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1


It was so satisfying, Bella thought, readying the rooms for new guests. After some discussion with Cecil, she had decided to put the Drummond-Wards in the Epsom Suite. Not only did it have a sea view, but it was light and airy with solid mahogany beds and the sort of delicate floral wallpaper that didn’t overwhelm.


Too much pattern was always a mistake. A person might be tempted to stop and stare; to try to work it out, by its interplay of lines and shapes. But sometimes – in life as well as decor – it was better not to notice patterns at all.


In any case, Bella didn’t have time to stop. She had too much to do.


She crossed the room to where Francesco and Billy were struggling to turn a mattress.


‘You’re a strong lad,’ she said to Billy, who was red in the face and panting. ‘Give it another go.’


‘But it’s so heavy, Mrs Ainsworth!’


‘It’s the horse hair,’ Bella explained. ‘That’s what makes it so comfortable to sleep on.’


‘There’s metal in there, too. I can feel it.’


‘Those are springs, Billy.’


As Billy shook his head in disbelief, Paola hurried in with a pile of crisp, freshly-ironed sheets. The linen had come from London – Heal’s on Tottenham Court Road no less! True, the British Store in Bordighera sold bed linen alongside such staples as Gordon’s Gin and Huntley & Palmer biscuits. Many expat families were happy to buy from there.


But for Hotel Portofino, only the best would do.


And that meant soft cotton with a thick yarn. The type of sheets that snapped when you fetched them off the washing line.


The mattress duly turned, Billy sloped off to help his mother in the kitchen. Paola set to work making the bed, while Francesco moved a vase of iridescent purple irises onto an occasional table.


Bella liked to stock the bathrooms herself. At Hotel Portofino, the better suites had their own bathrooms. She and Cecil had invested in the very latest hot water technology. People expected to be able to take a bath nowadays, without the fuss of servants standing around to feed logs into a stove. And some of the old systems were frankly dangerous. Everybody knew the story of the exploding geyser at Castle Brown. Some hapless English tourist had turned it off at the wrong moment and – well! – they were still redecorating the place three months later.


Padding across the polished mosaic tiles, Bella placed a fresh white towel by the hand basin and a scented candle on a ledge beside the giant claw-foot bath. The suite’s previous tenants back in April – an elderly couple, awful fusspots from Guildford – had complained about a smell. Bella hadn’t been able to detect anything amiss. But she wasn’t going to take any chances where the Drummond-Wards were concerned.


By the time she emerged, Paola had finished with the bed and was standing beside it, awaiting Bella’s judgement. Paola was a war widow from the village. She had large, dark eyes and curly, raven hair tied back so that it trailed glossily down her neck. As attractive as she was reliable. But Bella had noticed a change recently. A new wariness combined with something more primal and suggestive. It was hard to put a finger on it, but if Paola had been a man, Bella would have said she swaggered.


The bedspread needed only the smallest amount of titivating. Stepping back, Bella nodded her approval of the maid’s handiwork.


‘Eccellente,’ she said, with a smile. Paola smiled too, avoiding her employer’s penetrating gaze.


Why am I worrying? Bella asked herself. Why can’t I relax?


Her rational side knew the answer was obvious. There was such a lot at stake this summer. Not just the hotel’s reputation but Lucian’s future and – admitting it upset her, but there was nothing else for it – her marriage to Cecil. It sometimes felt as though it hung by the slenderest of threads.


At least where staff were concerned she was lucky.


Betty, their cook, and her son Billy had been with them in London and in Yorkshire before that. They were like family and Bella trusted them implicitly, though goodness knows they were still finding their feet in this new, alien world. She had high hopes of Constance – Lottie’s new nanny, recommended by Betty.


Paola, by contrast, remained an unknown quantity. An hour in her company had Bella wondering if she understood Italians at all. And yet she wanted to, so very much.


From a young age, Bella had been obsessed with Italy. At boarding school, she had hung beside her bed reproductions of famous Italian paintings and been quietly furious when the nuns who ran the place asked her to take down Botticelli’s ‘The Birth of Venus’ on the grounds of obscenity. For Bella, Italy stood for truth, beauty and goodness. It was a beacon high on a promontory, radiating shafts of pure Mediterranean light which cut like razors through the gloom of damp, smoggy London.


Cecil liked Italy, too. He said so, anyway. But it had been Bella’s idea to honeymoon in Portofino.


She sighed now at the memory of those carefree days. Strange to think the daughter conceived on that holiday was now a widow, their son a wounded veteran of the worst war anyone could remember. Stranger still that it was now 1926 and she was forty-eight years of age.


The years had passed like a shadow.


There was another loss too, of course. But she pushed it down, as far as it would go. If she allowed it to get a purchase, she would never think of anything else.


What she really struggled with was the fact – and it was a fact – that she and Cecil had once been young and in love; had spent soft, persuasive nights staring out at the glittering water before swimming naked in the bay at Paraggi as the sun rose over the mountains.


On that first trip to Portofino, there had been deep kisses in the moonlit silence of back streets and a welter of new tastes and sensations – salty, chewy prosciutto and figs so fresh they burst on her tongue.


While Cecil played tennis at the hotel, Bella had taken herself off, following ancient mule tracks up to hill farms and olive groves. She’d glanced through locked gates into gardens radiant with flowers and wondered who might live there – and if it would ever be her? She had watched the lace-makers in the town square, then lain on warm rocks, drinking in the sunshine as lizards scampered over her bare legs.


Of course, it had been a more formal age – when a woman on her own drew tuts and raised eyebrows. But Bella hadn’t let this stop her. Why on earth should it? She was a New Woman like the ones she read about in novels, and she was glimpsing a new reality.


One day, attracted by its striped façade, she had climbed up to the church of San Martino, high above the harbour. Apart from an old woman in black with a crocheted shawl over her head, she had been the only person there. As she inhaled the incense, dipped her fingers in the holy water and crossed herself – she wasn’t Catholic, but it seemed the right thing to do – she had felt as if she were acting as well as participating, and this had struck her as revelatory, something she could file away and use later.


So much of life depended on ritual and performance, especially now that she was running a hotel, filling the roles of both manager and concierge. It felt foolish to call what she did a vocation. But there was a religious dimension to it. She was good at it, too – she knew that. Which made the memory of Cecil’s initial scepticism all the more hurtful.


‘Open a hotel? In Portofino?’ They had been in the drawing room of their tall, thin house in Kensington, Cecil topping up his glass of single malt. ‘Why on earth would we want to do that?’


He knew exactly how to crush her. But on this occasion she had refused to submit.


‘It would be an adventure,’ she said, brightly. ‘A new start. A way to forget the war and all the awful things it’s done to our family.’


‘Running a hotel is donkey work. Imagine the nonsense you’d have to concern yourself with. Buying the right sort of chairs for the terrace. Organising day trips to museums. It’s all so…’


‘Middle-class? Suburban?’


‘Well, yes. Not to mention,’ Cecil’s mouth curled as he searched for the mot juste, ‘… prosaic. Which would be fine except that you, Bellakins, are never prosaic. It’s the reason I married you. One of them, anyway.’ He sank into his favourite armchair with a sigh. ‘Besides, there’s so much competition nowadays. If, that is, you’re hoping to attract a better class of tourist.’


