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			CHAPTER 1

			Chiara

			Vernazza, Italy – November 1968

			After the argument, after Dante had returned home, Chiara went to bed, knowing she would not sleep. How could she sleep after everything that had happened today?

			She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. She could see their faces, hear the barely disguised ill-feeling in the words being thrown between them – these two men she loved best in the entire world: her father and Dante Rossi. Dante, she had known for only weeks, but as Mamma always said of her cooking ingredients: it is a matter of quality rather than quantity, my dear – and there was that question of destiny . . . Papà, of course, she had known her whole life.

			She’d sat at his knee and listened to his stories even before she could understand them. Tales of L’Attico Convento, the Old ­Convent which had been transformed into The Lemon Tree Hotel where they now lived and from which they made their living; tales of the war; tales of how he had first met Mamma: ‘I saw her there in the olive grove and suddenly it all made sense.’

			‘What made sense, Papà?’

			‘Why, our Resistance, our fight for freedom against those threatening to destroy the country we loved, my whole life. It all made sense, my darling, when I looked into your mamma’s eyes.’

			Chiara let out a deep sigh. Was it like that for Dante? She thought of the dark, knowing looks he would send her when he imagined no one but Chiara could see them. Did it all make sense for him when he looked into her eyes? She hoped so. She stared up at the high slanted ceiling, illuminated only by slivers of moonlight creeping through the wooden slats of the shutters. She loved this room; liked to think of the nuns who had once slept here – like her aunt Giovanna, who now had her own cottage in the grounds of the hotel. Chiara wanted to think that one day Dante might be saying something just like that to their own daughter. But . . .

			It was a very big ‘but’. The ‘but’ included Alonzo Mazzone – her parents’ favourite, son of the friends to whom they were indebted (though this was another story, which Chiara refused to dwell on now). A ‘but’ that reminded her she was only sixteen: ‘too young to know your own mind,’ Mamma had said only yesterday when she caught her daughter gazing at Dante Rossi as he expertly gathered up the nets of the olive harvest and simultaneously swept Chiara that glance which told her everything she wanted to know and more. And now, it was a ‘but’ that included the bitter taste of today’s harsh words.

			A sharp sound at the window snapped into her thoughts and she blinked in surprise. It couldn’t be Dante – he had returned to Corniglia and surely wouldn’t be coming back in a hurry. Rain? Unlikely – the sky had been clear this evening, and Papà had insisted the weather wasn’t due to break for at least two days. A tile falling from the roof? The Lemon Tree Hotel was old and more rundown than they would like. In its previous life as a convent, it had witnessed violence and suffering, but Chiara liked to think that it had retained its sense of peace and spirituality even in adversity. And surely the condition of the roof was not that bad?

			Another noise at the window. She sat bolt upright. It sounded like soft hail. Or . . . She felt a whisk of excitement. The sound came again. She jumped out of bed and quickly crossed the old wooden floor, polished by nuns over the years until it shone. Or . . . olives? Would he have come back then after all?

			She flung open the shutters, peered into the darkness. The haze of the half-moon cast an eerie halo around the olive trees. ‘Dante?’ she whispered.

			A beam of light flashed from the grove – just for a second, then another, then a third. Three flashes of torchlight. It was their agreed signal. She put a hand to her throat. How could he have dared to return here?

			Chiara grabbed her own torch from the marble-topped dressing-table. She gave the two-flash signal back. I’m coming.

			Her body was instantly alert and fired with adrenalin. Dante . . . He had argued with her father about the olive oil, he had stormed off, walking the three and a half kilometres over the mountains and back to Corniglia, his own village, which was next in line to Vernazza in the Cinque Terre, the five lands, five villages built on the cliffs in Liguria, part of the Levante, their section of the Italian Riviera. And now he had returned.

			She threw a woollen shawl over her white cotton nightdress and drew it around her shoulders; she pulled on some shoes and opened her bedroom door as silently as she could. She held her body tense and waiting, but there was no sound from the rest of the building. She took a breath and crept down the wide, winding stairs. It was late – almost midnight – and her parents were in bed, of course. There were no guests – it was November and this time was reserved for the olive harvest, although, as Papà often said, the time was gone when a hundred trees would mean security for a family here in Liguria. And it was oil of the finest quality – extra virgin Riviera del Levante. Still, olive oil was needed in la cucina, was it not? Olive wood also gave off the most wonderful fragrance and warmth, and both were useful in the hotel . . . Fortunately, her parents’ room was on the other side of the building, so Chiara hoped she was safe from discovery.

