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Dedication

I dedicate this book to Steve, 
my wonderful husband xxx

   


Epigraph

‘We have the greatest weapons in our hands by just being women.’

Maria Callas
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Prologue

Lombardy, October 1985

‘Pie Jesu Domine, Dona eis requiem …’

The high, sweet voice of the girl rang out across the church of the Holy Trinity, echoing from the ancient altar and drifting up to the heavens. The sound was clear and beautiful, like the voice of an angel but, out in the congregation, Maria Monti found herself distracted, Fauré’s Requiem little more than background noise to her thoughts. She was worried about her father, Alberto. 

Every Sunday, Maria went to church with her parents and siblings, but this week her father had been too ill to attend. They’d left him at home, wracked with coughing and wrapped up in a blanket beside the fireplace.

Maria’s brother, Pietro, had been out that morning in the forest surrounding their house, gathering wood to burn; they were down to the last of the oil for the stove and could barely afford any more. Her father worked for one of the tanneries that provided the finest leather to the workshops in nearby Milan, but recently he’d been sick more often than he’d been well, with repeated bouts of bronchitis. The doctor said it was because of the chemicals at the tannery, but Alberto had been unable to find a position elsewhere.

The Monti family grew vegetables and kept chickens, while Silvia, Maria’s mother, took on cleaning jobs in the big houses on the shores of Lake Como, but with five children to feed, it was always a struggle to make ends meet.

When she wasn’t skivvying for her untidy siblings, Maria dreamed of escape. She didn’t want this to be her future – scratching out a living in a tiny house on the slopes of the mountains outside Milan, spending the rest of her life in the uneventful village of Cannegia. She wanted to be able to buy nice clothes and shoes, to be glamorous like the celebrities she read about in her mother’s old copies of Hello! that were cast-offs from the houses she cleaned for, but it was more than that. Maria wanted to live an extraordinary life and experience incredible things. She wanted her future to be magical, like a fairy tale, with palaces and dazzling balls where a handsome prince would sweep her off her feet. 

At school, Maria had once read a book about Venice, a floating city built on dozens of islands that had barely changed for centuries. What could be more magical than that? Maria had thought breathlessly, as she pored over pictures of winding canals and pastel-coloured palazzos, ornate stone bridges and domed churches and an ancient bell tower. Even the names were evocative: Piazza San Marco, Ponte dei Sospiri, Palazzo Ducale. Maria could hardly believe that La Serenissima was little more than a hundred miles from where she lived her dull existence. It looked like a different world.

She had read about Giacomo Casanova too, a legendary libertine who was born in Venice in the eighteenth century, when it was the pleasure capital of Europe. Casanova was – amongst other pursuits – a writer, a musician, a spy, and a voracious lover. Maria thought he sounded incredibly exciting. She was fifteen years old and found herself regularly daydreaming about boys, wondering what her future husband would be like. She was excited to have her first kiss, her first boyfriend, her first caress from a lover. 

A blush rose in her cheeks at the thought, and she inadvertently glanced across the aisle to see Lorenzo Mancini looking at her. Beneath his gaze, her face grew a deeper shade of crimson and she cast her eyes down, feeling heat wash over her body like a warm waterfall. When she glanced up again, Lorenzo was still watching her. Boldly, she held his stare, unconsciously biting her lip. 

Lorenzo was classically handsome, with thick, dark hair, a Roman nose and tanned skin. He was twenty-two years old, the same age as her eldest brother, Renato, and he was tall and muscular with a broad back and strong arms, his biceps straining against the suit jacket he was wearing. He had deep brown eyes and full lips, and Maria found herself wondering what it would be like to kiss him—

‘Maria! Basta!’ her mother hissed under her breath. Guiltily, Maria averted her eyes, her heart racing. She stared down at the worn flagstones beneath her feet, noticing the way her black leather pumps were coming apart at the stitching, and tried to concentrate on the angelic voice singing at the front of the church. 

But she was still thinking about Lorenzo. 

The congregation spilled out of the Holy Trinity into a beautiful autumnal morning, gathering in pockets to chatter and gossip. It was a small community, and Maria recognized everyone as she stood beside her mother and siblings, twisting her long, dark hair round one finger and wishing she could go home. Silvia Monti loved to natter with her neighbours, or to collar old Padre Bernardi and regale him with tales of her piety. They would be there for hours, Maria groaned inwardly, as her brothers messed around with their friends, her sisters standing beside Silvia, knowing they would one day be the matriarch of their own families and hold court like this.

Maria wasn’t interested in hearing what the doctor had said about Rosa Greco’s bunions, or in the rumours that Giovanna Riccardi was pregnant out of wedlock. She was worried about her father and wanted to get back to him.

Maria adored her papà. She was the baby of the family, and Alberto always called her his piccola bambina. He never spoke down to her or got angry with her like her mother and siblings did.

Maria’s best friend, Elisabetta, once told her that the reason her sisters were so mean to her was because they were jealous that she was cleverer and more beautiful than them, her dark hair glossier, her green eyes brighter, her waist slimmer and her breasts larger. Maria didn’t know if that was true, but the boys at school had begun to look at her in a different way and made comments as she passed them. When she walked home one night, Luca Sterpone had shouted out at her, asking for a kiss, ‘Sei bellissima – baciami!’, and the others had burst out laughing.