There was no denying the truth of this. Every November saw the annual migration of the British upper classes to sunnier climes where they remained until winter passed. Some swore by Cannes, others preferred the Venice Lido or the health benefits of Baden-Baden. Biarritz came into its own as a sanctuary when the heat on the French Riviera grew unbearable.


The Italian Riviera, by contrast, was relatively undiscovered. There was a British colony here, of course – where in the world wasn’t there one? – and the larger hotels even had tennis courts and swimming pools.


But this wasn’t the market Bella hoped to attract.


‘I see this as a summer hotel,’ she said. ‘Not a refuge for Society flotsam.’


Cecil pretended to gasp. ‘Now, now! Inverted snobbery is never becoming.’


‘I’m not being a snob, inverted or otherwise.’ Bella tried to keep the anger she felt out of her voice. ‘I just want it to appeal to interesting people. People I might actually want to talk to.’


‘Like artists.’


‘Yes.’


‘And writers.’


‘I’d hope so.’


‘People with radical opinions.’ Cecil’s sneering tone was unmistakable.


‘Not necessarily.’


‘People who aren’t posh like me.’


At this Bella’s patience snapped. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘Or poor like me. I assume your father will be funding this venture?’


‘He’ll be happy to help us out, I’m sure.’


Cecil raised his glass, mockingly. ‘A toast, then – to his bountiful majesty!’


Over the years, Bella had trained herself to ignore Cecil’s sarcasm, knowing it to be a cover for insecurity. It wore her down. But now she concentrated on involving him, encouraging him to look out for property advertisements in newspapers and magazines while she sifted through piles of agents’ brochures. That way he would feel as if he had a stake in the plan. And besides, he could be surprisingly resourceful – inventive, even – when he put his mind to it.


There was no shortage of houses on the Riviera coast. But nothing they saw in the brochures was quite right. The properties were either too big or too small, or they were in the better-known but overdeveloped resorts of Santa Margherita and Rapallo when Bella had set her heart on Portofino, which was on a more intimate scale.


They had been looking for several months and were on the verge of giving up when, one winter evening, Cecil casually produced that day’s Times from beneath his arm, directing Bella’s attention to an advertisement he had circled in his favoured burgundy ink:




Historical villa in Portofino, set in elegant grounds with delightful sea views. Close to town and beach. Would make an excellent ‘pensione’. Serious enquiries only to: 12 Grosvenor Square, Mayfair.





Three days later they had found themselves in Italy, buzzing with excitement but nervous that after all their efforts – the journey out had been a nightmare of seasickness and missed connections – the house might be a disappointment, or at least less perfect in reality than it had looked in the photographs that the vendor, an elderly Victorian reeking of talcum powder, had produced for them over tea.


A gravelled drive lined with palm trees led to a large, pale-yellow villa with a stocky tower like a fifteenth-century farmhouse. Oddly Tuscan, as Cecil observed, but beautiful – so beautiful. Relief flooded through Bella’s body like an opiate. She would never forget the momentous silence as the heavy oak door swung open and they stood for the first time in the cool marble entrance hall.


Vi piacerà, vedrete, the agent had insisted. You will like this.


And here they now were!


From along the corridor, Bella heard a door open and a man clear his throat. Lucian’s friend, Nish; short for Anish. He had been here a few weeks already, a gentle, scholarly soul who had saved Lucian’s life after the war, no doubt about it.


But as Bella descended the staircase, another sound flooded out – female voices raised in anger, or at least consternation. Alice rushed from the kitchen, almost bumping into her mother at the foot of the stairs. She looked agitated.


‘It’s Betty,’ she cried. ‘She’s having one of her fusses. Will you help me calm her?’


The two women headed into the kitchen, where an abundance of copper pans glinted in the sunlight streaming through the open door to the courtyard. The smell of baking bread tormented Bella. In her distraction, she’d forgotten to eat any breakfast that morning.


Betty was standing by the stove, her ruddy face creased in a grimace. Bella went over and spoke to her. ‘What is it, Betty? What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing, Mrs Ainsworth. I’m making do.’


‘Making do?’


Without turning, Betty gestured to a joint of beef resting on the table behind her. ‘It’s not like any cut of meat I’ve cooked before.’


‘But it’s beef?’ Bella beckoned Alice over. Together they peered at the joint.


‘Oh, it’s beef all right. Italian beef.’


‘And is there a problem with Italian beef?’


‘There’s no fat on it,’ said Betty, matter-of-factly.


Alice piped up. ‘And is that… a bad thing?’


Betty stared, as though Alice were a fool. ‘I’ll have no dripping! For me puddings! Or the potatoes! Talking of which, you’ve never seen the like.’ She fished one out of a saucepan and held it up between thumb and forefinger. ‘Waxy little bullet-like things. Not like proper spuds at all.’


‘I’m sure you’ll manage splendidly,’ said Alice. ‘You always do, Betty.’


‘I’ll try my best, Mrs Mays-Smith.’


Alice wandered off, leaving Bella alone with Betty. Not for the first time, Bella was struck by how overwhelmed the older woman seemed and felt a pang of guilt. Persuading Betty to uproot from London and follow the Ainsworths to Italy had not been easy, especially as she had only moved down from Yorkshire a few years earlier. Not only had Betty never been abroad before, but she still regarded London as dangerously foreign.


This move was her life’s biggest, boldest undertaking and Bella had lavished Betty with praise for it. But she worried sometimes that her encouragement shaded into coercion. And she didn’t want that. She wanted always to be kind, especially to someone like Betty.


Like so many people, Betty was still recovering from the war. She had lost two sons on the Western Front. Two sons! She still had Billy, of course – but how must she have felt every time she laid eyes on Lucian? It would be like getting a fragment of glass in your foot, day after day.


The hardest thing had been explaining Italy’s appeal, which for Bella was self-evident. She’d resorted to showing Betty some of the postcards she had picked up on her honeymoon. Hand-tinted, redolent of sun and happiness. The strategy seemed to work – to reassure Betty that Italy was a safe, civilised place for her and her fatherless son, despite some news reports to the contrary.


‘What about the food?’ Betty had asked, full of suspicion.


Bella plucked a book from her bag. Betty ran a plump hand over the soft green cloth before squinting at the title: ‘ “Science in the Kitchen and the Art of Eating Well” by Pellegrino Artusi.’


‘It will tell you everything you need to know,’ said Bella. ‘No one writes better about Italian food than this man.’


Betty smiled. She was rightly proud of her literacy. ‘I’ll get reading this very evening.’


Betty’s early efforts had not counted among her greatest culinary achievements. An attempt at minestrone was particularly notable, for all the wrong reasons.


‘What on earth is this?’ Cecil had asked, stirring the soggy vegetables.


Bella tasted the soup cautiously. Its pungency startled her and she stifled a cough with her napkin. ‘She’s used wild garlic, I think. Quite a lot of it. Oh, well. It doesn’t matter.’ She placed her spoon down. ‘We must be encouraging, Cecil. Besides, she won’t be cooking Italian food every day. Many of our guests will prefer steak and kidney pie.’


Within weeks, however, it was a different story. Betty was hard-working and competent. As for Billy, he had grown into an impressive, trustworthy young man who was going to make a splendid bell-boy. Soon Bella was planning to teach him how to wait tables – the fine art of observant hovering.


