

[image: ]



About the Author

Louise Douglas is an RNA award winner and the bestselling author of several brilliant novels. These include the number one bestseller The Lost Notebook, and The Secrets Between Us, which was a Richard and Judy Book Club pick. She lives in the West Country.

Follow Louise on social media:

Facebook [image: Facebook logo]

X  [image: X logo]




Also by Louise Douglas

The House by the Sea

In Her Shadow

Your Beautiful Lies

The Secrets Between Us

The Secret by the Lake

The Scarlet Dress

The Room in the Attic

The Lost Notebook

The Secret of Villa Alba

The Summer of Lies

The Sea House

The Emerald Shawl

The Sea Sisters

The Forgotten Pages




Louise Douglas

The Hidden Truth

PAN BOOKS




[image: ]
First published 2008 by Macmillan as The Love of My Life

This electronic edition published 2026 by Pan Books

an imprint of Pan Macmillan

The Smithson, 6 Briset Street, London EC1M 5NR

EU representative: Macmillan Publishers Ireland Ltd, 1st Floor,

The Liffey Trust Centre, 117–126 Sheriff Street Upper,

Dublin 1 D01 YC43

Associated companies throughout the world

ISBN 978-1-035-08892-8

Copyright © Louise Douglas 2008

Cover design © Ami Smithson

Front cover images: Building © Arcangel, Arch © istock, all others © Shutterstock

 The right of Louise Douglas to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Pan Macmillan does not have any control over, or any responsibility for, any author or third-party websites (including, without limitation, URLs, emails and QR codes) referred to in or on this book.

You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (including, without limitation, electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damage. The publisher does not authorize the use or reproduction of any part of this book in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. The publisher expressly reserves this book from the Text and Data Mining exception in accordance with Article 4(3) of the European Union Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books and to buy them.




Contents

About the Author

By the Same Author

Title page

Copyright page

Dedication

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Forty-Five

Forty-Six

Forty-Seven

Forty-Eight

Forty-Nine

Fifty

Fifty-One

Fifty-Two

Fifty-Three

Fifty-Four

Fifty-Five

Fifty-Six

Fifty-Seven

Fifty-Eight

Fifty-Nine

Sixty

Acknowledgments




for my family and friends, with love




prologue

I shall never go back to Watersford.

It is where my husband Luca lies buried, but I won’t go there again.

Luca’s family has won. Angela and Nathalie have found a way to keep us apart. It is what they have wanted for years and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive them for that.

There is no way to atone for what I’ve done, either. There is no way back to how we were before, no way to make things better. We shall all just have to learn to live with ourselves and the consequences of our actions.

After the truth about the Felicone family came out on that stormy summer evening, I never wanted to see any of them again. So I left the restaurant and got into my car which was parked outside and drove through the night to my sister Lynnette’s house in London. Lynnette loves me. She didn’t ask why I had arrived on her doorstep at three o’clock in the morning with mascara all over my face. She didn’t ask why I had turned up without a suitcase or even a toothbrush. She gave me a mug of milky hot chocolate to drink while she made up the bed in the spare room, found a pair of pyjamas for me to wear, tucked me between the clean sheets like a child, and left me to sleep.

If I had been born five hundred years ago, I would have been sent to see out my days in a convent. Today, the convent isn’t an option but Lynnette still believes in the principle of redemption. Now I am feeling stronger, she has brought Sean’s old laptop up to the bedroom and told me to write down everything that happened. She believes that once I’ve done that, I will be able to put the whole affair behind me. I don’t know if she’s right, but I have nothing else to do.

I am sitting cross-legged on the yellow bedspread. Beside me is a photograph of Luca, taken outside a restaurant in Sorrento last summer. He is squinting at the camera. The sun is in his eyes, and he has a cigarette between his lips and a bottle of Peroni in his hand. I miss him with every breath and heartbeat. He should have been my happy ending. Instead, he is the sad beginning to this story.

This is what happened after Luca died.




one

It started on the day of Luca’s funeral. It was the third week in January and it was one of those cold, bright days when the sun makes the winter appear beautiful and when your heart wants to soar like a seagull above the city.

