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AUTHOR’S NOTE

AS I REFLECT on my life at the grand old age of ninety-one, surrounded by my children and grandchildren, my mind wanders back to the summer of 1957. As a twenty-five-year-old woman, I looked after two young boys in Venice whose family embraced me and introduced me to a glittering and exotic world, the vivid memories of which have filled my heart and mind ever since. It was not just a golden summer, but a life-changing rite of passage.

The inspiration and genesis of this memoir dates from the discovery of a ‘lost’ file of letters that I wrote from Venice to my fiancé David Ross in 1957. The more I think about it, the stranger and more precarious the survival of these fifteen or so dispatches becomes. David rarely kept letters. Perhaps he thought that my scribbles conjured something of that halcyon age of Venice suspended between the last days of the European Grand Tour and the arrival of mass tourism. Having withstood the vicissitudes of David’s life in Paris and later London, the letters were packed away and forgotten about, until I rummaged through his papers in 2015. Visions and memories of 1957 flared up, igniting a richly digressive series of reminiscences. What David intended by saving the letters remains a mystery; he died in 2009. I hope Love from Venice helps fulfil whatever private, unspoken purpose he had in mind.

The very generous way in which I was welcomed in and became part of the Brandolini d’Adda family was a gesture of trust that I would never want to dishonour. I hope Love from Venice goes some way to record and repay the great warmth and affection that the family showed me throughout my stay. 

Whimsically, I dated some letters, but left others blank. For those dateless, I have deduced their day by comparing the events described in the letters with the entries in my diary of 1957. I give the date in square brackets.




CHAPTER ONE

‘Who Are These Italians?’
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Previous page: When David Ross, my then boyfriend, left London for Paris in March 1957, I had to sell my ‘pet’ 1929 Austin 7, seen here in Duke’s Meadows, Chiswick, west London. I had no one to push it.




HOVERING BETWEEN YOUNG adulthood and whatever came next, I had been working at the National Gallery in London, helping run the Publications Department, whose main business was shifting postcards, posters and calendars. Occasionally I assisted Sir Philip Hendy, the distinguished director of the Gallery.

‘The Gallery sprinkles its fairy dust,’ said Sir Philip, on one of our tours of inspection. ‘A job here is a form of ennoblement.’

‘Hmm.’ I nodded pensively. Despite being promoted to assistant manager of Publications, I wasn’t seeking art-world ‘ennoblement’ or even a career in the art world.

While at the Gallery, I interviewed candidates for a position as my assistant. I lit upon the friendliest-looking, nicely dressed, attractive in her own way. Her name was Jean Eaton.

‘I should warn you, sweetie,’ she confided, ‘I don’t have a degree in fine art. In fact, I have no formal qualifications at all.’

‘Neither do I,’ I whispered. ‘Neither does anyone here, not even the director. The more “educated” or “qualified” you are, the less adapted you are to real life.’

Slightly naughty, somewhat irreverent and often insightful, Jean was soon promoted from ‘colleague and friend’ to ‘colleague and confidante’. We shared a tiny office overlooking a dark courtyard. Through tears and giggles, we compared love lives. She was the sister I felt I had never had.

A year later, I was a bridesmaid at her wedding. Were anyone to search for the bottom rung of the property ladder in west London in the mid-1950s, I should know exactly where to find it: a certain basement flat near Gloucester Road Underground station, which Jean shared with her husband as well as the District Line that ran beneath. Later, Jean announced she was leaving the Gallery. A twinge of loss and the thought that she was inching ahead in the egg-and-spoon race of life spurred me to get on too.

In the summer of 1956, Jean invited me to a ball at Londonderry House in Mayfair. I dug deep into the dressing-up box. My bridesmaid’s dress needed only slight adjustment.

As my eyes travelled around the marble statues, full-length portraits, and Louis Something furniture of Londonderry House, Jean surveyed the room and said, ‘Your dress looks a lot better than some of these gruesome outfits, sweetie.’ She grabbed champagne. ‘Come and meet a friend.’ Deftly elbowing her way through the silk-swathed throng, she led me to a tall, dark, broad-shouldered man in full Highland regalia.

‘Sweetie, this is David Ross. David, meet Gill Johnson.’

I had to remember to breathe. It wasn’t the ill-fitting dress. We danced. David was good on his feet. I managed to establish that he was an architect, living in London with his mother. We agreed to keep in touch. 

Over coffee the following morning, Jean filled me in. ‘David? Only child. His childhood and upbringing were utterly miserable. His Siberian mother had a breakdown … His father, half Russian half Scottish, was a military attaché and probable spy who died of cancer or drink or both years ago … David is a superb dancer: flawless technique, I’m told, whatever that means. Good linguist … French girl in the background … But, sweetie, he’s probably not your thing … Russian-Scottish? Vodka and whisky don’t mix. Still, one never forgets a man in a kilt …’

The wedding ring gleamed on Jean’s finger. She was already sliding comfortably into domestic orthodoxy: curls cut short, roll-neck jumper, dark green skirt with unassertive check, stockings, low-heeled court shoes, no make-up or jewellery.