			She made her way swiftly past the reception desk and into the high-ceilinged kitchen, her soft footsteps sinking onto the cool flags, the emptiness of the room that usually had such a bustling and sweet-smelling warmth making her feel quite ghostly. She slipped out through the kitchen door, which led directly to the olive grove that surrounded The Lemon Tree Hotel on three sides. ‘Dante?’ she whispered again, shivering from the cool air on her skin, and with something else, something powerful that seemed to shimmer inside her and make her almost want to explode.

			‘Chiara.’ He stepped out in front of her and drew her towards him, into the protection of one of their oldest trees, which formed a moonlit-green canopy around them.

			‘Dio santo,’ she said. ‘My God, I can’t believe that you—’

			He silenced her with a kiss. The sweet press of his lips on hers was intoxicating. Chiara gave herself up to it with a surge of longing. How could anything in the world be this good?

			‘My father . . .’ she began, when he finally released her. Would kill him if he saw them now.

			‘I’m so sorry.’ Dante hung his dark head. ‘He is your father. I should have shown more respect. I should have stayed silent.’

			‘No.’ She stopped him. ‘It wasn’t your fault. He was wrong. He . . .’

			It had been simmering since they came from Corniglia, this grain of resentment between the villages. Usually, only the boys from Vernazza helped with the olive harvest. But recently, some of the local youths had left the area, just as they were leaving many of the rural communities of Italy. There were new opportunities for them in the cities these days, she knew, a chance to earn money working in different industries. Everyone was saying it: life was not all about farming any longer. So, Papà was worried they wouldn’t get the olives down, gathered and to the press in time before the weather broke. It was important to pick the olives before they were completely ripe and purple. A green olive gave less oil but was lower in acidity, so the oil was fresher, more delicious and of better quality. Papà had asked in Corniglia if anyone could help, and Dante had come with his friend Matteo. Dante. She had seen him in her life twice before, and those two encounters had made her think about him more than she could say. And now, he was here, at The Lemon Tree Hotel.

			Chiara held the face that in the last weeks had quickly become so dear to her between her two hands and examined every detail in the pale moonlight: his gentle dark eyes, the generous curve of his mouth, the slant of his cheekbones, and the dark stubble on his jaw. When Dante had come to the hotel to help with the olive harvest, when she had first seen his frown of concentration as he unwrapped the orange nets from the trunks of the trees and laid them out to catch the fruit . . . She had caught her breath. It was him. Surely it was him? When she had watched him stretch and roll his broad shoulders as he and Matteo beat the tree and branches with the bastone, heard his soft deep voice as they lifted the edges of the nets, witnessed the infectious rumble of his laughter as the olives rolled together into heaps to be loaded into bulging oily sacks to take to the press . . .

			From that moment, she had been lost. She was standing by the kitchen doorway, he hadn’t seen her yet. Then he straightened, called out to Matteo, pushed his black hair from his forehead, shifted slightly, as if he felt the force of her scrutiny . . . And their gazes had locked. He recognised her from before. Had he known perhaps that this was her father’s place? She wasn’t sure. But she was sure that he felt it too – this strange emotion that she could not name. Was this what Papà had described to her? Was this love at first sight?

			Since that moment, Chiara and Dante had grabbed every opportunity to spend snatched minutes together – to chat when she brought out the lunch or the beer, to linger by one another’s side while they were working to bring in the olives, the heat building between their bodies even though it was already November, to meet just like this, in the olive grove under the cover of darkness.

			‘It is you,’ he said to her in that first snatched moment alone only minutes after she’d stood there watching him.

			‘It is me.’ She could still hardly believe that it was him. It was the third time. It was as if Fate or some Divine Intervention had stepped in, and . . .

			‘Can we talk? Later, I mean?’ His brown eyes were intent as he watched her collecting the glasses to take back to la cucina.

			‘Before you leave. In the grove at the back of the hotel,’ she said, quick as lightning, as if she made such assignations every day of her life. In fact she had never done anything like this before – but then again, she had never felt this alive.

			The first time she’d seen him had been in Corniglia, as she walked through the village on an errand for her mother last spring. She was still fifteen. A group of boys were eyeing her as she walked down the hill, swinging the basket, oblivious at first to their grins, the way they were nudging one another and looking her way.