Instead, we were grounded like cannonballs in Luca’s parents’ house in Watersford by the obligatory rituals. The family and their guests hovered in the living room, fussing over one another. Under the direction of my mother-in-law, Angela, my sisters-in-law were making themselves useful, pressing cups of coffee and bite-sized sugared pastries on people who didn’t really want them.

Everyone was gentle with me, except Nathalie, who simply avoided me. I was aware of her watching me across the room and wondered if she was still angry with me and if she still hated me. I thought, perhaps, that she was glad things had turned out the way they did, and that I was the one who was suffering most. Maybe she thought I deserved to be a widow. Maybe she thought it was my fault that Luca was dead.

Gracefully, if grudgingly, the family treated me as guest of honour at my husband’s funeral. I had never been welcomed into his family, and nobody pretended that I had been, but they were generous enough to show me a modicum of respect and kindness. They asked me simple questions about my journey and my hotel, which I answered, but I found elaboration difficult. It was the first time in more than fifteen years that I had been with the Felicone family en masse, without Luca acting as my defence counsel, public-relations consultant and sponsor.

In truth, I was terrified of what lay ahead – not just the funeral, but the rest of my life. I felt as if I were moving in exaggerated slow motion, shackled by fear. My senses weren’t working properly. Sometimes I heard things too clearly – a voice would be like a bell clanging – sometimes every word and noise dissolved into an aural soup. My mouth was dry. My fingertips tingled. I had to remember to breathe.

Two of the four surviving brothers, Stefano and Luca’s twin Marc, were brotherly to me. They hugged me and kissed my cheeks and were solicitous. I was aware of them but only vaguely. They were like breaths of wind around me. The other two behaved true to form. Carlo was his usual distant, disapproving self. Fabio, the youngest brother, was upstairs, playing computer games. I had tried to talk to him earlier, but either he was too engrossed in the game to speak, or else he chose to ignore me.

Downstairs, the older brothers went outside to smoke, and through the low-voiced, churchy buzzing of conversation in the living room I heard anxious laughter coming from the garden. It must have been Marc. It sounded like Luca. I picked up a couple of empty cups and saucers and took them into the kitchen. Angela was packing the uneaten food back into plastic containers. With her was an elderly, frail-looking woman wearing an old-fashioned, long-sleeved cleaning overall with buttons down the front over a faded brown skirt. Her narrow face was framed by salt-and-pepper hair curled painfully tightly. She was wearing yellow rubber gloves.

‘You don’t need to do that, Olivia,’ said Angela without looking at me. ‘Mrs McGuire’s going to clean up later. She knows where everything goes.’

I smiled tentatively at the woman as I passed her the soiled crockery. Her expression was stern but she looked up at me and gave me the briefest nod of thanks. I could see in her eyes that she was trying to work out who I was. Of course, it never occurred to Angela to introduce us.

‘Can’t I do anything to help?’ I asked.

‘No thank you. We can cope,’ said Angela.

I wandered back into the living room. Luca’s father Maurizio was staring out of the front window, fingering his newly shaved chin and gazing into the street where people were going about their business as if this were just another ordinary day. I went to stand beside him with my back to the room. Maurizio and I had always been comfortable together, and this way I didn’t have to talk to anyone.

Luca’s nieces and nephews, who were all beautifully turned out, had been given the job of standing in the front porch on the look-out for the funeral cars. Eventually one of them came running inside, pulled on Maurizio’s hand and said, ‘Nonno, they’re coming.’

There was a communal intake of breath and a flurry of activity.

People put down their sherry glasses, their coffee cups and sandwich plates, and wiped their fingers on Angela’s starched linen napkins. Maurizio went upstairs to fetch Fabio. With elaborate consideration, people helped one another into their coats, and then they headed down the polished wooden hallway to the front door, pausing at the tall mirror in the curlicued gilt frame to smooth a wisp of hair or dust their shoulders. Mrs McGuire emerged from the kitchen to tidy the living room.

I turned the other way, into the cloakroom, and sat on the lavatory with my head in my hands, trying to compose myself. My heart was racing, my hands trembling. I thought I might faint. The cloakroom was dark and cool and smelled of lilac air freshener. I held the hand towel to my face. It was damp.

There was a rap on the door.

‘Liv, are you all right?’ It was Marc. ‘Is it OK if I come in?’

‘Yes.’