The first time David took me out was in August 1956. Nikolai Bulganin (Premier of the Soviet Union) and Nikita Khrushchev (First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union) were invited to Covent Garden. David seemed more interested in the ballet than in me. ‘Uplifting,’ he said, over a glass of wine in the interval. After dinner in a very of-the-moment restaurant in Chelsea, we had our first kiss.

‘I wonder how he got hold of tickets to Bulge and Krush,’ said Jean, the following day. ‘David has no money.’

David and I began to ‘go out’, with the emphasis on ‘out’. In those days, relationships developed slowly, subject to parental oversight and scrutiny. Here was a problem.

I lived with my parents, sister Pauline and younger brothers Brian and Hugh in Morpeth Mansions, an 1880s red-brick mansion block in Victoria. Before the war, Winston Churchill had lived a few doors away in a flat that Frances Stevenson, Lloyd George’s mistress, had previously occupied. My bedroom, a rear-facing former maid’s quarters off the kitchen, was strewn with well-thumbed first editions of Georgette Heyer novels. Heyer portrayed self-determined women set in an age when women were possessed and controlled. For some, her novels were romances. For me, they were so much more: a source of comfort, guidance and inspiration, dust-jacketed with beautiful Regency heroines in corsets and dramatic poses. Heyer’s characters and Artur Barbosa’s illustrations captured the life I craved. Still, my room felt like a dungeon.

With Nanny – Florence Bird, but known as ‘Nanny’ – we were seven. Brian and Hugh were at Cambridge; Pauline led a Flying Dutchman’s existence as an air hostess. This left me at home to bear the filial burden. Although London was hardly poor, Londoners felt impoverished. Post-war rationing extended to 1954. Shelves were bare. Buddleia flourished in the blitzed gaps of peeling terraces. Everyone was waiting for things to improve. In my parents’ Victorian parlour, the grave tick … tock of the grandfather clock seemed to emphasise and elongate the wait. 

Whenever I came home, I would face a barrage of questions from my mother about why certain chores, cooking, cleaning and ironing, hadn’t been done, chores that, since Nanny was no longer up to them, I was expected to carry out despite my full-time job. As my mother was a stranger in her own kitchen, I did the cooking.

My mother was half German, half English. The German half came from her father, Theodore Bruno Kittel, a German steel magnate turned banker from Leipzig. Having married Lydia Slater (my grandmother-to-be) from Worcester, Theodore moved to London, worked in the City, and owned factories in Sheffield. Despite taking British citizenship in 1898, he was jailed during the Great War and interned on the Isle of Man for ‘unpatriotic behaviour’ after he was spotted reading a German newspaper on the Underground. Someone had it in for him; I heard he could be quite arrogant.

When not in bed, my mother drifted about like a mournful mannequin. My siblings and I joked that the only useful thing she ever did was produce us. Her mood swings were best avoided. Speaking in German, her mother tongue, she would, wittingly or not – it was hard to tell – say cruelly unkind things, especially to Nanny, whose shock-absorbent qualities were beginning to degrade. A relict from grander days, Nanny was among the most important figures in our lives, but her waning influence brought us face to face with my mother’s strangely undeveloped, undiagnosed personality.

My mother’s repertoire of hysterics, tantrums, flouncings off, ‘grand moments’, de haut en bas put-downs, slammed doors (her speciality) and her death stare, which haunted its victims as terrifyingly as certain renditions of Lady Macbeth’s monologue, ‘Come, you Spirits that tend on mortal thoughts …’, began to tell on my father. I never dared ask if their marriage was a mistake. He might have answered, ‘Yes.’

Maybe I was the one in denial. I dreaded aggravating the tension in case it forced my father to take sides. And were he to take my side, I was frightened that my mother should thereby be driven to finding new ways and more occult methods of being beastly to my father.

After a particularly difficult Sunday lunch, when my mother flew into a rage over the correct way to carve a chicken, my father confided to me, ‘If I’m honest, Gilly, I don’t think I could bear to live at home without you.’

From then on, I began to hate the reasons I loved my father. He was one of ten children from a landed family near Darlington in County Durham. Scholarly, loving and long-suffering, he trained as a barrister, then chaired an association of insurance companies. When he refused a knighthood, my brothers and I joked that he did so to prevent our mother becoming ‘Lady Johnson’; she was unbearable enough as she was. On his Irish side, my father claimed descent from the Marquess of Waterford.