As Maria heard her mother launch into an oft-repeated anecdote about one of the chickens getting loose and flying all the way up to the roof of the house, her mind was made up. She nudged her sister and said, ‘Beatrice, tell Mamma I’m going on ahead. I’ll see you back at home.’

‘But Maria—’ Beatrice began angrily.

Maria didn’t stop to listen, skipping out of the gate and making her way through the narrow lanes of the village of Cannegia. She could take the main road, which wound slowly up the mountain, but Maria knew it was much quicker to take the steep, rocky path through the woods.

She set off at a brisk pace, enjoying the relative cool of the morning before it grew hotter, her lungs pumping, her breath quickening. She passed into the forest where it was shady and quiet, her feet crunching softly on the fallen leaves. She heard the tapping of a woodpecker in the distance, the noise echoing through the trees, then spotted the white flash of a deer’s tail as it turned in fright and hurried silently away.

As the trail wound higher, the route growing more hazardous, Maria’s thoughts turned to Lorenzo, daydreaming about his handsome face and perfectly chiselled body. There’d been a definite look of interest in those arrogant, wolfish eyes, smouldering beneath thick brows, as he fixed her with his intense gaze. Lorenzo wasn’t like the boys in her class at school; he was tall and strong and muscular. He was a man. 

She jumped as she heard a twig snap close behind her, whirling round in alarm. Almost as though she’d summoned him, Lorenzo Mancini was standing there. He smiled when he saw her. 

‘Lorenzo! You gave me a fright!’ Maria’s heart was thumping, and she was both surprised and puzzled to see him. 

‘I called your name but you didn’t hear me. Were you daydreaming?’ he teased, and Maria blushed. ‘What about?’ Lorenzo asked, then laughed as though he knew that she’d been thinking about him. 

‘Why are you going this way? You don’t live up here,’ Maria frowned.

‘Can’t you guess?’ His smile grew wider, as Maria’s heart skipped a beat. 

‘You followed me?’ she stammered, hardly daring to believe it. 

Lorenzo stepped closer. He was over a head taller than her, and she had to tilt her face back to look at him. ‘You’re so beautiful, Maria,’ Lorenzo murmured.

Maria felt as though she were dreaming. Lorenzo Mancini thought she was beautiful? Impossibile! She didn’t even realize he knew her name. 

Bashfully, she bowed her head, but Lorenzo reached out and placed one finger under her chin, forcing her gaze upwards. She shivered beneath his touch; the gesture felt so intimate. 

‘Look at me,’ Lorenzo murmured. 

Maria did as he commanded, as though she were under his spell. His eyes were dark, the pupils large. There was something intense in his expression, and it frightened her a little. 

‘Lorenzo,’ she breathed, but he took her words away with a kiss, his mouth closing on hers. Maria thought she might faint, her legs threatening to buckle beneath her – she was kissing Lorenzo Mancini!

His mouth was pressed down on hers, but it was harder than she expected, uncomfortable almost. She tried to pull away, but he held her tightly, pushing his tongue inside her mouth. This wasn’t loving or tender – it was forceful and rough.

‘Lorenzo, no! Smettila!’ Maria pushed him, feeling confused and a little scared. His body felt so large against hers, as though he could easily physically overpower her. Lorenzo’s breathing was coming fast, and there was something animalistic in the way he was looking at her.

A sudden burst of fear surged through Maria. ‘I need to go home, Lorenzo. My father’s not well. He’s waiting for me.’ She began to walk away, but Lorenzo ran after her, grabbing her arm so tightly that it hurt. ‘Ouch!’ Maria exclaimed, trying to shake him free. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Don’t play the innocent with me, Maria Monti. I saw the way you were looking at me in church.’

‘What do you mean?’ Maria knew exactly what he was referring to. Yes, she’d flirted with him a little, but had she encouraged him? Had she led him on? She knew what the boys at school said about girls like her – that they were a tease.

‘I know you want this,’ Lorenzo hissed. His face was no longer handsome but twisted with cruelty, his muscular body aggressive and threatening. 

Maria’s adrenaline spiked. He lunged towards her and she reacted instinctively, both hands on his chest as she pushed him with full force. It was enough to throw him off balance and he stumbled backwards, dislodging loose stones with his heels. The ground seemed to give way beneath him and he tripped, his arms flailing as he vainly tried to stay upright.

With horror, Maria realized that he was teetering on the edge of a ravine, nothing but fresh air between him and the rocky gorge a dozen metres deep.

‘Maria!’ he yelled, thrusting his hands towards her, his eyes widened in terror, his mouth opening in surprise, as the stones beneath him gave way and he dropped, his body dangling over the side of the gorge as he desperately held onto the craggy stones that jutted out and were all that stopped him from falling.

‘Maria, help me!’ His eyes beseeched her, but she felt rooted to the spot … she was the only person who could save him now …




Chapter 1

Venice, February 1995

Venice sparkled in the darkness. Across the canal, the magnificent palazzi were lit from below, the city bathed in a soft glow that reflected off the water. The air was fresh, a bracing chill in the February night, but the city felt magical at any time of year.

Gina Bellini was standing on the balcony, on the top floor of the White Palace Hotel, and she sighed in satisfaction. She could never get tired of this view, she thought, watching the lights from dozens of boats illuminating the gentle waves as they glided along the Grand Canal. Their occupants were dressed in magnificent fashion, a profusion of silk and velvet, capes and masks, as though Gina had travelled back in time and arrived in the eighteenth century. 