Now, Bella gripped Betty’s shoulder softly. ‘You’re doing a wonderful job,’ she said. ‘The food you produce. It’s out of this world.’


Betty flushed with pleasure. ‘You’re very kind, Mrs Ainsworth.’


‘And Billy is helping you, yes?’


Betty nodded. ‘I’ve just sent him off to fetch some cream for the lemon pudding.’


‘That’s good. And don’t forget you’ll have Constance here soon. She’ll have plenty of time to lend a hand in the kitchen when she isn’t looking after Lottie.’


At this, Betty turned to face Bella. Her body seemed to turn entirely rigid. ‘What day is it today?’


‘Thursday.’


‘Oh no…’ The older woman’s hand flew to her mouth.


‘What is it, Betty?’


‘It’s today. Constance is arriving today. On the Genoa train.’


‘But that’s the train Lucian is meeting. The train the Drummond-Wards are on.’


‘Oh, Mrs Ainsworth.’ Betty looked as if she was about to burst into tears. ‘And you trusted me to make all the arrangements. On account of Constance being a family friend…’


‘Don’t panic, Betty. It’s possible Lucian hasn’t left yet. In which case he can collect Constance too.’


She was trying to sound confident and upbeat. But the situation was far from ideal. From what Bella knew of her, Julia Drummond-Ward was not the sort of woman who would react well to sharing a carriage with a servant. In any case, Lucian was almost certainly halfway to Mezzago station by now. Bella had spoken to him earlier while he was waiting for Francesco to harness the horses. That would have been the time to mention Constance…


Rushing out into the entrance hall, Bella called Lucian’s name – more in hope than expectation. Her voice was still echoing off the walls when Nish emerged from the library.


‘He isn’t here, Mrs Ainsworth. He set off about an hour ago. He was worried about being late for Rose.’


‘And Rose’s mother,’ Bella reminded him.


‘Of course. Her too.’ Nish smiled. ‘Can I help with anything?’


‘No, no.’ Bella waved him away. ‘You relax and enjoy yourself. You’re our guest here.’


‘But this is a big week for the hotel. A big week for you.’


This much was undeniable. Guests had started to arrive on the Monday – first Lady Latchmere and her great-niece Melissa, then Count Albani and his son Roberto. By the weekend the hotel would be full.


Bella had been particularly excited to receive the Count’s booking. His endorsement was a signal to the wider world that Hotel Portofino was for Italians too. Cecil wasn’t sure this was a signal they should be sending, but then Cecil’s presence around the hotel was increasingly a fleeting, unpredictable thing.


Where on earth was he now? Would he be back by the time the Drummond-Wards arrived? Bella didn’t want to be on her own when she met Julia for the first time. She was aware of Julia and Cecil’s history. She couldn’t deny that she harboured powerful, complicated feelings towards the woman. Curiosity, envy – even fear. What was a husband for, if not to reassure her in such a situation?


‘Are you all right, Mrs Ainsworth?’ Nish’s voice disrupted Bella’s reverie.


‘I was just worrying about Constance,’ she said. ‘The new nanny. She’s on Lucian’s train, apparently. But there’s nothing we can do now. She’ll have to find her own way here.’


‘She’ll be fine, I’m sure,’ said Nish. ‘I couldn’t move for hollering taxi-drivers when I got to Mezzago.’


Bella laughed. ‘Why does that not reassure me?’





Bayonet fixed, Lucian planted one foot firmly on the firestep, the other on the rickety ladder leaning against the trench wall. He rested his head against the top rung, closed his eyes and whispered a prayer.


Was God listening? He couldn’t see much evidence of it.


Dusk had settled heavily, merging sky and land into a shapeless grey mass. Icy rain pricked Lucian’s face like needles. His feet and hands were frozen but sweat was still pouring down his back. The muffled thunder of the guns encircled him. When had there last been a lull in this racket? Lucian had stopped keeping track. By now, he’d become used to this world of cold, sick fear.


Perhaps a part of him had always been used to it. At school, waiting to be caned for some trivial misdemeanour, Lucian had perfected a coping strategy. He’d shrunk so far into himself that he became incapable of registering pain.


He tried the same tactic now, willing himself to focus on his breathing and the pounding of his pulse in his ears. But he couldn’t ignore the howitzer’s distant boom, the whine and crash of shells. Each second ticking by felt like an eternity.


And then it came – the ghostly chorus of whistles along the line. Barked exhortations to prepare. Lucian gripped at the muddy banks to steady himself. Frozen solid. When a shell burst, tiny particles flew like splinters of masonry.


A sudden blast of whistle pierced his left ear. It meant only one thing. That it was his turn. His turn to do his bit and climb over the top…


Lucian’s eyes sprung open, unprepared for the sight that greeted them: a thick-set, moustachio-ed man in a red peaked cap and long, brass-buttoned coat. He was bearing down on Lucian and barking in Italian: ‘Signore! Il treno da Nervi sta arrivando!’


But then the man stepped away cautiously, his hands raised in supplication.


Lucian sat up slowly, his heart pounding.


It had happened again. He must have fallen asleep. And so often when he slept, he dreamt of Cambrai. Awful dreams that took him right back to the front line.


The noise came again and Lucian flinched, gripping hold of his seat. Where was he? His glance darted around – and he was reassured immediately by the terracotta tiles and bright posters, the sun streaming in through the windows.


Of course.


The waiting room at Mezzago station.


The panic drained away.


The station master’s bulky frame filled the doorway. Taking the whistle from his mouth, he looked across at Lucian and gestured at the stopped train with his thumb. Lucian rose and followed him out onto the platform. The man’s resemblance to his old sergeant-major was uncanny. Then again, these ghosts seemed to pop up everywhere.


The sudden wall of heat felt glorious, restorative. He took a deep breath and inhaled the scent of jasmine and hot asphalt. The platform was crowded with passengers and porters, steam and voices. He wove his way through the crowd towards the First-Class carriage.


He was here to collect his father’s old friend Julia Drummond-Ward and her daughter. Old friend… Lucian knew what that meant, though it was rarely discussed above stairs.


‘Have I met Mrs Drummond-Ward before?’ he’d asked his mother.


‘Only once, when you were small.’


‘So, how will I recognise her?’


She had smiled enigmatically. ‘I imagine there’ll be limited scope for confusion. Though if you’re worried I’m sure your father has an old photograph tucked away somewhere.’


The platform was narrower than Lucian remembered. A large group swarmed forward, blocking his view. It took a while to thin out but once it had Lucian saw, in the distance, the statuesque figure of a woman he knew immediately and unmistakably.


Mrs Julia Drummond-Ward.


She had clambered down from the carriage and was standing on the platform clutching a parasol, trying to appear composed. ‘Scusi!’


Quickening his pace, Lucian approached her and offered her his hand. But she did not take it. Instead her eyes flicked from his tanned face to his collarless white shirt and rolled up sleeves.


‘My daughter,’ she said, gesturing back towards the train.


And that was when Lucian saw Rose for the first time: standing by the carriage door, poised to descend, wearing a long-sleeved lace dress with a sash that accentuated her slim waist. A wide-brimmed straw hat struggled to contain a mass of curly auburn hair. If she looked a trifle weary from the journey, it didn’t detract from her extraordinary natural beauty. In fact, it enhanced it – made it more natural, if that were possible.


