to yours.’


‘Does it matter what I think?’ Benedetta asked, looking helpless suddenly.


‘It’s an introduction, nothing more. I’m sure if you’re in doubt you’ll be guided by these two wise ladies who probably know better than you what’s good for you. What is certain is that both will have a great deal to say about it.’


Evelina looked from her grandmother to her great-aunt and then to her sister, who had gone pale. She looked into the garden, to the sun rising slowly in the sky as it approached midday, and felt sorry for Benedetta.





At twelve Evelina dressed for lunch. Thrilled with Signora Ferraro’s dress, she went into her sister’s room to show it off. Benedetta was in her underwear, clipping on a pair of earrings. When she saw her, her mouth opened in an astonished gasp. Evelina had put up her hair. She looked every inch the woman she wanted to be. ‘Where did you get that dress?’ Benedetta demanded.


‘Signora Ferraro has lent it to me.’


‘It’s beautiful.’ Benedetta went over to feel the fabric. ‘She’s Ercole Zanotti’s sister, isn’t she?’


‘Yes. He gives her fabric he can’t sell.’


‘He could have sold this, all right. He’s just being kind. Shame you have to give it back.’


‘I feel like Cinderella.’ Evelina sighed and plonked herself on the bed. ‘Tonight I’ll be in rags again and this will be but a dream.’


Benedetta laughed. ‘You’re so dramatic, Eva.’


‘You’re lucky you get to have dresses made especially for you. Try being a younger sister and having nothing of your own.’


‘Be patient. It won’t be long before you get to choose fabric at Ercole Zanotti and have dresses made just for you.’


‘One year!’ Evelina threw herself back on the bed in mock despair. ‘It’s for ever!’


Benedetta slipped into an elegant blue dress with wide shoulders, Peter Pan collar and a narrow belt that accentuated her small waist. ‘What do you think?’ She turned to her sister who sat up and appraised her.


‘You look like a woman who’s engaged to a rich banker,’ she said with a giggle. ‘You might not fancy him, but I can assure you he will fancy you.’


This pleased Benedetta. She smoothed down the fabric at her waist and hips and turned to admire herself from behind. ‘I hope he’s handsome, Eva. I love the idea of going to live in Milan. Having my own home. Being a wife and raising a family.’


Evelina pulled a face. ‘I’ll miss you,’ she said. ‘I’ll be alone here with Mother and Father and the two witches.’


‘And Bruno. Don’t forget him.’


‘Of course not, but he’s hardly a great conversationalist.’


‘You can come and visit me.’


‘As soon as you’re settled. I might stay for months!’


Benedetta laughed and went to sit beside her. She took her hand. ‘You can stay as long as you like. We’ll find you a husband, too. A Milanese. Then we’ll never have to be far from each other.’


Evelina smiled, but she did not want a Milanese husband.





Artemisia was pleased when she saw her two daughters in their dresses. She narrowed her eyes at Evelina’s and arched a plucked eyebrow. ‘I suppose that’s on loan from Signora Ferraro?’ she said. ‘It’s lovely. You look lovely, both of you.’ Evelina followed her mother and sister onto the terrace where Nonna Pierangelini and Costanza were quietly playing cards at a table in the corner, shaded by a large potted palm. The ubiquitous cigarette burned slowly in Costanza’s yellow fingers. Artemisia smoothed Evelina’s dress where it had creased. ‘If you insist on dressing like a woman, we’ll have to start looking for a husband for you,’ she said with a smile. However, at seventeen years of age, Evelina knew she was pretty safe.


Nonna Pierangelini looked up from her hand. She said something to her sister who also took her eyes off her cards. Both women stared. Evelina didn’t wait to hear what they had to say about her dress and followed her mother to the lunch table. Artemisia made sure everything was where it should be, straightening a knife and shifting the vase of pale pink roses into the centre. Nonna Pierangelini called Benedetta over and the three of them talked out of earshot. Evelina glanced at Benedetta who was pale with nerves. Their grandmother was no doubt giving her some last-minute advice.


At one o’clock a blue car drew up in front of the villa, blocking the view of the Venus fountain and drive. Artemisia went outside to meet them. Benedetta and Evelina were instructed to wait on the terrace. Nonna Pierangelini and Costanza put down their cards, stubbed out their cigarettes and wandered over to join the girls.


‘Can you see him?’ Benedetta asked, wringing her hands nervously. ‘I can’t bear to look. Is he a gargoyle? You can tell me if he is.’


Evelina looked through the house to where her mother was talking to Benedetta’s potential mother-in-law, but she didn’t see Francesco. ‘I can only see his mother,’ she said. ‘She’s very elegant.’


‘Look harder.’


‘Oh, I see him now.’ Evelina pulled a horrified face. ‘He’s like a little toad. Short, fat and exceedingly ugly. How will you ever endure it! Lord above, save my poor sister from that.’


Benedetta’s face flushed crimson. Costanza laughed. ‘You’ll have to lie back and think of Italy.’


Nonna Pierangelini shot Costanza a disapproving look.


Evelina laughed. ‘I’m joking, silly! I think he’ll do,’ she said and watched her sister’s face slowly drain of blood.


‘You’re a witch, Eva,’ Benedetta hissed, her eyes shining with tears.