Tonight was the first night of Carnevale di Venezia, and Venice felt electric. An annual celebration, with two weeks of festivities leading up to Lent, the Carnival was world-famous for its incredible costumes and glamorous parties. Celebrations were held against the backdrop of the stunning city, with open-air parades and costumed performers, music and spectacle. For Gina, Carnival was her favourite time of year. The city was alive with possibility; there was magic and intrigue in the air. 

Gina watched the scene for a few moments longer, inhaling the familiar, briny scent of the water, hearing the excited calls of tourists from far below. As bells rang out across the city, marking six o’clock, Gina knew that it was almost time. 

She turned to go inside and closed the balcony doors, snapping back into work mode. The room was incredible by anyone’s standards; it was the hotel’s Royal Suite, totalling more than two hundred square feet, and comprising of two king-size bedrooms, an enormous living room and sumptuous dining room. It was decorated in an Italian Renaissance style, with cream-coloured walls accented with intricate gilt designs, plush velvet and gold furniture, and vast crystal chandeliers. 

Right now, a small army of staff were scurrying around the room, ensuring that the entire suite was immaculate. Gina’s practised glance took in everything that was happening, as she ran through the checklist of the guest’s requirements: a dozen large bouquets of unscented white lilies; unlimited amounts of room-temperature bottled water; six jars of manuka honey.

‘Has the aircon been set to exactly twenty-five and a half degrees Celsius in every room?’ she demanded.

‘Yes, of course,’ answered a young man dressed in a sharply cut, three-piece navy suit that was the standard uniform of the White Palace. 

‘And there’s no citrus on the fruit platter?’ Gina checked, as she ran a finger over the antique writing desk to check for dust.

‘Absolutely not.’

Gina nodded, satisfied, catching a glimpse of herself in one of the rococo mirrors; it had been a long shift, but she still looked well-groomed and impeccably put-together, her honey-blonde hair swept back and securely fastened in a chic bun, her light make-up emphasizing her flawless skin and high cheekbones. Her lips were full, and her deep green eyes were framed by dark eyebrows and long, dark lashes. Then she turned away from her reflection and strode into the master bedroom to ensure nothing was out of place.

The White Palace Hotel was the premier destination in Venice. It was situated on its own private island – the Isola dell’Angelo – at the mouth of the Grand Canal, with sweeping views of the city. It occupied a historic palazzo dating back to the sixteenth century, and had been lavishly restored by its current owner to its former glory, replete with ancient frescoes and marble pillars, extensive gardens and even its own helipad. The hotel’s stunning interiors, private location, and discreet, attentive staff made the White Palace a favourite of movie stars and politicians, A-listers and even royalty – Princess Caroline of Monaco was a regular guest, while Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman had stayed in the Presidential Suite during the Venice Film Festival. And it was Gina’s responsibility to make their every desire a reality. 

Gina’s job title was simple: head concierge. In reality, it didn’t fully cover all her role demanded, or how fulfilling she found it. On paper, her task was to give her guests more than they thought they wanted, to exceed their expectations and leave them awestruck; in short, to make all of the guests’ dreams come true. 

Whether that was a romantic dinner in a deserted palazzo, scuba diving in the Gulf of Venice, or taking a sunset helicopter ride over the city, Gina could arrange it all. But it was also so much more than that. Any good concierge could do most of the things she could, but there was one thing that she thought of as her special power, the one thing that made a difference.

Gina liked making people happy. 

Over the years, she’d built up an extensive network and an insider knowledge of the most exclusive experiences in the city, and she adored what she did. The demands were crazy and the hours even crazier, but Gina was at the top of her game and a legend within the industry. Inevitably, making people happy needed nerves of steel, and getting exactly what her guests wanted had made her enemies along the way. She could be tough and uncompromising; she had to be. She could be hard to get to know, too, but she inspired fierce loyalty in those who were allowed into her inner circle, and many of her VIP guests came to regard her as a friend. She’d been invited to summer in the Hamptons with John Kennedy Junior and Carolyn Bessette; skied in St Moritz with Liz Hurley and Hugh Grant; and partied with Carla Bruni and Mick Jagger in Lake Garda.

Though she was still a way off her thirtieth birthday, Gina had been headhunted by major hotels across the world, from London to Los Angeles, Shanghai to San Francisco. But despite the six-figure salaries on offer, the golden handshakes and the prestigious job titles, nothing could entice Gina to leave the White Palace Hotel. Venice was in her soul; she would remain in the city until her dying day, she was certain. 

‘She’s here!’ came a cry from one of the chambermaids, who was stationed by the window. There was a flurry of activity and excited chatter as Gina walked back into the living room. Her heart began to race, nerves churning in her stomach. She was never anything less than completely professional, but the imminent arrival of this particular guest was making her feel apprehensive.

‘Thank you everyone, great work,’ Gina smiled, her discomfort imperceptible as the staff filed out of the door. 

Gina’s gaze swept around the room for a final time, ensuring nothing was out of place. Then she took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and headed for the lift.

Out on the Grand Canal, Lucia de Santis was causing a commotion as she crossed the water on the White Palace speedboat. In fact, she was doing absolutely nothing – merely sitting ramrod straight at the helm of the sleek, wooden Riva, and gazing straight ahead – but this didn’t stop a score of paparazzi vessels racing to keep up, their camera flashes lighting up the inky night sky. It looked as though Lucia was leading an army into battle, a veritable flotilla streaming across the lagoon. 