The door opened. The anxiety on Marc’s face mirrored my own.

He touched my cheek with his fingertips. ‘Oh, Liv.’

‘I can’t go to the cemetery,’ I whispered, hunching down into myself. ‘I won’t be able to bear it.’

‘You have to.’

‘I can’t. I’m really scared.’

‘I know. So am I.’

I was wringing my hands. I looked up at Marc. He was pale and gaunt.

‘Drink?’ he asked.

I nodded.

Marc took a hip flask from his pocket, unscrewed the lid and passed it to me.

‘Drink as much as you can then use the mouthwash in the cupboard under the basin.’

I did as I was told. It was whisky. It was good. Marc drank after me, then we both rinsed our mouths and spat out together, like children preparing for bed.

‘Did you hide the mouthwash there on purpose?’ I asked.

‘I thought it best to be prepared. Don’t breathe a word.’

I smiled.

Marc topped up the hip flask from a whisky bottle concealed with the mouthwash amongst Angela’s clean towels, spare toilet rolls and air freshener.

‘We’ll get through this, you know,’ he said, helping me to my feet. ‘Today and afterwards. I’ll help you and you can help me, OK?’

I wiped my mouth and nodded.





two

When I stepped out of the house into the cold morning light, I could not look towards the hearse. Instead I watched my feet, unsteady in their high-heeled black boots, as they followed one another down the stone steps, on to the pavement and into the back seat of the first limousine, where Luca’s immediate family was waiting. I sat down beside Angela. She moved aside to make space, and turned her body away from mine. She was an icy presence beside me, exuding a miasma of deep, black grief, yet completely composed. I put my gloved hands between my knees, and held them together tight.

I couldn’t look at the coffin.

I stared at my knees throughout the journey to the cemetery, which seemed to last for ever, and the next thing I remember was the terrible sound of stifled male sobbing in the chapel, icy despite the electric bar heaters. Music chimed from the coloured glass dome high above us; there was a smell of cough sweets, must and decaying flowers. Although I could not look at it, I knew the coffin was lying on the catafalque in the middle of the aisle, covered in white lilies, carnations and roses, and I knew, although it was difficult to believe, that Luca was inside the coffin, on his own, shut away from the rest of us. I wondered if it was completely dark inside the coffin, or if there were slivers of light at the rim of the lid. I hoped his head was rested on a silk cushion, I hoped he was arranged comfortably.

The prayers, the testimonials and affectionate anecdotes were delivered in halting voices while I, afraid to listen, drifted off instead to the memory of last summer’s holiday and Luca sleeping on a sunbed by the pool, his face turned towards mine, and how I put down my paperback for the pleasure of simply watching him breathe.

It was a conventional service. I don’t remember the prayers or the hymns – I wasn’t concentrating – but they would have been beautiful. Angela, perfectly coiffed, hatted, veiled and turned out in a suit which looked like Chanel, would have seen to that. I sat next to Luca’s eldest brother, Stefano. His thigh was warm against mine throughout the service. He shared his hymnbook although I couldn’t read the words and didn’t make any attempt to sing.

When it was over, Stefano squeezed past my knees to join the other brothers to lift the coffin and carry it up the hill to the grave. I walked on my own, behind the coffin, up the hill. My breath shrouded my face but I kept my eyes on the ground.

I can’t recall any of the words the minister said at the graveside, but when the coffin came to be lowered, he gave me the gentlest word of encouragement to throw the rose I was holding into the hole. I had to look at it then, and that’s when the grief came over me like a wave. I don’t think I made a sound as I stood there in my high heels and my new coat and my silver earrings but inside, every hope and wish and dream I’d ever nurtured tore itself up by the roots and miscarried into bloody little disasters inside me. Stefano’s wife Bridget was holding their youngest daughter, Emilia, in her arms but she must have seen the crisis in my face because she nudged Stefano, who came to me and put his arms around me and I closed my eyes as he pulled me to him, holding my head as if it were something precious and fragile against his shoulder. I could feel the shudder of his sobs through the rough masculine fabric of his coat.