With complete clarity, I knew I could no longer endure playing Cinderella. Without the shred of independence that my job gave me, my life might have become one of unmitigated misery. However, while the Gallery was a possible ticket into the art world, ennobled or not, it wasn’t a guaranteed one-way journey, not for a young woman. A wrong word, an ill-judged first impression or a simple misunderstanding could damn me. The Gallery threatened its own form of institutional concubinage and, ultimately, chatteldom. I didn’t want to risk ending up a spinster wearing out my days like one of those sad women with their lunchboxes who sit in the galleries pretending to be security guards. Not that I had unusual hopes. All I wanted was to leave home, marry and have children. But neither of my parents, for different reasons, wanted this. My mother depended on me; my father needed me as an emotional shield against my mother.

‘This David person … no one we know seems to have heard of him,’ crushed my mother over tea one weekend. Her grandiosity, hitherto subcutaneous, was becoming more apparent in middle age, as character defects often do. ‘What kind of a name is “Mr David Ross”?’

David’s Russian extraction was bad enough. My parents’ main objections were his dim prospects and lack of money, tantamount to a ‘fault’ that a title might recompense were David to have one, which he didn’t.

‘I intend to marry for love and to live happily.’

There was a rattle of Crown Derby at the mention of marriage.

‘David is just a penniless architect,’ persisted my father. ‘You can do better.’ My father never discussed money, as if the Irishman in him didn’t notice and the Englishman didn’t care. He made an exception of David.

‘He’s my kind of penniless architect,’ I said. ‘He’s perfectly turned out, and he went to Marlborough and Cambridge. What more do you want?’

I hardly cared what my mother thought. I did, however, worry about my father’s harsher censure. With his cold-blooded attitude, he hoped that, if I must marry, I’d make a brilliant money marriage to someone with boundless promise and ambition, a future Cabinet minister, a law lord, a senior diplomat or a prominent editor. But I instinctively knew that such people would never bring happiness. It seemed my parents were more interested in being proved right than in knowing about David’s finer qualities. So I concealed him. Hence the emphasis on going out.

Ironically, David’s family was far more distinguished than mine. His grandfather, Sir Archibald, mechanised the Russian and British fleets. His great-uncle, Sir Denison Ross, a Middle Eastern scholar and friend of Kemal Atatürk, was the first director of, and professor of Persian at, the School of Oriental Studies, later the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS). It was typical of David not to mention this. He was oblivious to my parents’ disapproval. Had he known, he might have put them right. But he kept quiet.

Our romance developed at cafés, theatres, concerts and cinemas. Music and art bound us. I told David how at school I had been spotted by Dr Reginald Jacques, then musical director of the Bach Choir. ‘Dr Jacques would take me to dine at the Athenaeum,’ I said. ‘He told me that he had once conducted Brahms’s A German Requiem, in which a member of the choir had herself been conducted by Brahms.’

At my suggestion David joined the Bach Choir. We even discussed ecclesiastical architecture or, rather, David talked about ecclesiastical architecture; I tried to look as if I might be listening. It was a lovely way to begin a relationship. I imagine some people fall in love and marry straight away, only to find terminal incompatibilities.

David’s mother Tania struck me as fabulously exotic when I met her over dinner at her flat on Gloucester Walk in Notting Hill. Born in Siberia, tossed by the Russian Revolution, forcibly uprooted to Vladivostok, then fortuitously plucked to Newcastle-upon-Tyne, she was further pummelled by the convulsions that led to the Second World War. When the war ended, she hoped for blue skies and normality, but her husband, Brigadier Ross, fell ill with throat cancer and died in 1948, leaving a slender provision. Father and son hardly knew each other. By the time I met David, his and his mother’s lives had been a succession of grievous losses and miseries. In his case, his loneliness was compounded by his not getting on with his mother. David found her irritating and embarrassing. In temperament, they were miles apart: she was loud and emotional; he was quiet and brooding. Like his late father, he was a linguist; she, on the other hand, never mastered English. David minded about his mother, but didn’t love her.

We got about in my 1929 Austin 7 – my ‘pet’. David didn’t seem to notice the bald tyres, the rusty bodywork, the loose wooden floorboards, the windows that didn’t close and the door locks that didn’t lock.

As with some pets, mine needed walking; David didn’t seem to mind that either. After grinding to a halt one evening outside the Ritz, he hefted me half a mile along Piccadilly to a garage off Belgrave Square. Breaking down was part of the fun; motoring was a middle-class mating ritual. David must have pushed me further than I ever drove him. This, I felt, was a good test and indicator, so to speak. I began to see him as a catalyst in a plan that was germinating in my mind to flee home.

Just when I fancied I’d stepped into a Botticelli-esque interlude of grace, beauty and romance, a thunderclap shook me one day in December 1956. Over lunch, David announced that he’d entered, and won, an architectural competition. He’d been offered a job in Paris. He’d leave in four months.

Well … I …

Someone had taken a meat cleaver to my Botticelli fairy-tale and replaced it with a Hieronymus Bosch nightmare. I went crashing round to Jean’s flat.