She caught him looking at her and returned his smile. Lucian’s stomach dipped. He felt shy and – an unusual sensation – inadequate.


The older woman’s eyes were on him still. She said suddenly ‘Nostri bagagli’ and pointed toward the baggage car. Then just as loudly but more slowly, as if to a child: ‘Our baggage. There are eight cases.’ She held up six fingers and two thumbs. ‘Otto.’


Lucian suppressed a laugh as the truth dawned on him. Mrs Drummond-Ward had no idea who he was. And fair enough, he did look swarthy, as she would probably say.


Well, if she thought he was Italian, Italian he would be. He gave a little bow. ‘Signora,’ he said.


‘And don’t lose any of them!’


He dipped his head. ‘No, Signora.’


Lucian turned on his heel and walked up towards the baggage car. Relieved to see the ladies’ luggage already piled up on the platform, he oversaw its loading onto a trolley. After that, he walked studiously close to the porter back through the station and out onto the piazzetta.


Several taxi touts were plying for trade. After agreeing what seemed a reasonable fee, Lucian loaded most of the bags into the least dangerous-looking fly. The remainder would travel with the Drummond-Wards in the Hotel Portofino’s own carriage, which Lucian had refurbished himself and driven to Mezzago in his unofficial capacity as hotel coachman.


Lucian walked back to where the women were waiting. He was conscious of walking not quite like himself – more how he imagined an Italian peasant might walk. A jaunty strut, or as much of one as his broken body could manage.


They had found some shade under an awning. Even so, Mrs Drummond-Ward was scowling and fanning herself. Her wool outfit was much too warm for the weather. Rose seemed less concerned. She was gazing in wonder at her new surroundings. Goodness, she was beautiful. Lucian had never seen anything like her – not up close, in the flesh. She was like something out of a cinema magazine.


On the one hand, Lucian longed to say something – to stop playing the ridiculous game he had set in motion. But it was hard to know how to do this without giving offence. It would also, he had to admit, be amusing to see if the game could be sustained; if, in fact, he could win the game, because it had without doubt become a competition. Not between Lucian and Rose – nothing could compete with her – but between himself and her proud, sour-faced mother.


Within five minutes, Lucian had installed the pair in the carriage. There had been a certain amount of fuss from Mrs Drummond-Ward about the hardness of the seats, but she settled down soon enough and, having made herself comfortable, proceeded to talk continually.


They set off along the cobbled streets that led to the coast road. Sitting up front, Lucian longed to turn round and address his passengers as a native driver would. Ecco la famosa chiesa! Attenta al vestito, per favore… This would also give him an opportunity to snatch glimpses of the divine Rose. But his Italian was rudimentary, and in any case Mrs Drummond-Ward was not to be diverted.


She talked and talked. And if, during a rare lull in the stream of snobbish gossip, Rose failed to respond quickly enough she would say, ‘Do pay attention!’ and Rose would reply, ‘Yes, mama’ with a blankness bordering on defiant.


The road straightened after a succession of hairpin bends and Lucian found his mind wandering. But then the conversation turned to his own family and his ears pricked up.


‘They’re one of the oldest families in the county,’ Mrs Drummond-Ward was saying. ‘I’ve known Cecil since I was a girl.’


‘And what about Mrs Ainsworth?’ An innocent question, innocently asked.


‘Goodness, no. She’s quite a different sort.’


‘A different sort?’


‘Don’t be so dim, Rose. You know perfectly well what I mean.’


‘I’m not sure I do, Mama.’


‘She’s the sort of woman who thinks there’s nothing strange in opening a hotel.’ She dipped her voice. ‘Her father owns a leather factory. And he doesn’t care who knows it!’





The trick with her mother, Rose had discovered long ago, was not to rise to her provocations. If you did, the result was anger quickly followed by sulking. Much better to be placid and docile. Which wasn’t the same as passive, not if you were doing it deliberately. What surprised Rose was how hurtful she still found her mother’s remarks, even though she was now a grown woman in her twenties.


Soon – please, let it be soon! – she would be married. So why couldn’t she shrug off Mama’s slights and put-downs?


A good example had come on the train earlier. As it was pulling into the station, Rose had leant out of the window, the better to see the darling little platform and all the bustling people. But Mama had been so disapproving. She had prodded – yes, actually prodded! – her in the side with her wretched parasol. ‘Come away from the window, Rose! You’ll get smuts all over your dress.’


There had been nothing for it but to do as she’d been asked.


If only she, Rose, could have come to Italy alone. How wonderful that would have been! But, of course, it was out of the question. It was always out of the question. A young lady must be chaperoned. And that chaperone must be… Mama.


But why? Mama hated ‘abroad’, as she called it. Her enthusiasm for this trip had peaked early, the moment she and Rose arrived at their first port of call in Rome.


She and Rose had stayed a few days in a respectable boarding house near the Spanish Steps. This was Rose’s first time in Italy, and she was trembling with nervous excitement, longing to eat spaghetti and try out her Italian, painstakingly gleaned from an old grammar book she had found in the library. But her mother, on the few occasions she agreed to accompany Rose on sightseeing expeditions, was even more grudging and unimpressed than usual. So frustrated did Rose become that she decided for once to voice her disappointment.


Of course, Mama had dismissed Rose’s concerns, which fell from her mouth as nervous, feeble protests. ‘You’re too ready to romanticise the place. As a girl, I made my Grand Tour, so I know Italy well – perhaps too well. Never forget that this is, by and large, a country of illiterate farmers.’


‘Dante was Italian,’ Rose objected. She hoped she was right. It sounded about right.


Mama had laughed coldly. ‘What do you know of Dante? Dante won’t help you find a suitable husband.’


Now, Rose felt as if she were wrapped in a heavy cloak. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t breathe. She wanted so much to cast it off and… be herself. Whatever “herself” was. Perhaps she would do that, be that, at the Hotel Portofino.


For they would be there soon, surely. While Mama expounded in her right ear on the horrors of social housing – ‘None of it here, you’ll notice. In Italy the poor are poor and happy to be so’ – Rose drank in the unfamiliar sights of the villages they passed through. There were dark-browed girls craning from upper windows, old grandmothers knitting outside their houses while children played at their feet. It was all so utterly charming. To understand Italy, one must look at the people as well as the art. Where had she read that? She couldn’t remember. She had a terrible memory, Mama was always complaining.


Rose was especially transfixed by the back of the carriage-driver’s head. Curly tendrils of dark-brown hair crept down his neck. It was impossible not to notice his broad shoulders, the muscles all too visible beneath his white collarless shirt, stained in the centre with a broad patch of sweat.


Rose willed him silently to turn round, but of course he wouldn’t, couldn’t. He had to watch the road, which was barely a road at all, more a rutted track hacked out of the hillside.


Even so, she thought. Even so. It would be rather nice to see his face.





They reached Portofino just as the worst of the heat was draining from the day. The carriage followed the climbing, twisting road in a flurry of loose stones and dust.


Off to the left was a grove of orange trees – or to be exact chinotto, the bitter baby oranges used to flavour Campari, one of Lucian’s favourite tipples.


The sight of them had amazed Lucian on his first trip to Liguria, buttressing his sense that sun-drenched Italy stood somehow for the opposite of war. In France during that terrible winter of 1917 a fellow officer had shown him two frozen oranges stuck together. ‘Look at ’em! Hard as cricket balls!’