When it was over, the lesser mourners drifted away from the grave, back down the hillside towards the area outside the chapel where the cars were parked. The sisters-in-law, the nephews and nieces and uncles and aunts, the long-standing family friends and employees of the business peeled off one by one, leaving the immediate family, the four brothers, the parents and me, to pay our last respects. And for a while we stood there around the grave, casting long shadows in the late-morning winter sunlight. Nobody said anything, but eventually Carlo wandered away on his own, and Stefano put his arm round Fabio’s shoulders and turned him away from the grave, and Marc whispered in my ear: ‘They deserve a moment to themselves,’ and I nodded and allowed him to guide me away from the grave, leaving just Angela and Maurizio standing together but slightly apart, like statues in the cemetery beside the grave of their prodigal son.

We were halfway down the hill when Marc started to cry, loudly and fiercely like a child, and that set me off, and it seemed natural to take our gulping sobs and blinded eyes and dissolving mascara and snot and hide them from the others, so we left the main footpath and followed a horizontal one which was smaller and wound in between the trees that framed the chapel below. And there on the path we cried together long and noisy and cathartic, holding hands; and then, without any words being spoken, we kissed. It was a sweet kiss, like a glass of water after a week in a sandstorm or a lungful of oxygen when you thought you had drowned or a kiss from the only person on earth who had loved Luca as I did. Marc’s tongue, salty with tears, was like a gift in my mouth, his hands gentle on my wet cheeks, our teeth getting in each other’s way. Marc kissed me sweetly but deeply, as if he were drinking Luca’s essence out of me and I, feeling his weight against me, his thigh between my thighs, knew that I was the lucky one: I still had Marc to remind me of Luca, but Marc only had me.
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My husband died in a car accident on the southbound carriageway of the M1 motorway on 7 January last year.

It was a particularly cold and icy New Year, although the coroner’s report concluded that the weather had not contributed to what happened. The dull, late-afternoon light may, however, have been a factor. Luca, who was speaking to me on the telephone a few moments before the accident, had described the motorway as ‘filthy northern grim’.

I don’t like to think of the details. Occasionally I find my mind wandering down a dangerous, dark alleyway where fear rushes towards me like the shadow of a jack-knifing lorry and adrenalin surges and glass shards and bone fractures and caves. If I catch myself off guard, I’ll sometimes wonder what Luca actually saw and heard, what he felt, whether he had time to be afraid. My story is that he died instantly, that he did not suffer and that he wouldn’t have known anything about the accident. ‘That’s a blessing,’ people say kindly. They think my story is true, but I don’t know whether it is or not.

Luca had a premonition that he would die on the motorway, in an accident. Whenever we were stuck in traffic jams, no matter how long and tedious, he would always tell me not to complain.

‘At least you’re not the poor bastard at the front of this queue,’ he would say, and I would think of the poor bastard and how he or she would have left home that morning just as they did every morning, with no idea of what lay in store. Now, at best, they would be in the back of the ambulance hurtling down the other side of the road with its sirens screaming and its lights blazing. And I would sigh and tuck my hair behind my ears and say, ‘Yes, I know. There but for the grace of God.’ Luca, who didn’t believe in God but was certainly not lacking in self-esteem, would say, ‘See, if I hadn’t spent that extra ten minutes watching the football results . . .’ So we were late for the wedding, so we missed the support band, so bloody what?




four

Luca had broad shoulders and slim hips and long, footballer’s legs. His eyes were dark and his eyelashes were dark and if his eyes had been slightly larger he would have looked quite feminine. Because he was so dark, he always looked as if he needed a shave. His hair was black and fine with a wave in it, which meant that when it was long it almost had ringlets. When he was younger, he wore his hair down to his shoulders. More recently he had it cut, but it was still longer than was the fashion. It didn’t matter in London. There you can be who you want to be.

Luca was always scruffy. He never perfected the habit of tidiness. I don’t recall him ever tucking in a shirt. Often his socks didn’t match. More often he didn’t wear socks at all, even though this made his trainers smell. I didn’t mind the smell of his trainers but other people would complain.

Luca was opinionated. He used to say this was a virtue because, according to him, all his opinions were right. Everything was black or white with him. He either loved or he didn’t love. He either cared or he didn’t. There was no middle ground.

Luca was a chef. He cared about his job. He loved his colleagues. He wouldn’t tolerate sloppy presentation or poor ingredients, overcooked fish or undercooked pasta. He was a perfectionist in his work. He laughed a lot. He shouted a lot. He made a good deal of noise. He was emotional. In that respect, he was very like his father.