‘Samaritans hang up on you, sweetie?’ she asked, when I stormed in. ‘Your face is a picture – painted by Edvard Munch. How are you feeling?’

An ironing board stood in the sitting room. A BBC voice read news on the wireless. The aroma of a stew filled the flat.

‘Disappointed? Deflated? Devastated?’ I said, throwing myself on to the sofa. ‘It definitely begins with a capital D.’

‘Let’s begin with Drink, shall we, sweetie?’ Aproned, Jean turned down – but not off – the wireless, and fetched glasses of whisky.

‘David never mentioned anything about an architectural competition,’ I said, concluding my summary of his bombshell. ‘It’s quite in his character not to talk about his job, but this? I feel he’s being secretive.’

‘Think through the rage, sweetie,’ said Jean, returning from the kitchen with the bottle.

‘Worse, he hasn’t invited me to join him in Paris,’ I cried.

‘I expect he wanted to spare your emotions,’ soothed Jean. ‘The gentleman in him didn’t want to upset you. The courtier in him didn’t want to risk looking a fool.’ She hung up a shirt on the mantelpiece. ‘Anyway, how could he ask you to Paris? You’re not married.’ The gleaming ring on Jean’s finger seemed to laugh at me. I could have sworn I saw a matching glint in her eyes.

‘How are you supposed to get married without having the chance to know who, or what, you’re marrying?’

‘You can’t,’ she called, over the clatter of pots and pans in the kitchen. ‘It’s like pinning the tail on the donkey.’

‘There I was, dreaming of what to wear at our wedding. I even caught myself wondering what colour eyes our children would have. And to think he was quietly engineering an exit.’

‘His job here does sound rather … linear?’ Jean reappeared wearing oven gloves. 

‘Have I simply strung together a few dreams with wishful thinking?’ I took another draught of whisky.

‘Perhaps you have allowed yourself the luxury of getting lost in rose-tinted mist,’ said Jean. ‘Perhaps he doesn’t trust – or doesn’t dare to trust – his happiness. Perhaps he feels happier when slightly unhappy, if that makes sense.’

‘Oh, God, he’s not a manic depressive, is he?’

‘No. Just Russian,’ said Jean, plumping and arranging cushions. ‘Perhaps you could find it in yourself to be delighted on David’s behalf.’ She sat down on a chair, picked up her glass ‘After all, “delighted” begins with D.’ 

Jean wasn’t being as helpful, supportive and empathetic as I’d hoped. She no longer needed me. I heard voices, each in a different key of disappointment, ringing in my head, among them Jean’s earlier caution: French girl in the background …

‘I’m worried he’s spiralling out into a different orbit,’ I said. ‘If he goes to Paris and consummates this French thing, he might never come back, and I’ll lose him for ever.’

Jean gave me a level look.

Finally I blurted out, ‘I’m thinking of leaving the National Gallery, moving on, doing something else.’

‘Aren’t you throwing in the towel a little early, sweetie? You’re only twenty-five.’ Grabbing the bottle, she splashed more whisky into my glass. I raised my hand, too late.

‘Twenty-four!’ I said. ‘I suppose I have been feeling pleased with myself lately, having been promoted and all that. But I don’t want to be left stupid and festering in London, waiting like a sad Labrador. And I could do with seeing less of my parents.’

‘So what are you going to do, sweetie?’

‘I don’t know.’

* * *

‘Maybe it’s time for a holiday,’ said Sally-Anne, my hairdresser, when I went for an appointment at Peter Jones on Sloane Square. ‘I mean, if he’s going away, you might as well too.’

‘Quite! I need to dig out my passport.’

‘You need less certainty in your life,’ said Sally-Anne.

I looked at her in the mirror of her hair station.

‘Make sure you don’t go to Paris, that’s all,’ she went on.

‘No?’

‘He mustn’t think you’re chasing him. Go anywhere but Paris.’

Sally-Anne always referred to David as ‘he’. Presumably her head was already stuffed with the names of the boyfriends, husbands, sons and lovers of other clients.

‘And what about my job?’ I already knew what I thought about my job, but I wondered what the canon of hairdresser’s wisdom had to say on the matter.

‘What about your job?’

‘Common sense would say that the job comes before the wild-goose chase.’

‘Common sense will only get you so far,’ said Sally-Anne, through several hair clips clenched between her teeth. ‘You need to give up your job, take a running jump off a cliff, and hope that you grow wings on the way down.’

I forced a weak smile. I had definitely reached a ‘moment’ in my life. I was standing, if not on a cliff, then certainly on a cusp. There was no place for doubt or hesitation. I had to act. Flicking through a magazine while sitting under a hair-dryer, I spotted a small advertisement for Universal Aunts. Their motto caught my eye: ‘Anything for Anyone at Any Time’. I tore it out and squirrelled it into my handbag.