Well, there were no frozen oranges here.


One of the first things Lucian did, once he had been discharged from the Convalescence Depot and recovered sufficiently to concentrate for more than ten minutes at a time, was read his mother’s ancient Baedeker travel guide to Italy. He adored its plans and maps, the sweeping, scathing judgements of this restaurant and that hotel.


He resolved to go to Europe and paint like his hero David Bomberg. Because that’s what he was – a painter – and to hell with his father! Lucian wouldn’t tolerate lectures from a man who had never done a decent day’s work in his life.


All his friends were plotting their escape from an England that felt mean and diminished. The best writers and artists had cleared off already, especially the ones who’d seen action in the war. After all, what was there to stick around for? A lot of patriotic bluster served with a chaser of almost total ignorance about what had actually happened in the killing fields of France and Belgium.


‘England is a philistine country,’ Nish was always saying, ‘but it doesn’t realise it. It has no cultural power at all. That’s the reason its empire is doomed.’


Good old Nish. You always knew where you were with him.


Now, Lucian stopped the carriage before the final descent, to give the horses a rest and his passengers a chance to take in the view: the tall, pastel-coloured houses curving around the bay and the boats bobbing gently in the perfect azure water. He assumed they would want this – that it would be as momentous a sight for them as it had once been for him. But while Rose reacted with a tremulous gasp, Mrs Drummond-Ward was nonplussed.


‘Why has he stopped?’ he heard her ask.


‘I don’t know. To show us the view, I expect.’


‘But I don’t want to stop.’ Lucian felt a tap on his shoulder. ‘Walk on, please.’ To Rose: ‘How do you say, “Go to the hotel?” ’


‘I’m trying to remember,’ she said.


‘Say it, then. To the driver.’


‘Vai in albergo?’ Rose held her breath…


‘Certo,’ replied Lucian. For the first time since leaving the station he turned round in his seat and caught Rose’s eye. The brief smile they exchanged lifted his heart. She’s twigged who I am, he said to himself. Or if she hasn’t, she strongly suspects.


Grinning, Lucian turned back to the front and coaxed the horse into motion, down the hill and towards the hotel.
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Billy came hurrying down the hall, pulling at his jacket, his shiny black shoes click-clacking on the marble. ‘When do they arrive, Mrs Ainsworth?’


Bella was waiting for him by the door. ‘Any time now, Billy. Is the uniform troubling you?’ She lowered her voice as if the question might embarrass him.


‘It’s the collar.’ He dug a finger beneath the starched cotton. ‘I can’t get it to sit right.’


‘Let me help you.’ Bella leant forward and adjusted it. For good measure, she tucked in his shirt tail and straightened his tie. Ever since he was small, she had had this curious impulse to mother him. Standing up mock-straight she said, ‘Remember, Billy. First impressions.’


His face broke into a grin. ‘First impressions. Yes, ma’am!’


Heralded by the crunch of wheels on gravel, the carriage pulled up outside the porticoed entrance. Billy rushed out to help Francesco with the luggage. Bella opted to greet the Drummond-Wards on the front steps, rather than from behind the reception desk. She saw Julia opening her purse and sprinkling a few coins into Lucian’s hand.


‘Grazie,’ she heard her say. ‘For your assistance.’ It seemed a curious thing to do and she made a mental note to ask Lucian about it at the earliest opportunity.


For now, though, she was on duty.


She stepped forward. ‘Mrs Drummond-Ward. Rose. Welcome!’


‘Mrs Ainsworth?’ Julia extended a gloved hand, which Bella shook warmly.


‘Please,’ she said, ‘call me Bella. I hope I may call you Julia?’


Julia gave a small nod of assent.


‘How was your journey?’


‘Long,’ Julia replied, flatly. ‘And exceedingly tiresome.’


‘Well, then. We must do our best to make it all seem worthwhile.’ She gestured towards the villa’s façade, which gleamed in the bright sunshine. ‘Welcome to Hotel Portofino!’


Rose seemed more smitten with the building than her mother. Her face shone with delight as she angled her head back to take in her new surroundings. ‘How utterly charming,’ she said.


Bella seized the initiative, intertwining her arm in Rose’s. ‘I hope Lucian gave you the rundown. On the way here from the station.’


‘Lucian?’


‘Yes.’


Julia caught up with them. ‘The man driving us was Lucian?’


‘Of course.’


‘But I thought… We thought…’


‘What?’ Bella looked around, hoping to find Lucian so that he might come to her rescue. But he was nowhere to be seen.





Melissa put down her book to watch the Drummond-Wards’ arrival from the window of the Ascot Suite’s living room. They were charming to look at, so poised and glamorous. All the rumours about the girl’s beauty were true.


Melissa became pleasantly lost in her contemplations. How many outfits had the Drummond-Wards brought with them? Would they be staying all summer?


But then her great aunt called out from the adjoining bedroom: ‘Melissa! What is that dreadful racket?’


‘I believe some guests are arriving.’


‘They are? Oh, dear. I knew we should have rented a villa.’


This had become a perennial lament. Melissa looked around at the ample, exquisitely furnished suite. ‘I very much doubt it would have been as comfortable as this,’ she said.


Lady Latchmere appeared abruptly in the doorway, as though from a concealed trap-door. ‘But a little more private, perhaps?’


What a curious woman she was. Her greying (but only just) hair was piled high, her commanding frame draped in a black velvet gown with a frilly collar. Melissa had no idea of her age and no easy means of finding out: none of the few people who might know would react well to being asked such an impolite question. But she was intrigued by the mismatch between Lady Latchmere’s sluggish deportment and the evident robustness of her physique; and between her old-fashioned clothes, which frankly belonged in a fancy-dress shop, and her smooth, unlined skin.


Melissa’s job here in Italy, however, was to indulge Lady Latchmere’s whims, not query them. She smiled brightly. ‘How are you feeling, Aunt?’


‘Simply ghastly!’


‘Shall I let them know you won’t be down for dinner?’


‘Goodness no, dear. I need to keep my strength up.’ Lady Latchmere came slowly forward, leaning on the stick Melissa suspected might be a prop; she had seen no evidence of infirmity. ‘So, tell me.’ She peered out of the window. ‘What’s your impression of the Drummond-Ward girl?’


Melissa started. She hated being put on the spot like this. ‘I don’t know, Aunt.’


‘Come, come. You must have formed some sort of opinion.’


‘Of her appearance, yes.’


‘Let’s hear it, then!’


Melissa chose her words carefully. ‘Well,’ she began, ‘she has beautiful hair. And she’s certainly up with all the latest fashions.’


‘Do you think the boy Lucian will like her?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ said Melissa. ‘Why do you ask?’


Lady Latchmere sighed. ‘Really, Melissa. You need to pay more attention.’ She leant forward and stage-whispered. ‘Their parents intend for them to marry!’





They called it the Epsom Suite, which made Rose smile.


Bella, who had been so friendly and welcoming, said that her husband – Mama’s special friend from her younger days – had had the idea of naming each suite after a famous racecourse. This one consisted of two rooms with two shallow-balconied windows overlooking the sea.


It was a spectacular view. But a bit boring, if Rose was being honest with herself. The sea didn’t do much, after all. It was just… the sea. It looked the same wherever you were in the world.