‘Lucia, give us a smile,’ the photographers shouted. 

‘You look so beautiful tonight. Is it for someone special?’

Lucia didn’t acknowledge the questions, yet she was acutely aware of the paparazzi presence, and delighted by all the attention. She wore oversized Gucci sunglasses, despite it being after dark, and she was swathed in a thick fur coat, decorated with an enormous diamond brooch that glinted in the headlamps of the boats. Her dazzling, platinum-blonde hair tumbled in waves from beneath a silk turban, and a Hermès scarf had been tied at her throat to protect those precious vocal cords, that exquisite voice she’d had insured for ten million dollars. 

With her ruby-red lips and glowing skin, Lucia looked every inch the diva she was. ‘La Leonessa’, the press had christened her – the Lioness – and she revelled in the title. 

Hers was a true rags-to-riches story. Born in a tiny village, tucked away on the slopes of the Italian Alps, Lucia had grown up in near poverty. Her voice and her talent had been her way out, her golden ticket to a new life. She’d won a scholarship to the illustrious Julliard School in New York, leaving home the summer she’d turned eighteen, and she had never looked back. Lucia was now the world’s most famous soprano, a true prima donna, feted by presidents, popes and kings. 

Lucia had performed at every major opera house in every major role: Susanna in The Marriage of Figaro at the Palais Garnier in Paris; Rosina in The Barber of Seville at the Teatro Colón in Buenos Aires. And now she was returning to her home country in triumph, to perform as Violetta in La Traviata at Venice’s prestigious La Fenice opera house. 

‘Lucia, is it true you’re dating Matteo Galliano?’ the photographers shouted, naming the playboy heir to a racing car dynasty. 

‘Where’s Matteo tonight? Will he be coming to see you perform?’

Lucia remained sphinx-like as the boat drew closer to the hotel, aiming for the narrow channel on the eastern side of the small island. The photographers couldn’t follow in here; it was private property, with the waterway leading through a stone archway and directly into the hotel itself, so that guests could disembark in absolute privacy. In Lucia’s case, there was a separate elevator that led directly from the jetty to the Royal Suite, so she could bypass reception and the obvious stares of other guests. 

It was only when Lucia was out of sight of the paparazzi that she allowed a small, mischievous smile to appear on those famous red lips. Everything had gone perfectly; she would be on the front page of every newspaper and gossip magazine tomorrow morning. 

She removed her sunglasses to reveal stunning hazel eyes that sloped like a cat’s, and was gratified that the hotel staff had lined up on the dock to greet her, as though she were a nineteenth-century aristocrat returning to her country house. This was how she was treated now: with deference, respect, and even a little fear. The memories of her poverty-stricken childhood were all but erased, the old Lucia dead and buried. She was La Leonessa, and the rest of the world bowed down accordingly. 

A short, balding man in an off-the-rack suit offered his hand to help her out of the boat. Lucia took it and felt grateful that she was wearing gloves; she avoided touching the common people. 

‘Signora de Santis, I am Bruno Fiore, the general manager of the White Palace. We are delighted to welcome you here, and grateful that you have chosen us to be your home in Venice. We trust everything will be to your satisfaction, but if there’s anything further you need, it will be yours.’ He inclined his head and bent forwards so that he was almost bowing to her. 

‘Grazie,’ Lucia said impatiently. 

As though sensing this, Bruno said briskly, ‘If you’d like to follow me, I’ll show you up to your suite.’

Lucia swept after him on vertiginously high-heeled boots, her imperious gaze sweeping over the row of staff in their cheap uniforms. But Lucia’s eyebrows lifted almost imperceptibly as she glanced Gina’s way, who looked away quickly, hoping that it wasn’t a look of recognition that she saw in Lucia’s eyes. 

Gina took a discreet step backwards, all the better to blend into the shadows, which was exactly the way she wanted it. 




Chapter 2

‘Oh, mia principessa, look at you!’

‘Do you like it, Papà?’ 

Eight-year-old Daniela DiMaggio spun round in giddy circles, her long skirt flaring out, clearly proud and excited. She was wearing a traditional Carnival dress in pink and white, with a silver mask and an incongruous plastic tiara that she’d spontaneously added.

Her father, Marco, sighed as he watched her, feeling a mixture of delight and sadness. She looked wonderful, her personality and style developing every single day, and she was growing up so fast. Tonight was her first Carnival party; yet another milestone that her mother, Stephana, wouldn’t be there to see. 

‘My darling, you look beautiful,’ Marco said, suppressing his emotions. 

‘I can’t wait for Sofia’s party. She’s going to have music and dancing and games. And look, this afternoon, Rosina and I made frittelle.’ Daniela bounded over to pick up the

box on the kitchen table. ‘Here, try one. We put slices of apple in them.’

Marco picked up one of the fried doughnuts, a traditional Venetian Carnival delicacy. ‘Mmm, these are delicious. I think I might have to steal them for myself.’

Daniela giggled, her tiara wobbling on her head comically. ‘Naughty Papà, I’ll leave a few behind for you instead.’ 