When he was watching football on TV, Luca would sit forward in his chair, with his elbows on his knees, urging the players on and shouting instructions to them. If they followed his instructions and scored a goal, he would say, ‘Good boy! Well done!’ If they didn’t he would groan and sit back in the chair and slap his forehead with the heel of his hand and it would be like the end of the world for a few moments.

Luca loved football almost beyond the point of reason. He followed Team Napoli and said that Diego Armando Maradona was the best football player in the world, ever. Stefano said it was embarrassing these days to admit to supporting Napoli because they were so crap. In spite of this, sometimes Luca and I and Stefano and his family would all go to Italy so that Stefano and Luca could watch Napoli being beaten while Bridget and the children and I swam in the pool of our rented villa on the shanks of Vesuvius. On those magical Italian evenings, we would drink wine as the sun set and dip bread into olive oil before eating whatever feast it was that Luca had prepared for us. ‘Here, Liv, taste, taste!’ he would order, emerging from the plastic stripping which kept the flies out of the kitchen with a plate of something fresh and fragrant. He would press a titbit between my lips whether I wanted it or not. The children would squeal with delight. Stefano, a bottle between his legs, tugging at the corkscrew with both hands, would say, ‘Oh, leave the girl alone!’ out of the corner of his mouth, without dropping the cigarette that was stuck to his lip.

Luca used to play football all the time, everywhere. If he didn’t have a ball he would use a scrunched-up cigarette packet, or a conker, or an empty Coke tin, or anything else he could kick.

Luca smoked more than anybody else I have ever known – except perhaps Marc.

Luca could play bass guitar quite well. Sometimes he gigged with a band from Southend called The Piers.

Luca was completely physically unselfconscious. He wore an earring in each ear. That was his only affectation.

When he was in the bath, Luca liked to put a flannel over his face, hang one leg and one arm over the side, the dark hairs flat against his skin, and listen to the Red Hot Chilli Peppers.

Luca turned me on. At work, on the tube, in the supermarket, whenever I was bored, I would dream of our love-making. I adored him. I would never have been unfaithful. Why would I have looked at any other man when no other man came close?

Luca had my name tattooed on his left arm, close to his heart.
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Luca was buried in a plot already reserved for the Felicone family in Arcadia Vale, a sprawling, overgrown Victorian cemetery close to his parents’ home in the northern city of Watersford. The city lies about twelve miles east of the small seaside town where we both grew up and is known for its university, its cathedral and its glassworks. These used to produce highly prized goblets in pink and white marbled glass, before the seam of coal that fired their furnaces was exhausted a century ago and they all closed down. Angela and Maurizio live in a grand, bay-fronted semi in one of the more upmarket suburbs of the city. The road outside their house is wide and bordered by lime trees whose roots buckle the pavements at intervals. The original settlement of Watersford was built on a hill in the curve of the river, and a small part of the old city remains intact behind a section of stout, defensive wall. There is a tangle of impossibly steep and narrow streets connected by flights of dipping and sloping stone steps. Beyond this is a much greater, grander city built by the show-off Georgians and Victorians which stretches down to the river and beyond. It contains Watersford’s neo-classical civic buildings, tall and elegant with sandstone façades, the university, the grammar schools and the main shopping roads. There are fountains and churches and little parks with wrought-iron fences and statues of the great men of commerce. Parts of the city were destroyed in the war and the gaps were filled with concrete and brick constructions which haven’t worn nearly as well as the older buildings. There’s an ugly shopping centre where the drug addicts hang out and a bowling alley and a car park and the former Romeo and Juliet’s nightclub which is now a casino. The residential areas radiate away from this hub, crescents and avenues and streets of villas, houses and tenements. As the glass industry brought wealth and opportunity to Watersford, so its population grew. The small church graveyards were soon overcrowded and Arcadia Vale was created to prevent an impending crisis. The elegantly landscaped cemetery was situated on the far side of the river. It overlooks the city and the city watches back and the river curls like a ribbon in between.