			‘Hey, look what a gift someone has sent us today. How lucky are we, eh?’

			Chiara flinched. She was used to the boys of Vernazza – she knew them all well, she had grown up with them – but she hadn’t seen these boys before, and she felt a stab of fear. Of course, they were harmless, naturally they were just having a joke with her. But something about the look in the eyes of the one who had spoken – a lascivious look, a greedy look – made her footsteps waver. She tossed her head. She wouldn’t let them see that she cared.

			‘Oh, she is a princess, is this not so?’ He sneered. ‘Should we teach her a lesson perhaps?’

			Chiara stood her ground, glared at him. But she found she could not speak, the banter that usually came so easily to her had left her. The boy took a step closer.

			‘Hey, Franco! Give it a rest.’ Another boy appeared. A boy with dark eyes and an upright bearing. He smiled at her. Don’t worry, he seemed to say. He looked back at the other boy. ‘Go home to your mamma,’ he teased. ‘Leave the poor girl alone.’

			And it seemed that he possessed an unlikely authority. The boys mumbled and drifted away – all of them.

			‘Thank you,’ she said to him. She felt unbearably shy, ridiculously naïve. He gave a little nod back to her – and was gone.

			Chiara hadn’t forgotten him though. A few months later she saw him again – this time in Vernazza. An elderly lady who lived down by the waterfront had collapsed – heatstroke perhaps, for it was a hot day in August. Chiara ran to help her, but someone else had got there first. Him. He mopped the old lady’s brow with his handkerchief, helped her sit up, fetched her water from the fountain. Chiara had watched him, half mesmerised. Who was he? Some sort of guardian angel?

			Now, she knew better. Dante was no guardian angel – he was a hot-blooded, wildly attractive young man who was more than willing to meet her under the cover of darkness and shower kisses on her lips, her neck, her breasts . . . But still – surely he had been brought to her for this reason alone?

			But without Chiara noticing – for she had plenty of other matters on her mind – that grain of resentment between the two neighbouring villages had swollen. And when the yield of their olives turned out to be less than previous years, considerably less than Papà had expected despite the fact that the boughs of the trees had been heavy with the little green fruit for months, one of the locals, Salvatore, was heard to mutter that some of the olives might have been kept back for the Corniglia press.

			Dante had fiercely protested their innocence. ‘It is the climate,’ he had said with a frown, the frown that Chiara longed to smooth from his brow. ‘It is the same all over Liguria this year. Everyone knows it.’

			‘Do they indeed?’ Papà did not like his tone, Chiara could tell. He was experienced with the olives, and he would not tolerate any of his workers getting above themselves.

			Dante held his head high. ‘What else?’ he demanded. ‘What else could it be?’

			Papà shrugged. ‘You tell me.’

			Dante stared at him with undisguised hostility. ‘I am surprised you asked us here,’ he said, ‘if you have such little trust.’

			‘What choice did I have, eh?’ Papà glared at him. ‘You come, and you—’ He stopped abruptly and Chiara wondered if Mamma had told him what she might have observed these past days. They should have been more careful. Papà was obsessed with Alonzo and his family, and he would not take kindly to another man coming to steal his daughter’s heart.

			Matteo had gone to stand next to Dante, the two of them facing her father and the others. Suddenly, they had become enemies, it seemed. The tension hung thick in the air.

			Papà waved them away. ‘Enough,’ he blustered. ‘You have done your work, you will be paid, and now you can go, both of you. That’s it. I don’t want to see you again.’

			Chiara watched them leave in despair. She longed to run after Dante. When would she see him again? She knew already that his was a proud family, and she was aware how much damage had been done.

			‘You did not think it?’ Dante asked her now. ‘What ­Salvatore said? You did not think it?’

			‘Of course not.’ She knew how good he really was; she knew he would not be capable of such subterfuge and deceit. Chiara settled her head against his chest. It felt as if it was meant to be there. His arms were around her and she was no longer cold in the least. Now, she was warm; warm and loved in a way she hadn’t dreamed possible.

			Papà had tasted the olive oil straight from the frantoio, the press, then he had brought it home and the family had eaten it with freshly-baked bread and bruschetta. It was as light and golden as ever and had the same mild, fruity taste as always – thanks to the Ligurian weather – not too hot in the summer and not too cold in the winter. ‘Delicious, my love,’ Chiara’s mother had declared. But the atmosphere had remained tense.