Laughing himself, he straightened his daughter’s wonky crown as her nanny, Rosina, emerged from Daniela’s room. She was a stout woman in her sixties, and looked like a traditional Italian nonna, with greying hair pulled up in an untidy bun. She tutted, fussing around her jiggling charge. ‘Don’t forget your coat, Daniela, it’s cold outside.’

She’d been Daniela’s nanny for three years now, since shortly after the accident that claimed her mother’s life. It had quickly become clear that Marco couldn’t cope on his own after Stephana’s death; he needed to go back to work, to keep his business going, to make it a success for Daniela’s future, and he needed a stable, caring figure to help look after his daughter while he did so. Rosina had gone above and beyond, and taken the place of the real grandmother she lacked. Marco was extremely grateful to her. They both adored her. 

‘Don’t you worry about a thing tonight,’ Rosina continued. ‘I’ll take Daniela to the party, then collect her once it’s finished, and bring her back and put her to bed. I’ll stay over in the guest room, so you don’t have to worry about rushing home.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But Papà, you have to start getting ready for your party, or else you’re going to be late. Come on,’ Daniela insisted, taking his hand and pulling him from his seat, dragging him along the corridor to his bedroom. 

The apartment was large by Venetian standards, but each room was small and simply furnished, decorated in a traditional style with exposed stone walls, dark furniture, and polished wooden floors covered with rugs – though Daniela’s clutter strewn through every room gave it a warm and lived-in feel. Very little had been changed since Stephana’s death; Marco didn’t have the time or inclination to redecorate. The paint colours remained the same, the lampshades and curtains were the ones she’d chosen. They were growing a little shabby now, but Marco barely noticed; their familiarity was comforting. 

In his room, his nobleman’s costume was hanging from the door of his antique wardrobe. Daniela went over to his chest of drawers, picking up one of the framed photographs that was displayed on the top. It showed her mother, Stephana, in a black and gold Carnival dress, Marco standing beside her with his arm around her waist, and the iconic vista of St Mark’s Square in the background behind them. The same costume Marco was wearing in the photograph now hung on the wardrobe. Daniela had chosen it because she wanted him to wear the same as he had in that happy moment with her mother.

She gazed at the photograph. ‘Do you think they have Carnevale in heaven, Papà?’

‘I’m sure they do, mia cara. The best. With as many frittelle as you can eat.’ He kissed her on the top of her head. 

‘Are you excited for your party, Papà?’

Marco wrinkled his nose. ‘I don’t think it’s going to be as much fun as yours, I’m afraid. There’ll be lots of people talking about boring business, and it will probably be very dull. I’ll have to try not to fall asleep. In fact, I’m almost asleep now thinking about it,’ he confided in a whisper, pretending to nod off, making Daniela laugh again. 

Marco was a senior partner at Elicotteri Conti – Conti’s Helicopters – a helicopter rental company that chartered flights for VIPs, organized sightseeing trips over the city, and had even provided choppers for movies. Marco himself was a trained stunt pilot, and his flying skills were in demand all over the world.

‘Don’t forget to take your blue eyes out, Papà!’

Marco laughed, remembering the blue contact lenses he was wearing changing the colour of his brown eyes. He was about to start a new project as a stunt double for Brad Redford, Hollywood’s biggest star. They had worked together before and had physical similarities, but the one thing they didn’t have in common was the same colour eyes. Brad was a stickler for detail. Marco had been trying out his new lenses ahead of the shoot to get used to them. ‘I’m bound to forget, bambina.’

It was an honour to be invited to the masked Guild Ball thrown by the prestigious Venetian Enterprise Guild, but Marco really didn’t feel like attending tonight. He was tempted to cry off, to head out into the city itself and get lost among the crowds while soaking up the atmosphere of Carnevale, but he knew he couldn’t. It was his responsibility to represent Elicotteri Conti. 

‘Daniela,’ Rosina called. ‘Are you ready, bambina? It’s time to leave.’

Daniela looked torn – she was eager to go to the party, but wanted to see her father in his costume.

‘You go, darling. I need to take a shower, then get ready. Have lots of fun.’

‘All right, Papà,’ Daniela said reluctantly. She put the photograph of her parents back on the chest, then she put her hand out and stroked Stephana’s face. ‘Buona notte, Mamma,’ she said cheerfully.

Marco watched her, overwhelmed with love for his daughter and amazed at her resilience. She looked more like her mother every day, with her jet-black hair and deep brown eyes, her olive skin and dimpled cheeks. It was a tragedy that she had to grow up without Stephana. A tragedy that he wondered if time would ever heal, for either of them.

‘Ciao, Papà,’ Daniela said, coming across to kiss him goodbye. ‘Have a good time at your party.’

‘You too, mia principessa.’

‘Don’t fall asleep!’

‘I won’t,’ Marco laughed.

He listened to the familiar sounds as Daniela got ready to leave, scrambling to find her shoes and her coat as Rosina gently chided her along. Then the front door slammed and everything went quiet, the silence ringing throughout the apartment. Marco sat for a few moments longer then, with a tangle of thoughts running through his mind, he headed for the shower.

‘Olivia!’

Olivia Booth swept into the grand lobby of the hotel in a cloud of Chanel No. 5, dressed head to toe in a cream suit, a set of diamond studs glistening in her ears and a vintage Tiffany & Co. watch on her wrist.