Given the choice, Luca would probably have preferred a quiet cremation followed by a noisy, drunken wake in the Bow Belle, which was our local pub in London, but in the face of his parents’ grief I didn’t have the heart to insist upon this, or even to suggest it. They wanted their son to be buried in traditional fashion in Arcadia Vale where the family could visit him whenever they wished, and I concurred. It was the least I could do after everything I had put them through and I didn’t think it would matter to me where he was.

But it did.

By mid-February a black dog of depression and misery had come to sit on my shoulder. I’d heard of such creatures before, of course, but never encountered one. My dog was not an evil presence; more, as is the nature of dogs, a loyal and trustworthy companion, an embodiment of my unhappiness. It was always with me. It weighed heavy on my shoulder. I could feel its weight in my bones, causing me to stoop and walk with my head lowered, my eyes cast down. The dog was on the pillow beside me when I awoke, and curled up on my chest when I fell asleep. On the occasional instance when I forgot what had happened, the dog was there to remind me, its breath hot in my ear. At some point, I thought, I would have to chase the dog away, throw metaphorical stones at it or something. But for the time being I welcomed the dog into my life, and even went so far as to talk to it. Only the dog understood the depth of my loneliness and the enormity of my fear. The dog, I reasoned, had come to fill the gap, large as a universe, left by Luca.

In March I started scanning the recruitment sections of national newspapers for jobs in Watersford, but public-relations posts are hard to find. After a dozen letters, and God knows how many online applications, I secured an interview with a PR company that specialized in the leisure sector and flew up to Watersford, but I could see in the directors’ eyes that I hadn’t got the job even before they stood up to shake my cold and trembling hand. I probably smelled of the previous evening’s gin.

I would have to come up with a different plan.

After the funeral, Angela called me occasionally. During these calls she made an effort to sound attentive and affectionate, as if she were speaking to somebody she cared about. She must have been calling out of loyalty to Luca. We both knew it wasn’t out of love for me.

Before Luca died, we used to maintain a polite distance. We would be cordial to one another at family functions, and if Angela called and I answered the phone, our exchanges would be short but civil. She sent me birthday cards, but didn’t write With love on them, and I dutifully sent her birthday cards but deliberately picked embossed, flowery cards with poems when I knew perfectly well she would have preferred a tasteful watercolour. It was my way of retaliating for the myriad minor snubs she dealt out to me over the years.

Luca never seemed to notice, but I was always aware of how she favoured the other daughters-in-law, particularly Nathalie, and always found something to criticize in me. Nathalie could do no wrong. As the years went by, she became more like Angela and the bond between them grew stronger. It became clear that, although the blood-link was tenuous, they had genes in common. They shared the same values, beliefs and prejudices. They enjoyed the same music and disliked the same television programmes and they concurred in the opinion that there was little I had to say that was of any interest. I understood, of course, why Angela behaved like this, but after so many years of being cold-shouldered at family get-togethers I had tired of my black-sheep status.

It didn’t help that, after all I had put the family through, I had failed to deliver the expected grandchildren. Bridget, Nathalie and Carlo’s wife Sheila had all produced babies without any fuss or difficulty. Angela, who had also excelled at motherhood, regarded conception as a straightforward matter.

‘No good news for us yet then, Olivia?’ she would ask every time we visited. Luca said it was just her way of being interested in me. I regarded it as very bad manners. I’m sure she believed my failure to fall pregnant was proof that I was not committed to her son. In truth, Luca and I did want children. We had tried for years, but there were physiological issues that had stopped us conceiving. My physiological issues. He wanted to tell his mother about them, but I thought it was none of her business and was damned if I was going to humiliate myself by airing any aspect of my private life or the deficiencies of my private parts in her restaurant. So I pretended that I was just too busy to think about babies, having too much fun, enjoying my life too much. Angela would sniff and shake her head and use this ‘selfishness’ as another example of my bad character. I didn’t care. It was better than her knowing the truth.

Before Luca died, Angela was my nemesis. She enjoyed humiliating me, in little ways and big ways, especially in front of Nathalie. Now we were both bereaved, things were a little different. We were a little more considerate towards one another. I appreciated her concern, which seemed to be almost genuine, and although we struggled to find new areas of conversation once we had enquired after each other’s health and exhausted the topic of the weather in our respective parts of the country, she continued to call.

After Luca’s death, when she saw the way I was, I think she finally believed that I had loved her son. For that, she would never forgive me.