* * *

As soon as the Christmas holidays were over, I gave in my resignation: five months’ notice. I would leave the Gallery at the end of May. With flaming bridges behind me, I would set off into the future. Naive? Everyone of my background was, in those days.

My mother took my resignation with a pained look. My father weighed in: ‘You can’t leave the Gallery. You need a job, security and a position.’

‘I have other priorities,’ I said. ‘I have held down a decent job. I know I can do it. I’ve earned the right to do what I want.’

‘But why throw it away? You’ve been promoted. Things are about to get interesting.’

‘I’m throwing nothing away. This job was never meant to be a vocation. I love the National Gallery, but I refuse to grow old there, and I certainly don’t want to plot and connive my way up to the top. It is time to move on!’

‘And do what?’

I could tolerate a little light questioning, but this was an inquisition too far. ‘Follow the yellow brick road!’

I saw in my father’s eyes a look of terrified loneliness. He could see I meant it. I could almost hear him thinking that his loving daughter was intending to leave home, and that no one would replace that love. It meant abandoning my father to a cold and lonely fight with my mother.

‘How do you know where it leads?’ asked my father, quietly.

‘I’ll tell you in twenty years.’

Meanwhile, strategic thinking was called for. To provoke a reaction in David, I pretended to audition suitors. I adroitly rotated boyfriends, or friends who happened to be boys. From my diary, I cannot remember who ‘John’, ‘Stuart’ and ‘Jack’ were, never mind their real names. In February, I managed to get one up on David by going on a skiing trip to Switzerland.

While on the slopes, to my pleasant shock, a telegram arrived on 14 February: ‘Romeo to Juliet’. I easily deduced that it was from David. Even as I write this sixty-six years later, I can still feel the emotions that overcame me. It was so unlike David. 

Returning to London, I found that my Austin 7 had become a maternity ward. A cat had climbed in through the uncloseable windows, and littered in the footwell. Happy that a pet had nested in my ‘pet’, I left the clowder alone. A few days later, it vanished. This felt like another spur.

My other-boyfriend feint worked. From mid-February to David’s departure in March, my diary was awhirl with theatre visits, dinners, film expeditions and concerts, all with David, and anything to keep away from home. I said goodbye to him in a tearful farewell at Victoria Station as he boarded the boat train to Paris.

I wanted to travel too, but in a way that aligned with my parents’ sensitivities. Had I told them I was about to go abroad on my own, they would have clamoured, A young girl travelling abroad alone? Unthinkable! They would have howled even louder if I’d said I was travelling to see David. Whatever I did, they would have objected. I needed to find the least objectionable excuse. From my handbag, I pulled out the advertisement for Universal Aunts.

* * *

‘I want an adventure,’ I announced to the middle-aged woman seated in the sparse office of Universal Aunts in Belgravia, hung with framed testimonials, where I’d dropped in one day in early May. ‘Somewhere abroad,’ I persisted. ‘Anywhere but Paris.’

The woman put down her sandwich, picked up a paper napkin, and dabbed her Cupid’s bow lips.

‘We are not travel agents, you know.’ She held out a mottled hand. ‘Gertrude Maclean.’

‘Gill Johnson.’

Miss Maclean’s resigned what-might-have-been air reminded me of a forlorn nun who had taught me piano and French in a convent in the Borders of Scotland where I was evacuated during the war.

‘I quite understand,’ I said, maintaining an upright posture. ‘It’s just that I saw your advertisement at the hairdresser’s, and thought I’d come by in my lunch-break.’

‘You have a job?’

‘At the National Gallery.’

‘Your position?’ said Miss Maclean, picking up a pen.

‘I’m assistant to the head of Publications but …’ I paused.

Miss Maclean looked up.

‘… I have handed in my notice.’

Miss Maclean whipped off her glasses. ‘Miss Johnson, I am knee-deep in handwritten letters accompanied by stamped, addressed envelopes to the back of beyond from girls who’d kill to work at the National Gallery. You are staring at the catch-net of the unenfranchised, the dispossessed and the unloved. Why do you think you’re different?’

‘I don’t. I just feel in need of excitement, a bit of fun.’

‘Fun.’ Miss Maclean spat out the word as if it were an inedibly tough part of her sandwich. ‘Most of the women we meet are trying to get into a job, not out of one.’ She stared at me, purse-lipped. ‘So. Tell me about yourself.’

‘I’ve just turned twenty-five. I’m single, educated – up to a point. I don’t have many qualifications but I know how to tie shoelaces. I live in London with my parents – it’s all right, there haven’t been any homicides. At least not yet. I feel just like I’m …’

‘Persephone dragged into the cold netherworld of the dead.’

‘That’s it!’

‘I hear that a lot,’ said Miss Maclean. ‘“Anywhere but Paris”. What’s wrong with Paris?’ She leant forward slightly, then added, ‘What is in Paris?’

‘…’

She leant further forward, and said, ‘He’s in Paris, isn’t he.’ It wasn’t a question.