First, Rose and her mother had rested after their arduous journey. Then, after a stand-up sponge wash, Rose had slipped into her new gown – a silk Chanel number tricked out with metallic lace and rows of overlapping sequins – while Julia readied herself in the bathroom.


An hour later, she was still readying herself in the bathroom.


Honestly, thought Rose. Who was she intending to impress?


Feeling exploratory, she opened a drawer and found a muslin pouch of dried lavender. How she loved all these little touches! It made the old Roman pensione seem very drab, when only a few days ago it had struck Rose as the utmost glamour.


‘Mother!’ she called.


‘What is it?’


‘Look how dear and delightful everything is. Do you think Mrs Ainsworth does it all herself?’


Her mother’s voice carried over from the bathroom. ‘I’m sure she enjoys getting her hands dirty. It runs in the family.’ She appeared in the doorway. ‘Are you ready to go?’


‘I’ve been ready for ages.’


Julia bustled towards Rose. ‘Let me look at you.’


Rose stood placidly while her mother adjusted the dress, plumped her bosom and pinched colour into her cheeks. After what seemed an eternity of fussing, she pronounced that Rose would do. She spun the girl round so that she faced the long, gilt-edged mirror and together they examined her reflection – Rose not sure what she was supposed to be looking for, her mother all too certain. Julia straightened her shoulders and signalled to Rose that she should do the same.


‘Posture,’ she said. ‘It’s all about posture. Remember what your old dance teacher used to say.’


There was a long pause, filled only with male laughter from the room below.


Rose asked casually, ‘Do you think Lucian will be at dinner?’


‘Who knows? I must say I found his conduct this afternoon extraordinary.’


Rose decided to risk an argument. ‘You did mistake him for an Italian. You addressed him as if he were an Italian.’ The memory made her smile.


‘And he had ample opportunity to correct me. But for some reason he chose not to. There’s clearly a good deal of his father in him.’ Julia frowned. ‘Where is Cecil anyway?’


So, that’s it, thought Rose. That’s what’s making you even more snappish than usual.


Slowly and with fastidious care, they processed down the stairs.


‘I shan’t be eating much,’ whispered Julia, ‘so I advise you to do the same.’


‘But I haven’t eaten all day.’


‘Hunger matters less than keeping your figure.’


Bella greeted them at the door to the dining room. The space was only half full but no matter, Rose felt the eyes of the seated diners settle on her as she followed her mother through the low buzz of chatter to a table near the open doors to the terrace.


The attention of others turned the pang of emptiness in her stomach into a warm glow.


A breeze stirred the room, making the chandelier shudder. Bella stood and watched over a maid – dark-skinned, Italian – as she poured them each a glass of sparkling wine. Rose’s mother hadn’t said anything about Bella being beautiful. She was quite stunning – in a natural, unadorned sort of way. Her chestnut hair fell in great curls down her shoulders, though Rose fancied she saw sadness in her enormous greyish-blue eyes.


‘Champagne,’ observed Julia. ‘How lovely.’


It was the first positive thing Rose had heard her say since they’d arrived. She looked up at Bella, to check the remark had registered with her.


Bella acknowledged the compliment with a smile. ‘It’s Prosecco, Julia. Lighter and fruitier. From a local vineyard.’


Julia took a sip, holding the taste on her tongue for a few seconds. ‘It’s rather sweet. But not unpleasant.’


Bella didn’t seem to notice the insult – or if she did, she was a good actress. ‘I’m pleased you think so. How are you finding your rooms?’


‘A little smaller than we’re used to.’


Rose interjected: ‘But so exquisitely decorated! We were wondering if you did it all yourself? Weren’t we, Mama?’


‘Dearest Rose,’ said Bella, her face creasing in a smile. ‘I hope all my guests are as sweet and observant as you.’


‘Are we among your first?’ Julia managed to give the question an admonitory edge.


Bella didn’t miss a beat. ‘We’ve been open since Easter. But things have only really started to get busy in the last month or so.’


From the other side of the room came a sudden violent commotion. A woman wearing old-fashioned clothes was scolding the Italian maid who had, it seemed, attempted to pour her a glass of Prosecco. Excusing herself, Bella walked over to where another woman – Lucian’s sister? – was attempting to intervene.


An intrigued hush descended on the room.


‘Is there a problem, Lady Latchmere?’ Rose heard Bella ask.


‘I never touch alcohol,’ replied the woman. ‘How many times must I remind you?’


The sister – Alice, Rose remembered she was called – gestured to the maid to remove the glass. ‘I’m very sorry, Lady Latchmere,’ she said. ‘I promise it won’t happen again.’


Rose was watching all this with interest when her attention wandered to the door. Two Italian men were entering the room – one middle-aged and rather regal in bearing, the other more casually dressed and significantly younger, closer to her own age of twenty-three. The physical resemblance suggested they were father and son.


Rose tapped her mother’s arm. ‘Who are they?’


Julia had noticed them too and was keenly tracking their progress across the room. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Let’s ask.’ She beckoned Bella. ‘And that is?’


Their hostess glanced over. ‘Count Albani.’


‘And his son?’


‘Yes. He’s called Roberto.’


Julia frowned. ‘I understood the guests were all to be English. Your advertisement was quite specific about it. “A very English hotel, on the Italian Riviera.” ’


‘English or English-speaking,’ clarified Bella. ‘Count Albani is an Oxford man.’


Julia pointed at a dark-skinned young man sitting alone at a table in the far corner. He was reading a book. ‘What about him?’


Rose cringed. Mama could be so blunt.


‘Mr Sengupta is a friend of my son,’ Bella explained.


‘I see,’ said Julia, uncertainly.


At that moment, Lucian appeared in the doorway. He had smartened himself up since the afternoon, though his previous handsomeness had drawn some of its power from his ruffled hair and artistic air of creased disorder. Rose felt her cheeks reddening and looked down at the table. She was not used to emotions of this nature and had not yet acquired the ability to keep them in check.


Seeing Lucian, Bella became animated. ‘Speak of the devil, Lucian! Come and redeem yourself. Tell Julia and Rose all about Portofino.’


Lucian had been making his way towards Nish’s table, but altered his course when he heard his mother’s voice.


‘If you’ll excuse me,’ said Bella and straightened up to leave.


On his way to their table Lucian stopped the maid, who was passing with a tray, and helped himself to a glass of Prosecco. He winked at the maid, which Rose thought endearing – though she hoped her mother hadn’t noticed.


‘Well,’ he said, taking a seat at their table, ‘I hardly know where to start.’


‘With an apology?’ suggested Julia.


Lucian grinned – a disarming, schoolboy grin. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It was a foolish thing to do. It gave completely the wrong impression of the kind of person I am.’


‘Which is?’


The question seemed to catch Lucian off guard. There was a distinct pause before he answered. ‘Serious. I’m a serious person. With serious ambitions.’ He glanced across at Rose, as if imploring her to believe him.


‘To be what?’


‘An artist.’


‘Goodness.’ Julia raised her eyebrows. ‘Is that even a profession?’


‘Start at the beginning,’ said Rose, eager to steer the conversation into more convivial waters. ‘How does an English family like yours come to be here in the first place?’


Lucian took a large gulp of his Prosecco. ‘That’s easy. Mama fell in love with the place. On her honeymoon.’


Was it Rose’s imagination or did her mother blanch slightly at the word ‘honeymoon’?