‘Gina, darling I’m delighted to see you. My goodness, you get more beautiful every day!’ she gushed. Olivia’s voice retained a hint of the Yorkshire village where she’d been born, the daughter of a miner. To anyone passing she looked like a wealthy, attractive woman of middle age, and the only thing that hinted at a different backstory was a stick, one with an engraved silver swallow handle, which she held discreetly to her side as the porter took her mountain of luggage through the lobby on a trolley. 

‘You look wonderful too, blooming!’ Gina smiled, hugging Olivia tightly. 

‘I feel wonderful, darling, it is sooo good to be back in Venice, I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed the old place.’

‘Where is Max?’ Gina asked.

‘He’s just paying the water taxi … Ah, here he is now.’

Max Hillman-Clark was a Queen’s Counsel in London, one of the country’s top barristers, but outside his day job he was also a renowned collector and expert in Venetian art. As if that wasn’t enough, he was the son of a baronet and came from one of the wealthiest families in England.

‘I can’t wait to see the suite, darling, is it just as I remember it?’ Olivia enquired, her eyes dancing with excitement.

‘We haven’t changed a thing,’ Gina reassured her. ‘Well, not so as you would notice anyway,’ Gina winked.

‘I don’t doubt that you have had it completely refurbished, repainted and refurnished, just so it can look exactly as it always has done,’ Olivia said.

‘You know us so well!’

‘Darling, it is the only place in Venice that Max and I would choose to get married, isn’t it?’

Max leaned in and gave Gina a warm embrace. ‘Are there any other hotels in Venice?’ he teased.

‘I promise you both, everything is just as you wanted it. You really are my favourite guests, and possibly my favourite people on the planet. I’m organizing everything myself, and you are going to have a day that you will never forget – one that Venice won’t forget, in fact.’

Gina made a discreet nod towards one of the concierges standing close by, who hurried over. Gina took two room keys from him. ‘Carlo will be looking after you today, and he is under strict instructions to give you anything you need.’

Max kissed her cheek, ‘Gina, where would we be without you?’

‘You’re our guardian angel, Gina,’ Olivia agreed.

‘Carlo is going to take you up to your suite now. We can catch up on all of your news when you’ve settled in.’

‘Oh I insist on that!’ Olivia said, ‘I want to hear all about that singer, Lucia de Santis. I’ve heard she’s quite the diva!’

You have no idea …

As Gina watched Olivia and Max head towards the opulent old-fashioned lift, she felt an inner warmth. She had first met Olivia five years previously, when she was still quite new to the hotel herself, and Olivia’s circumstances had been very different indeed.

Olivia really did deserve the very best that the White Palace could offer, and Gina was going to make sure she got it. 

After a busy afternoon, Gina looked at her watch and realized she was running late for the most important date in the Venetian calendar. She had been so busy she hadn’t even had time for her usual one hundred laps in the White Palace pool, which helped her to de-stress and clear her mind of her intense schedule. Now she had to rush; she needed to get back to her apartment and prepare for Carnevale.

She lived in a beautiful old building in the Dorsoduro area of Venice, only a short boat ride away from the hotel, but a world away in terms of style and attitude. Where the White Palace was grand and prestigious, Dorsoduro was the university district. It had a laid-back, unpretentious feel, and was famed for its museums and galleries.

Gina’s apartment was plain and tidy; she worked such long hours that she rarely spent any time there. The flat was rented, and she shared the two-bedroomed place with her colleague, Vittoria, who was the head receptionist at the hotel. 

Outside of work, Vittoria was brash, funny and outrageous, and she never failed to make Gina laugh, always able to draw out the fun side from her natural coolness. Though Gina could easily have afforded her own apartment, something grander in a more exclusive area, she adored living with Vittoria. Gina had made few friends in Venice, and rarely socialized with her colleagues, but she enjoyed Vittoria’s company, and the two of them had lived together for the past few years. Every week Vittoria tried to set Gina up with a different man, and Gina was always trying to get out of Vittoria’s matchmaking, insisting that she was married to her job and there was no time for love.

‘How was La Leonessa’s arrival?’ Vittoria asked with an expectant grin, as Gina walked into their apartment. 

Gina raised an eyebrow. ‘As you’d expect, her arrival was a circus,’ she said, making Vittoria laugh wickedly. In truth, Gina didn’t want to talk about Lucia de Santis; she was hoping to avoid her as much as possible, and had designated Lucia her own personal attendant, one who would report directly to Gina. But given Lucia’s reputation as a demanding diva, it seemed unlikely her visit would pass without Gina being called upon to fulfil some outrageous demand herself. 

‘What time is Leo picking us up?’ Vittoria asked. 

‘He’ll meet us at the jetty in an hour.’ 

Leo was the hotel’s head boatman, and tonight he would take a group of White Palace guests out along the Grand Canal to Piazza San Marco, which was at the heart of the Carnival festivities. Gina, Vittoria, and a dozen other staff members would accompany the guests, stay with them if required, and escort them home shortly after midnight. The more adventurous could wander at liberty, free to get lost in the labyrinthine streets around the piazza and experience the thrill of the crowd. Although it was one of the busiest times of the year for Gina, she got to have some fun too. 

‘How many guests are we expecting?’ Vittoria asked.

‘Thirty.’ Gina had recognized many of the names on the list she’d received earlier that day, repeat customers who she’d come to know well over the years. Olivia and Max would be there, and the Martins from Paris, who stayed whenever they were in the city, while Philippa Russo, of the famous wine dynasty, was bringing her teenage daughter, Carina, to experience her first Carnival. For the Japanese Abe family, it was their first visit to Italy, but they’d stayed many times at White Palaces across the world, and Gina had liaised with her counterparts overseas to learn their preferences and ensure their vacation went without a hitch. 