I had no idea that I gave so much away.

‘Y-yes.’

‘Nothing wrong with a cri de coeur,’ said Miss Maclean, sitting back in triumph. ‘Hear them all the time. How long will he be in Paris?’

‘He says a year.’

Miss Maclean’s blue-grey eyes turned cold, so I pre-empted the next question: ‘You need to know if I’m reliable.’

‘Are you?’

‘Ask Sir Philip Hendy, the director of the National Gallery.’

‘If you get along so well with Sir Philip, why did you hand in your notice? I have better things to do than to help you play games with your sweetheart. Missing out on the marital merry-go-round is the least of the problems that I have to deal with.’

‘I don’t want five years at the National Gallery to become fifty.’

‘Why should they? You could work anywhere. The art world would be at your feet. Think of the glamour.’

‘I don’t need glamour,’ I said. ‘I’m happy with happiness. But I refuse to wait at home while he’s pursuing his Parisian pipe-dreams.’

‘So, you’re ready to toss your cards into the air and see where they land.’

‘I’m hoping you might make such a move unnecessary,’ I said. ‘Or at least give me an idea of what cards I hold and where they might land.’

‘And if he snaps his fingers …?’

‘Am I on the next train to Paris?’ I shook my head. ‘No. Absolutely not.’

Miss Maclean brightened. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘We try to avoid impulsive behaviour. Now, I don’t suppose you hold a driving licence.’

‘I do.’

‘What languages, other than the Queen’s English?’

‘German and French.’

‘Italian?’

‘With a bit of pantomime, I can get by.’

Miss Maclean put on her glasses, picked up an envelope and held it lightly in her fingertips. She placed it on the desk between us. I saw that the return address, although upside-down to me, consisted of three words on two lines, and was embossed in red.

‘Have you ever been in charge of children?’ asked Miss Maclean.

‘I have two younger brothers. I like children. I used to be one myself.’

‘Grown-ups? Have you been in charge of adults?’

‘At the Gallery, I work in a team. We’re very—’

‘I mean staff.’

‘Ah! When I stayed at my Aunt Ida’s dairy farm, I gave the farmhands their orders in German. My grandfather came from Leipzig.’

Miss Maclean paused and looked at me objectively. ‘As it happens,’ she said, ‘a letter arrived this morning offering a rather unusual position to a young woman with languages who can drive and look after young children. The job description does not seem onerous. However, the position demands an unusually high calibre of candidate. I’ve considered a number of girls. I wonder if it might appeal to you.’

‘I’d be completely fine with that,’ I said. ‘Why not?’

I was still unable to make out the small, upside-down legend of the return address. I felt like a cheating schoolgirl trying to peek at a classmate’s test paper. ‘Is this job in Europe?’ I asked.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m interested.’

Miss Maclean nodded slowly.

‘The return address,’ I said, looking at the envelope. ‘Are three words enough?’

‘Plenty,’ said Miss Maclean, ‘No street address necessary – none possible, in fact.’ She picked up the envelope, and withdrew the letter. ‘The family name is Brandolini d’Adda.’ She flourished the document. ‘This letter is from Conte Brandolini d’Adda. The Contessa wants someone to look after their boys aged nine and seven for the summer. I understand she is expecting another child.’

‘What is the address?’

‘Palazzo Brandolini, Venice.’

* * *

The following day, blossom confetti’d brilliantly in the spring sunshine as I arrived at Pelham Place, an elegant Georgian terrace.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said. ‘Is this the house of Oliver Messel? My name is Gill Johnson.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said the handsome butler, a young man of Scandinavian physiognomy wearing a striped butcher’s apron. ‘Do come in.’

We climbed stairs. The drawing room ran the entire length of the house.

‘Do take a seat,’ said the butler. ‘Mr Messel will be with you shortly. Tea?’

‘Thank you.’

Miss Maclean had forwarded me to Oliver Messel who was acting as referee for the Venice position. I had little idea who Mr Messel was other than an interior designer.

Number 17 Pelham Place was two houses joined laterally. I’d never felt such an exhilarating sense of light and space, and yet there was nowhere to sit. The space was filled with … Well, what? It was a sensational Aladdin’s Cave of fantastic brocante: flowery china, bunches of roses, a papier-mâché bust wearing a wig, and a pair of gilt, marble-topped tables. On the floor lay a heavy-looking roll of canvas, a pile of dishcloths and several sheets of gold paper. Hanging on the walls were two mirrors encrusted with a gold floral motif, and festooned with engraved or embossed invitations. To either side of one mirror hung grotesque theatrical masks, hatted, plumed, sequined and swathed in silk. In mid-room, Regency armchairs filled with papers addressed a dark-green silken couch.

I noticed some sketches lying on a sofa: they looked like a playful fantasy of what a grand interior might look like. I was standing in the crèche and nursery of an artist’s inspirations and creations.