When I told Angela I intended to move back to Watersford, she sounded surprised, and far from enthusiastic about the idea. I heard her take a deep breath when I broke the news, almost a gasp, and then there was an uncomfortable pause before she responded.

‘Olivia, I’m sure Luca wouldn’t want you packing up and moving.’

I twirled the phone cord around my fingers. ‘It’s something I have to do, Angela. I need to be close to him for a while.’

‘You’re not thinking of staying permanently then?’

‘No, not at the moment.’

‘Well, that’s something.’

I made an effort to ignore this remark.

‘So what are your plans?’ she asked.

‘I don’t really have any plans.’

Angela tried a different tack. ‘Is it really a good idea to leave your whole life behind you? Your house, your job, your friends . . .’

‘Luca was my life. Nothing else matters. Being in Watersford, near him, is the only thing I care about right now.’

‘But what about Lynnette? She needs you to be in London.’

‘Lynnette’s fine about it,’ I lied. I hadn’t even mentioned the move to my sister. ‘She thinks it’s a good idea.’

‘Right. I see. And have you told your mother?’

‘I’ll let her know my new address.’

I could imagine Angela exhaling and tapping her pen against her accounts book as she acquiesced. She wasn’t going to talk me out of this plan, no matter how much she disliked it, so, typically, she began to take control of it.

‘Well, of course, Olivia, you must come and stay with Maurizio and me in Watersford. We’d be pleased to put you up for a few days.’

I was ready for this. ‘No, Angela, thank you, I’ll look for somewhere to rent.’

Angela sighed again. It was a habit she had picked up from her husband and modified over the years so that her sighs could convey a variety of emotions and messages. This one signified frustration tinged with disappointment.

‘All right. But when you’ve found somewhere, you let me know where you are so that I can keep an eye on you.’

I promised, although in my heart I knew the last thing I wanted or needed was to have my mother-in-law watching my every move.




six

I don’t remember the first time I met Angela, but she does. As you might expect, I come out of the encounter in an unflattering light. ‘Not a pretty baby,’ is how Angela describes me. I was about a year old, bald, fat and red-faced, buttoned up in a knitted jacket and screaming in my pram. This was a big, old-fashioned, second-hand affair which was being pushed by my long-suffering mother, a newcomer to Portiston, the seaside town to the east of Watersford. With us was my sister, a quiet, well-behaved four-year-old. A squall had blown up outside on the seafront, and my mother, anxious to keep her daughters out of the rain, had taken us into Marinella’s Restaurant. Her immediate priority was to buy something sweet that she could put into my mouth to shut me up.

My mother and Angela were of a similar age. Both my mother’s parents hailed from Lancashire. Angela had been born in Glasgow, the only daughter of second-generation Italian immigrants who owned and ran a chain of fish-and-chip shops. Both women had been encouraged to learn a useful skill and had left school at sixteen to take secretarial classes which equipped them for office work. At the age of twenty, both had started courting and at the age of twenty-two both were married. The difference was that Angela’s marriage was successful.

When my mother arrived in Portiston with her two small daughters, she was on the run from a small-town scandal that was nipping at her heels. Up until then our little family had been living in an upmarket suburb of Wigan in what appeared to be complete propriety. This image was shattered when it transpired that my father, an electrician, was romantically involved with the teenage girl who kept the books at the shop he owned. My mother, with her secretarial certificates, could have kept the books herself, but she didn’t believe it was ‘done’ to be a mother and to work.

This is obviously conjecture, but knowing my mother as I do, I imagine the neighbours would have been outwardly sympathetic, but inwardly just a little pleased at this turn of events. My mother was, and most likely still is, a snob, and there would have been those who thought she got what was coming to her.

Mum’s overriding concern was to avoid being the subject of gossip. She craved respectability and the admiration of her friends and neighbours above everything else. She cared profoundly about what other people thought of her, and their pity would have been as wounding to her as their Schadenfreude. The situation was intolerable.

Fortunately, as well as her pride, Mum also had access to a small inheritance which she’d wisely squirrelled away from her husband. She had the keys to the house of a spinster aunt who had lived, and died, in Portiston. Nobody had bothered to sell the house; it was fully furnished, and available. So we
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