‘That’s to be expected. But what made her decide to move here?’


‘She thought we needed a fresh start.’ Lucian made it sound so simple. ‘A new adventure after the war. Her, Alice, Lottie, me. Even Papa.’


Julia butted in. ‘And is your father going to grace us with his presence this evening?’


For goodness’ sake, thought Rose. Why did she always have to be so direct?


‘He sends his apologies, I’m afraid,’ said Lucian, his face flushing. ‘He’s been unavoidably delayed in Genoa.’


Paola placed a tray laden with crostini in the centre of the table. Too hungry to wait, Rose took one and popped it in her mouth. ‘Delicious!’


She waited for her mother to tell her off. But Julia didn’t seem to have noticed.





By ten o’clock all the guests had finished their meals and left the dining room in search of other amusements. Some sat out on the terrace smoking. A small party headed by Lady Latchmere was playing bridge in the library. Nish had retired to his room to read.


Bella took advantage of the lull to sit down for a few moments in the dining room while Alice busied herself laying the tables for breakfast. The evening was over and Bella realised that she’d been bracing herself for weeks for the arrival of Julia and Rose. Now, they were finally here.


Julia was rather chilly; Bella had expected that. As for Rose, she was certainly beautiful, if a touch thin. Would Lucian take to her? She wasn’t wholly convinced.


Images from the day passed before her like slides in a magic lantern. The back of Cecil’s head as he lay beside her in bed. That stray cat with the damaged ear, curled up in front of the kitchen range. Julia’s pendulous earrings, so like the ones Cecil had once bought for her.


Despite Betty’s worries the food had been exceptional. She had roasted the Italian beef in herbs with sweet wine – most probably an idea from the Artusi book, though Bella had seen Betty talking to the local butcher, who spoke some English. It had tasted, in Count Albani’s words, ‘like heaven itself’.


Julia had enjoyed the Prosecco. As had Lucian – perhaps too much. At one point, he had signalled to Francesco to bring him some more, an entire bottle. Francesco had looked to Bella for guidance, and she had shaken her head. It was expensive, for one thing. Not for everyday family consumption. And she knew only too well the damage alcohol could do, the way it made some men behave.


She prayed every night that Lucian hadn’t inherited his father’s weakness.


Alice was putting zigzag folds into the napkins to make them fan-shaped. It was a boring job and Bella tried to cheer her up.


‘That seemed to go as well as could be expected,’ she said.


‘Dinner?’ Alice looked up.


‘Yes. And the introduction to Rose.’


Alice said nothing.


‘She’s very pretty,’ observed Bella.


‘I suppose so. Not that it matters.’


‘You’re right. Character is what counts.’


At this Alice gave a snort of horrid laughter. ‘Oh, Mama. Her father’s six thousand acres of prime arable land is what counts.’


Bella was shocked by the force of this barb. But was that fair? Perhaps Alice was only articulating what she herself dared not. ‘Don’t be cynical, Alice. It’s unattractive.’


But Alice was not to be deterred. ‘It’s the truth! She could look like the back end of an omnibus and Father would still be mad keen for Lucian to marry her.’


‘Alice!’


‘I don’t believe he’d put one tenth of the effort into finding a new husband for me.’


Bella didn’t have the energy to argue. Besides, there was truth in what Alice said. They finished laying the tables in tense silence, then Bella went down to the kitchen, where Betty was untying her apron.


‘Still here, Betty?’


‘I was just going, Mrs Ainsworth.’ She paused. ‘Do you want something, ma’am?’


‘Perhaps a cup of mint tea.’


Wearily, Betty started putting her apron back on.


‘No, please.’ This wasn’t at all what Bella wanted. ‘Please. I can manage.’ She padded across to where a bunch of fresh mint was sitting in a jar of water and tore off a handful of scented leaves. ‘Thank you, by the way. For dinner.’


Still, Betty said nothing.


‘Count Albani sends his compliments.’


At this a tired smile crossed Betty’s face. ‘Did he just?’


‘Particularly for the beef.’


‘Well, I never.’ She looked as if she might levitate with pleasure.


Betty dragged herself upstairs to bed. Bella took the kettle from the shelf above the stove and carried it to the sink to fill. She was about to turn on the tap when she noticed an open bottle of white wine tucked behind some bottles of olive oil. She only hesitated for a second before rewarding herself with a small glass at the end of what had been a long and exhausting day.


From the pantry she took the petty cash box. Also, a breakfast roll and a jar of tapenade. A small snack would sustain her while she checked the accounts – something she tried to do at the end of each day, because really, who else was going to do it? Cecil?


She sat down at the empty kitchen table. But no sooner had she opened the book, when there was a knock at the rear kitchen door.


Who on earth could be outside?


The hinges grated as Bella unlocked the door and dragged it open. On the doorstep stood a slight girl of about twenty with wide, imploring eyes and ash-blonde hair tied back beneath a straw boater. She was carrying a small suitcase and looked half-crazed with fatigue.


Bella stared at her, taking in her scuffed shoes and coarse linen dress. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Please ma’am,’ said the girl. ‘I’m Constance. The new nanny.’





It had been years – many years – since Constance felt as tired as she did right now. Despite being mostly downhill, the last half mile had been an agonising walk. Her feet were sore and blistered and her dress damp with sweat.


Constance only possessed two outfits in the whole world. This rough, weighty dress, shrunk from excessive washing, was one of them. The other was her Sunday-best frock which she had been nervous about wearing on the journey in case it got torn or soiled. Her dream was to save enough from her wages to buy some new clothes. But she already knew that it was a forlorn hope. Most of what she earned here in Italy she had promised to send home to her mother and the baby.


Perhaps Betty would know a local shop, somewhere not too dear? They made lace in Portofino, didn’t they? Did that mean lace was cheap there? Or that it was expensive? She wished she knew, wished she didn’t always feel her lack of education rise so close to the surface.


Betty had been so kind, recommending her for this post. Constance was determined not to let her down or be any sort of burden. So, it was good that she had arrived at Mezzago at exactly the right time.


She had waited on the dusty platform, watching the bustle of busy, incurious strangers and porters pushing carts loaded with luggage. Bright red flowers burst from rust-coloured clay pots. A young man rushed past – a rather attractive man, actually. He was obviously on his way to meet someone important. At Genoa, she had watched a well-dressed English mother and daughter get into a First-Class carriage, all the while bickering. Perhaps, she thought idly, he was meeting them.


But then the crowd started to thin out, until Constance was the only passenger left standing.


No matter, she thought. Perhaps whoever the hotel had sent was waiting out at the front? Betty had said it would be the owners’ son, Lucian, meeting her. She unfolded the letter and read it again.




Wait on the platform. You can’t miss Lucian. He is tall and good-looking with dark brown hair.





Mezzago station was tiny compared to Genoa, where there was a covered hall with lines of omnibuses waiting to take travellers to their hotels. A straggle of unkempt men milled around by the entrance, smoking foul-smelling cigarillos. Cab drivers. They stared at Constance as she passed. One of them whistled at her, but she ignored him.


A thorough search of the station turned up nobody who fitted Betty’s description of Lucian.


Possibly, the manager had forgotten she was arriving. Or Lucian had been delayed. Either way, Constance urgently needed to get to Hotel Portofino before the end of the day.