‘I’m a good witch. Oh, here he comes. Pull yourself together. He’s a prince not a toad. You’re saved.’


Francesco Rossi was indeed handsome. Tall and fair with a tidy moustache he looked more Austrian than Italian. His nose was straight, his eyes a chilly blue and his jawline chiselled. He had a dimple in his chin which Costanza said made a man special, and he walked stiffly, like an army officer, with his shoulders back and his chin up. When he was introduced to Benedetta he took her hand and bowed. Then he ran his gaze up and down her blue dress, resting it finally on her face with a satisfied smile. ‘It is a great pleasure to meet you,’ he said and his voice was deep and strong. The voice of a man who commanded respect.


Benedetta blushed but this time with happiness and not with horror. She could not have imagined a man as attractive as him. Evelina knew at that moment that she was on the point of losing Benedetta.


Francesco’s mother, Emilia, wore a pale-lilac suit and hat and white lacquered shoes. Evelina could tell at once that she was a conventional woman who never said a word that might cause eyebrows to be raised. She was short and plump with a round face and a gentle, shy smile. Evelina hoped her mother would stifle her charisma for otherwise Emilia might be somewhat overwhelmed by it.


Francesco greeted Evelina politely, but he wasn’t in the slightest bit interested in her, even in Signora Ferraro’s pretty dress. He had eyes only for Benedetta. His mother gave Evelina more attention, perhaps aware that her son and his possible future bride needed time to get to know each other without her and Artemisia interfering. Costanza almost blushed when Francesco brought her hand to his lips and kissed it and would have given him the benefit of her beguiling smile had she been thirty years younger. Nonna Pierangelini was surprisingly quiet. She watched him warily from the end of the table like a pensive cat.


Lunch was delicious. Any stiffness on arrival was dissipated in the aromatic flavours of Angelina’s cooking and the excellent wine Tani had chosen from the cellar. Tani himself remained in the depths of the house with his books, for it would have placed too much importance on this informal meeting had he chosen to attend.


Francesco complimented the gnocchi with such gusto that Evelina decided he was a man who lived for his food. Benedetta would have to learn to cook, and well, for he looked like he had high standards and wouldn’t appreciate those standards being lowered. She noticed, however, that he softened with a little wine in him. He became less starched, less rigid and a bit more humorous. He wasn’t funny – that would have been asking too much of a man who appeared to fulfil almost every desire – but he smiled and chuckled at the odd thing Benedetta said that amused him. Artemisia, who usually dominated the conversation with her unconventional opinions, held back, as if she had picked up Evelina’s unspoken wish and sucked in her luminous personality to better match Emilia’s. While Francesco talked quietly to Benedetta, Artemisia asked Emilia about her life in Milan and Evelina asked her great-aunt about her youth, which never ceased to entertain her. In spite of Evelina’s attempts to divert her, Nonna Pierangelini remained silent and watchful and sombre.


After lunch Francesco and Benedetta went for a stroll around the garden. Nonna Pierangelini and Costanza retreated to their rooms for their siesta. Evelina left the two mothers talking on the terrace and took a book to the leafy grotto to read. She lay on a blanket in the dappled shade of a plane tree and forgot about her sister and the boring lunch, because in spite of the brief respite of Costanza’s stories, it had been exceedingly dull. Emilia had had nothing interesting to say and for once Evelina had missed her mother’s exuberance. She knew the meeting had gone well. Benedetta and Francesco hadn’t drawn breath or taken their eyes off each other. Soon Benedetta would marry and Evelina would be alone with an eight-year-old boy and a dog for company. She sighed and turned the page. When would life get interesting for her? she wondered.


Engrossed in her book she didn’t notice the passing of time. It was late afternoon when she got up stiffly and stretched. When she returned to the terrace Emilia and Francesco had left and in their place her parents were sitting at the table with Benedetta, smoking and drinking cups of coffee. Artemisia flicked ash into the ashtray. ‘Come and congratulate your sister,’ she said to Evelina, lifting her ebony cigarette holder to her scarlet lips. ‘Francesco has asked your father for Benedetta’s hand and Tani has given his blessing.’


‘That was quick,’ said Evelina in surprise, sitting down.


‘When you know, you know,’ said Benedetta happily. Her face was aglow with the excitement of it and Evelina couldn’t help but feel envious. How she wished she could go out into the world too.


Tani looked Evelina up and down and raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t seen his younger daughter dressed like a woman before. However, he wasn’t the kind of man who interfered in his children’s wardrobes, so refrained from commenting. Besides, he was far more interested in the marriage contract soon to be signed by two old and noble families. ‘The Rossis are good stock,’ he said, nodding approvingly. ‘Well-connected and respected. I’m glad you liked each other, Benedetta. It is, of course, important to be able to tolerate one another.’ His thin lips curled slightly and Artemisia laughed huskily.


‘He’s handsome, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘Quite a looker. A little stiff at first, I thought. A little too German. But he warmed up.’


Benedetta was appalled. ‘He’s not German, Mamma.’


‘Austrian, then. He’s very northern.’


‘The Rossis no doubt have Austrian blood in their veins,’ said Tani. ‘But I don’t think we should hold it against them. The Italian side is very old, being related to the Pallavicini family. They can trace their line right back to Oberto I, in 1148.’
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