A boyish-looking Latin-dark man appeared as if from nowhere.

‘Oliver Messel. How do you do?’ He smiled warmly. ‘Thank you for coming. Please,’ he said, scooping a pile of books and papers from a sofa.

Trim, dapper in white shirt with sleeves rolled up, alert, lively, Messel had the air of a sprite: dark, intelligent gaze, eyebrows plucked into miniature proscenium arches and a high forehead. ‘Have you come far?’ he asked.

‘I live in Westminster,’ I said. ‘It was such a lovely afternoon that I walked.’

‘London is so gorgeous at this time of year, isn’t it? Now, a dear friend in Venice is looking for someone to take care of two children for the summer. Your name has been sifted.’ Messel grinned. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? Hah! As you can probably tell, I’ve not done this sort of thing before. Normally I’m the one being interviewed. Anyway, her name is Contessa Cristiana Brandolini d’Adda.’

‘That name means nothing to me, I’m afraid,’ I said. ‘Miss Maclean mentioned something about a well-known family in Venice.’

‘Cristiana is an Agnelli,’ Messel said. He paused and put on an expression of sudden seriousness. ‘I expect you’ve heard of her brother Gianni Agnelli?’

I had to reach deep into my knowledge of Italian. ‘Lambs?’ I said.

‘Ah, parla italiano!’ Messel relaxed, leant back and smiled. ‘The Agnelli own Fiat in Turin. You know those little Cinquecento cars?’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘Gianni runs the shop. Cristiana is married to Brando Brandolini d’Adda, lovely man. He’s a conte of some sort. His family go back centuries. I’ve done a few bits and pieces for them. I’ve no idea what exactly the job entails, but they’ve asked me to help. I understand the boys had an English governess.’

‘If these boys are Italian, why did they have an English governess?’

‘Ah, that’s because English is the common language of the jet set,’ said Messel.’

‘I’ve heard of the jet set, but know nothing about them, except that people talked about them breathlessly.’

‘They’re the rich, glamorous, international, wafer-thin upper crust of European and American society that travels around the world in jet aeroplanes. Whether they’re Greek, French, Italian, German, South American, Swedish, Danish or Russian, they need English if they are to be taken seriously. The important thing is that the jet set looks to the English not only for their language but also for their manners, style and [cough] taste in interior decoration.’ Messel couldn’t resist a smile. ‘They all secretly want to be English gentlemen and gentlewomen. Some of the more intelligent ones even manage to fathom the English class system, and the really clever ones, like Brando and Cristiana, even understand the English sense of humour. Cristiana and Brando are what you might call critical nodes.’ Messel winked and grinned. ‘Now, I understand you love art.’

‘Yes.’

‘So, if I said, “Bellini”?’

‘The painter or the Venetian cocktail, and if the painter, which of the three Bellini?’

Messel smiled. ‘Do you know anyone in Venice?’

‘Only dead ones, like Titian and Veronese.’

‘Yes, it’s always handy to have a bit of background knowledge.’

Interview over, we descended to the hall. While Messel dug about for his card, I peered at a pile of parcels by the front door: ‘Ernest E Lupowitz III, Sutton Place, New York’, ‘Mme de Boisseau, Avenue Montaigne, Paris’, ‘Alfred Pleydl, Beverly Hills’ and ‘Royal Opera House, Covent Garden’. 

* * *

Feeling a tingle of excitement and liberation, I deferred my journey home, and walked to Gloucester Road to meet Jean. Could Mr Messel produce me like one of his creations, wrap me up and affix a label for dispatch to Venice? This adventure, if it came off, could be breathtaking and life-changing. I wanted it more than ever.

‘I know Italians are brought up to believe in miracles but isn’t this asking a lot of God?’ said Jean, chopping carrots. ‘What do you know about childcare or teaching English?’

‘I’m not even asking for a minor miracle. I could look after children and teach English in my sleep.’

‘I expect,’ said Jean, ‘Mr Messel will be feeling relieved. He was probably dreading having to interview a queue of dull women who can only pretend to speak Italian and haven’t a clue which country Venice is in. Still,’ she put down the chopping knife and bit the end off a carrot, ‘I can’t see how this job is an improvement on the National Gallery.’

‘Is chopping carrots and ironing an improvement?’

‘Well …’

‘Exactly. Who cares about an “improvement” when there is a far greater good at stake?’

Walking home from Gloucester Road, I had two and a half miles in which to wonder if David really was a ‘greater good’ or if I was imagining it.

Back home, I found my mother at her dressing-table awaft with Chanel No 5 mixed with the aroma of gardenia bath oils.

‘Venice?’ she cried, at her triple mirror, when I told her about the job. ‘I thought you didn’t want to be an au pair, and, if you do, why not be an au pair to your own family?’

‘Let’s not go into that.’ I flung her a nonchalant look. ‘I just walked into the offices of Universal Aunts.’