‘The boat will be almost full,’ Vittoria commented. 

‘And the hotel almost empty,’ Gina laughed. 

‘You know that Leo has a crush on you, don’t you? Why won’t you let me set you up with him?’ Vittoria pouted.

‘Not this again!’ Gina threw a sofa cushion at her friend and rolled her eyes. ‘No boyfriends. I’m married to the White Palace, remember! Come on,’ Gina changed the subject. ‘Let’s go get ready.’

Gina headed through to her bedroom, which contained little beyond a heavy wooden sleigh bed, a wardrobe and desk. She liked to travel lightly through life, and didn’t feel the need to acquire possessions for the sake of it. When she’d arrived in Venice, she’d only brought one small bag – there’d been no trinkets or mementos from home. Well, apart from one …

Gina showered quickly, before blow-drying her short, honey-blonde bob, which she tied back and covered with an enormous white Marie Antoinette-style wig, which was at least six inches high and which Vittoria had to help her pin in place. Then it was time for the rest of the costume, and Gina gently lifted it down from where it was hanging on the back of her door, still unable to believe her good fortune; that she got to wear an incredible dress and take part in the Carnevale di Venezia. 

She slipped it on, taking in her appearance in the mirror. She had to admit she looked spectacular. Her outfit consisted of a full gown of white and gold, handcrafted from silk and trimmed with Burano lace. The skirt was wide, with layers of petticoats, while the brocade bodice pulled her waist in and thrust her breasts upwards, a jewelled brooch nestling at her cleavage. 

She was almost ready, just the last few items. Bustling across her room, the dress swishing pleasingly as she walked, she picked up the bracelet laid out on her dressing table. Her father had passed it down to Gina, telling her it had been her grandmother’s, and to take good care of it. The bracelet was made of Murano glass, a dozen circular beads in myriad shades of blue, like the Venice Lagoon, strung together on a silver chain. It was unlikely to be worth very much, but to Gina it was priceless. It was one of the few tangible memories of her father and grandmother – she didn’t even have so much as a photograph …

‘Are you ready, Gina? The boat will be here soon.’ Vittoria’s voice interrupted her thoughts as she called through the door.

‘Just a moment …’

It was time for the final – and most important – part of her costume. Her mask. She lifted it from the box on her dressing table, where it lay nestled inside layers of tissue paper that crinkled satisfyingly as she lifted it out, holding it up admiringly. The volto mask was a beautiful, papier-mâché creation designed to cover the whole face, exquisitely decorated with an intricate gold design that had been traditionally hand-painted. A length of gold ribbon trailed from either side. Gina reverentially placed it over her face, tying the ribbon behind her head to make it secure.

As soon as it was in place, Gina felt different. Far from hiding behind the mask, Gina felt the opposite – an unexpected sense of freedom. Ordinarily, she worked hard to hide her true self from the world, to conceal the secrets she carried with her. Behind the mask, she was safe to be herself; she felt powerful and untouchable. 

As she turned, she felt the weight of the bracelet on her arm, and heard her mother’s words in her head: One day, my girl, the world will catch up with you.

Gina pushed the memory away. It was time to go, and she wasn’t going to hide any longer. 




Chapter 3

Issy Roberts was deep in thought as she crossed the White Palace’s Presidential Suite, the deep-pile carpet luxuriously soft beneath her Nike trainers. She’d just received a call from her boss, Brad Redford, that the day’s shooting had just wrapped and he was on his way back to the hotel, so Issy was doing some last-minute troubleshooting to ensure everything was perfect for his return. 

Brad Redford was no ordinary boss, and Issy’s job as his personal assistant was far from the average nine-to-five. Brad was one of the world’s biggest movie stars. He was built like a Greek god, and every film he made was box-office gold. Brad had been in the public eye for over twenty years, since making his big-screen debut as a starry-eyed seventeen-year-old in Open Road, a cult classic about a disparate group of youths on motorcycles who’d embarked on a road trip across America. He’d been young and impossibly good-looking, wearing his trademark white T-shirt, blue Levis and a black leather jacket. The iconic poster of him posing moodily on a motorbike had been pinned up on a billion girls’ bedroom walls. He was still met by legions of screaming fans wherever he went, able to bring whole cities to a standstill. 

They were in Venice filming his new movie, High Voltage 3: Electric Angel, the latest in the multimillion-dollar High Voltage franchise. The big set-piece for this movie would take place in a couple of weeks’ time, with Brad being chased across the distinctive orange rooftops of Venice by the villain, flying a black helicopter. The action would culminate in Brad leaping from the roof of the Doge’s Palace and escaping on a gondola piloted by his love interest in the movie, as the helicopter crash-landed in St Mark’s Square. 

Despite Brad’s classic movie-star good looks – perfectly coiffed dark blond hair and twinkling blue eyes – he had a reputation within the industry as a daredevil, and was famous for doing his own stunts. He knew that nervous production companies would usually say no to other actors, but nobody said no to Brad Redford. Besides, in this case, he co-owned the production company.