Panic surged in her chest. She fought to suppress it the way she always did – with careful, deliberate breathing to slow the world down and stop her heart from pounding; and by using her brain, which she had always been told was a good one.


She didn’t have enough money for a carriage. She couldn’t speak Italian. But she was a strong, resourceful person who had been in worse predicaments than this. If the worst came to the worst, she could always walk. Mezzago couldn’t be that far from Portofino. Growing up in West Yorkshire, it had only been a three-minute walk from Menston station to her house…


She made a beeline for the first person who looked vaguely official – an elderly porter in a peaked cap. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘Do you speak English?’


‘No,’ he replied, without looking up from his newspaper.


Charming.


Next, she tried the ticket office. The clerk couldn’t have been much older than her. He had almond-shaped eyes and a neatly trimmed moustache. Something about him put Constance in mind of one of her mother’s expressions. If he was made of chocolate, he’d eat himself.


‘Good afternoon,’ he said. ‘You are a beautiful girl.’


‘Thank you.’ Constance deflected the compliment with the briefest of smiles. ‘Perhaps you can help me. I need to get to Portofino.’


‘Portofino? Why Portofino?’ The clerk spread his arms wide. ‘Is very nice in Mezzago!’


‘It is,’ Constance agreed. ‘But my job – my work – is in Portofino. I need to get there today. And I have no money.’


‘No money?’ He looked shocked.


‘None at all.’


‘But you are English, no?’


‘Yes. But we don’t all have money.’


The clerk thought for a moment. He rose from his seat. ‘Wait here,’ he said, raising a cautionary finger. ‘Maybe I solve problem.’


He walked briskly out of the station and into the square at the front. ‘Carlo!’ he called. Hearing his name, an elderly man with close-cropped white hair looked up. He was standing beside a cart laden with fruit and vegetables. The pair spoke for a moment, then the clerk beckoned Constance over.


The mid-afternoon sun was hot and still dazzling. Sweat beading on her forehead, Constance crossed the square to where the cart was parked, in a patch of shade outside a tobacconist’s shop. The single horse attached to it had seen healthier days.


‘This my friend,’ the ticket man explained. ‘He take you to Portofino.’


A relieved smile broke across Constance’s face. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said. ‘It’s a hotel I want. Hotel Portofino?’


‘Yes, yes.’


‘Your friend knows it?’


‘Of course!’


Constance climbed up onto the cart beside Carlo, placing her suitcase in between them. She tried not to notice the smell of wine, or the way Carlo was swaying gently from side to side. As the clerk waved them off, she caught him winking surreptitiously at his friend. ‘Buon viaggio!’ he called.


Carlo brought down his whip on the horse’s thin rump and the cart lurched forward, out of the square and along the main road out of the town.


Despite the intense heat, Constance soon settled into the journey. After about ten minutes, however, Carlo’s swaying became more pronounced and the cart’s progress more erratic. Indeed, he was having trouble steering a straight course.


The sound Constance had imagined to be the brisk rattle of revolving wheels turned out to be coming from Carlo’s open mouth.


He was snoring.


The cart veered sharply to the left, narrowly missing a tree. Terrified, Constance grabbed the reins from Carlo’s hands and tried to bring the horse under control. Her action roused Carlo from his slumbers. Seizing the reins back with an indignant holler, he brought the cart to an abrupt standstill.


‘You fell asleep,’ Constance explained. ‘We nearly crashed.’


But Carlo was not to be placated. He started shouting at her in Italian, his craggy face puce with anger. Constance couldn’t understand what he was saying, but his hand gestures were less than friendly, and it became clear that he wished her to get out of his cart and continue her journey on foot.


Constance’s moorland upbringing meant she was used to walking long distances. But not in this sort of heat and certainly not without a map. Still, what choice did she have?


Clutching her suitcase, she followed the curve of the road as it climbed uphill, trusting her instinct that this was the right way, the only way. At least the scenery was beautiful. The sky above her was a cloudless blue, the banks on either side of the road a riot of purple anemones and yellow oxalis. Several times she walked past shrines with candles and little framed pictures of the Virgin Mary. She wondered why they had been put there, and for whom.


She was beginning to feel uncomfortably thirsty, when the rotund figure of an elderly peasant woman hoved into view on the opposite side of the road. She wore a bright-red scarf around her neck and was carrying on her head a basket containing bottles of some dark golden substance and several loaves of bread.


When she drew level with Constance, the woman stopped. She smiled, looking her up and down. Constance smiled back. And then a remarkable thing happened. As if intuiting Constance’s needs, the woman produced a wicker flask from the belt around her waist and held it out to her. ‘Bevi un po’ d’acqua,’ she said.


Constance took several large sips – she didn’t want to seem greedy – before handing it back. ‘Grazie,’ she said. It was the only Italian word she knew.


The woman seemed delighted by this. ‘Prego,’ she said.


Constance walked on. As the sun sank behind the mountains, the road grew steeper and more precipitous. A few carriages passed her and on one occasion a motorcar, but no one stopped to offer her a lift, or even acknowledged her presence. She started to feel lonely, even tearful; homesick, both for Yorkshire and her family, especially little Tommy.


Her first glimpse of the sea, steely grey in the soft dusk, suggested Portofino might be close. The sharp smell of thyme assailed her nostrils. In the hills above, large villas were visible behind massed ranks of pine trees. One of them must be the hotel. But which one? All Constance knew – all Betty had told her – was that it was a yellow villa, very beautiful, with gardens sloping down to the coast.


Eventually, she came to a white wrought-iron gate set in a low stone wall. The brass plate on the gate post confirmed that this was indeed Hotel Portofino. When she pushed on the gate and it opened, Constance nearly burst into tears of relief.


The house reared up before her, its façade a wash of soft, warm yellow.


Even in the low light, it looked magnificent. Constance had seen plenty of grand houses during her years in service. But this one was different – welcoming rather than forbidding, its vast size offset by a disjointed stockiness that made its height hard to gauge. None of the windows seemed to be on the same level. To the left was a tower with a flat roof like a squashed hat. But on the other side, beyond a row of green-painted shutters, a sort of corridor was exposed to the elements.


Constance couldn’t quite make sense of it.


What happened when it rained? Or did it not rain in Italy?


Nervous of ringing the bell at the front door and waking the household, she followed a path round to the side and saw a light on in what she assumed was the kitchen.


There was a door, which she rapped on sharply.


‘Can I help you?’ asked a woman, who was tall and handsome and presumably Mrs Ainsworth.


‘Please,’ she said. ‘It’s Constance March, ma’am. The new nanny.’


A smile broke across the woman’s face as she stepped back. ‘Come in, come in. How on earth did you get here?’


‘I walked, ma’am. I got a lift on a cart for the first few miles.’


‘There was some confusion over when you were arriving. You should have sent a telegram from Genoa.’


Constance was tempted to point out that she would have had no idea how to do this even if she could have afforded it; also that there should not have been any confusion – she had been perfectly clear in her reply to Betty’s letter. But she couldn’t say any of this. Her job was to be capable, willing, reliable. ‘I didn’t want to waste the money, Mrs Ainsworth.’


‘I would have reimbursed you.’


‘It’s generous of you to say so.’


Constance looked around the large, cool kitchen and caught sight of Bella’s bread on the table. She must have been staring at it with particular intensity because Bella asked, ‘Are you hungry?’
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