I felt that my mother’s interest was piqued by Venice. My parents loved Venice. They’d honeymooned there. Perhaps their marriage was credited to Venice. Would something similar happen to me?

All of a sudden, my parents’ lives were thrown into confusion. It was one thing for me to hand in my notice, quite another to leave home. That the convergence of these two eventualities seemed to coincide with the arrival of David was multiply alarming, especially to my father, whom I suspected of jealousy. However, he knew, and I knew that he knew, that he wouldn’t want to alienate his favourite daughter for ever.

‘And who will help at home?’ asked my mother.

At that moment, Nanny stumbled in, bearing the look of a threadbare cushion. I half convinced myself that Nanny could take over my role within the household. Despite her loss of resilience, I was casting her as an unlikely peacekeeper between my parents. Wasn’t that half the point of staff – to hold families together while keeping them apart?

The mood changed significantly when the telephone rang on its wobbly side table. My mother went to pick it up. I could make out the booming voice of Aunt Ida, who would occasionally ring for a ‘quiet’ chat. My mother held the receiver a few inches from her ear.

‘… and Gill has been interviewed for a job in Venice,’ she said to Aunt Ida, ‘working for an Italian family.’

My mother mentioned the news of my possible job in Venice simply as something that might interest Aunt Ida. She slightly looked up to her elder sister, her only sane sibling and one to whom she had been indebted since Aunt Ida had looked after us during the war. 

‘An Italian family?’ cried Aunt Ida. ‘Who are these [crescendoing boom] ITALIANS?’ My mother opened the angle of the receiver.

I visualised Aunt Ida as if she were standing before me. Indomitable, enthusiastic, generous, intelligent, faintly patronising and often mistaken for a hybrid of Lady Bracknell and one of Bertie Wooster’s aunts, she was a tough-love fairy godmother. During part of the war, I lived with her at Bryckden Place, her Victorian pile on thirty acres of east Sussex. I was the dream niece, who bore neither blot nor stain, over whom she could wield influence absolved of direct responsibility.

The legend of her chaining herself to the railings outside Buckingham Palace in 1914 in support of the suffragettes indicated a daring and liberating spirit. Professionally, she was a phenomenon. While her whisky distiller husband golfed, she rolled up her sleeves. She invented milking machines that enabled her to juggle her dairy herd while leading a comfortable and civilised life. With her unshakeable belief in progress, and the essential goodness of new things, Aunt Ida was a step up from many other aunts. While my mother came across as spoilt, Aunt Ida conveyed a sense of grandeur tempered by humour. She and my mother were a study in opposites: Aunt Ida’s lightning to my mother’s thunder.

Neither of my parents had bothered to ask, ‘Who are these Italians?’ I could tell they thought I wouldn’t get the job. Aunt Ida, however, had no such qualms.

‘The family name is Brandolini d’Adda,’ said my mother to Aunt Ida.

‘That name rings a cracked bell,’ said Aunt Ida. ‘What is the job?’

‘She hasn’t yet been offered one.’

‘Never mind that,’ said Aunt Ida, brusquely. ‘What’s the job description?’

‘Sort of au pair to the children, teaching them English, and generally looking after them.’ My mother glanced at me for approval. I nodded.

‘I see,’ said Aunt Ida. ‘We need to make it abundantly clear that Gill goes into battle at the very top. She’s officer class.’

‘Gill simply had an interview today,’ said my mother, trying to dampen Aunt Ida’s spirit, ‘with a man called Oliver Messel, who I underst—’

‘Oh. I. Know. Oliver. His parents are neighbours. Oliver knows Anthony. They met in Hollywood. Oliver designs film sets or something. Let’s see … Hollywood is eight hours behind. Anthony will be having his elevenses. I’ll call him. Leave this with me. Tell Gill to pack.’

The idea of my cousin Anthony Dawson, the Hollywood villain and arch baddy, having elevenses seemed laughable, but I let it go. Aunt Ida was willing to make intercontinental calls on my behalf, while it wouldn’t have occurred to my mother even to get out of bed. More importantly, Aunt Ida’s leap into unprompted action was the first credible endorsement of my proposed adventure. I wasn’t simply daydreaming in an unemancipated age: I was making sensible decisions.

Powerful machinery began to turn. A universal aunt in a real sense, Aunt Ida was an effective operator. Her voice and manner could assume a chilling authority. I wondered if she really did know Oliver Messel.

* * *

When the telephone rang the following morning, I smothered it.

‘Is Miss Johnson there?’ said the voice. I recognised Miss Maclean.

‘Speaking,’ I said.

‘Gertrude Maclean. Universal Aunts.’

‘Ah, yes, lovely to hear from you.’

‘I’m delighted to say that the job in Venice is yours should you choose to accept it. The term of the contract will run from the fifth of June. You will be paid the sum
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