As his PA, Issy did everything for Brad – not only arranging his schedule but organizing his closet, dealing with his fan mail, and even buying his favourite cashmere socks. Her role was to anticipate his every need and fulfil it, a steaming macchiato in his hand before he even realized he wanted one. 

Her chosen career was never less than exhilarating; she got to travel the world, meet people she’d only ever read about in gossip magazines, and stay in incredible hotels like the White Palace. She was devoted to her job. And to Brad. 

Issy checked her watch, estimating she had ten minutes before his return. She sat down at the enormous polished-walnut table, in the dining room that was being used as a makeshift office, and opened her laptop. It was rigged up to a printer which the hotel had provided, and every evening she would print off Brad’s schedule for the next day, along with any script updates. 

Issy looked over Brad’s diary for the coming weeks and pulled a face. The next couple of months were blocked out for shooting. They would spend three weeks in Venice, then move location to Prague, before heading back to Los Angeles to film on set in the studio. Slotted in around all of that were awards ceremonies, interviews, photo shoots, and all manner of commitments that made up Brad Redford’s high-octane life. He’d recently signed as the face – or rather the body – of Calvin Klein underwear, and she still needed to schedule the first campaign shoot when they returned to LA.

Then, in two weeks’ time, there it was, in bold black capital letters: LEXI. Issy frowned. 

Lexi Parker was more than just Mrs Brad Redford – she was a celebrated actress and a star in her own right. Together, they were two of the biggest players in Hollywood, an internationally renowned power couple. Brad had famously cast Lexi as his love interest in the romantic comedy My Other Half, later admitting that he’d been instantly attracted to her. It was a case of art imitating life, as the two of them fell in love on set, a fairy-tale wedding in a French château following mere months later. 

Brad and Lexi hadn’t yet had children, which had given rise to all kinds of vicious tabloid rumours – that their marriage was a sham; that at least one of them was infertile; that Lexi had put her career above a family. Issy knew that the rumours bothered Brad, but he rarely spoke about it. Behind the scenes though, Issy knew, their relationship wasn’t as perfect as it appeared. 

Issy tucked her hair behind her ears and stared at the screen. She’d been blessed with a riot of red corkscrew curls, which sometimes turned heads but could be hard to keep under control. She tapped in a couple of additions to Brad’s diary, and thought about the situation with Lexi. Brad was supposed to take a private jet to meet her in Paris for a weekend, where she would be unveiled as the new face of Chanel’s latest fragrance. Realistically, Issy knew, they would need that weekend to finalize the night shoots. She’d overheard the director say they were overrunning and would need another twenty-four hours at least. Then if she added the Vogue Italia shoot on the Sunday … Issy usually tried to schedule a rest day at least once a fortnight, but sometimes it wasn’t possible. Brad would understand, she thought, as she took a deep breath and deleted Lexi’s name from the calendar. 

The door was flung open and Issy jumped guiltily, pasting a bright smile on her face as Brad walked in. His adrenaline was clearly flowing after the day’s filming, and he had that unmistakable movie-star glow. He was more than attractive or handsome; he seemed to have an indefinable quality that always took her by surprise. Issy wished she’d made more of an effort; she’d spent the day running errands and was wearing jeans and an oversized Calvin Klein jumper that Brad had been sent but passed on to Issy. 

‘What a day! I’m exhausted,’ Brad exclaimed. He seemed anything but tired though. To Issy, Brad always seemed to have a fully charged battery, bouncing around like a ball of energy, enthusiastic about everything the world had to offer. His stamina was unlimited, and he had an infectious zest for life. 

‘How did it go?’

‘It was awesome! We shot the speedboat chase out on the lagoon. The adrenaline was pumping, and the city looked beautiful. You should have come.’

‘I had a lot to do back here. I’m sure you were amazing though,’ Issy grinned. She wasn’t just blowing smoke up his ass; he always did an incredible job. Brad was a great employer, a great guy, and Issy loved working for him.

‘So what am I doing tonight?’ Brad asked, turning to her. ‘Wait – you know what? Let me take a shower. I’ll be two minutes.’

Like a whirlwind, he dashed off towards the master bedroom. A few seconds later, Issy heard the sound of water running. She did a final sweep of the sitting room, checking that Brad’s favourite Grey Goose vodka had been restocked in the minibar, along with bottles of San Pellegrino and fresh limes. She made sure that housekeeping had put away his dry cleaning and made his bed. Then she quickly printed out the schedule and laid it on the table. 

‘OK, that feels better! Now I’m all yours.’ 

Issy looked up to see Brad striding into the room, drying his hair on a pristine white towel. A second towel was wrapped around his waist, but his chest was bare, droplets of water nestled in the fine blond hairs. Brad was in impressive shape. As an action-movie star, it was a requirement of the job, but Issy knew that his routine in the lead-up to this film had been intense, living on six high-protein meals a day, and training with an ex-Navy SEAL. It had all been worth it, though, to get this lean, ripped body, his muscles rippling, his tight six-pack dipping below the towel …

Issy had seen Brad semi-naked more times than she could count. Recently though, she’d found herself avoiding becoming too close to him like this; she’d started to feel overwhelmed by feelings that flustered her. She averted her eyes and concentrated on her schedule. 

‘I’ve made dinner reservations at Antica Trattoria Poste Vecie,’ Issy explained, carefully pronouncing the Italian words. ‘It’s one of the oldest restaurants in Venice – Casanova used to dine in the same building. It specializes in traditional
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