			‘I have been thinking, Chiara.’ Dante straightened and she adjusted her position against him.

			‘Sì?’ She had thought she would not see him for days. But now he was here in her arms once more – and so miracles were possible after all, and she wished she could tell her aunt Giovanna this. But of course, she could not. This was their secret. It had to be.

			‘If we stay here, we cannot be together.’

			‘If we stay here? What do you mean?’ Where else could they go? She eased slightly away from the warmth of him. What was he saying?

			‘Your parents will not allow us to meet,’ he said solemnly. ‘My parents too.’

			‘Oh, it will die down.’ Though Chiara spoke with an assurance she did not feel. Her father’s passions did not tend to die down; the opposite was true. ‘And until then we can meet in secret. Like we are now.’ It was, after all, rather thrilling. She glanced around at the olive trees, threaded with silver in the moonlight, old and wise, standing serene in the grove, endless as time itself. The olive tree was the symbol of peace and well-being. How many loves had they witnessed? Her father and her mother, Chiara and Dante, probably not the nuns though . . . She suppressed a giggle.

			‘This is serious, Chiara.’ Dante put his hands on her shoulders to increase the distance between them. ‘At least to me.’

			‘And to me.’ She pushed towards him again, intending to hold his head to her breast. She didn’t want to talk – there was no time. She wanted to feel more of the delicious sensations that spun through her when he kissed her, when he held her, when he—

			‘But that is not enough, Chiara,’ he said. ‘I love you. I want to be with you.’

			‘And I love you, Dante.’ The words were like flowers on her tongue. She relished the scent of them, she wanted to taste them over and over. She might be young, but Chiara knew what she wanted. And she wanted this man – with all her heart. ‘But what else can we do?’

			‘Run away.’ He whispered the words into her hair.

			‘Run away?’ She stared at him. It sounded impossibly romantic. ‘But where to?’ She couldn’t imagine being anywhere save Vernazza. Everything she loved was here – her father, her mother, Aunt Giovanna, The Lemon Tree Hotel . . .

			‘Milan.’

			She blinked at him. Milan was a lifetime away.

			‘I could get work there,’ he said. ‘The car companies, they are looking for new mechanics. Alfa Romeo have a factory in the city. I learn quickly—’

			‘Milan?’ she repeated, aghast.

			‘Why not? I have been thinking for a while that I might leave and make a new life somewhere. There are so many opportunities, you know. Life is not just for farming and fishing. Others have gone—’

			‘I know.’ Of course, others had gone. The new industries in the cities, il boom . . . Everyone was talking about it.

			‘It could be a new start for us. We would be together, at least . . .’ His voice trailed as he caught her expression in the moonlight.

			‘What would I do in Milan?’ she whispered. Milan was a city. Milan was very far from Liguria.

			‘I’ll look after you.’ He held her closer once more. ‘We would work it out. I don’t know. But the point is, we could be together, my love.’

			‘We can be together here.’ Suddenly, she wanted to cry. Suddenly, everything that had been so right was going horribly wrong.

			‘We cannot.’

			Chiara saw the stubborn glint in his eye, and she realised. She loved him, and she had even fantasised that he was her destiny, but she didn’t know him – not really. What she knew was Vernazza and this place, her home. What she knew were her parents, her life, the fact that she loved The Lemon Tree Hotel with a fierce passion, that she would run it herself one day – her father had always told her so – and that she was sixteen, and so how could she leave?

			‘It will die down,’ she said again. ‘They will forget the silly argument. And then we can start meeting openly, and I will tell them how I feel, and slowly, gradually . . .’

			‘I do not want slowly and gradually.’ He held her more tightly. ‘I want you now.’

			Chiara shuddered with desire. ‘I want you too,’ she whispered. She felt his hands so warm against her with only her thin white nightgown between them. She took his hand and put it to her breast. How could it be wrong?

			‘Not like this,’ he said, though his voice was husky with longing.

			‘But, Dante, how can we leave here? What would we live on?’ Mamma had always said it was the women in this world who must be practical.

			‘I have a small inheritance, you know I told you my grandmother had died?’

			‘Sì.’ Her voice sounded ridiculously small and weak to her own ears.

			‘It is enough to help us start our life together. In a new place. That’s what I want.’

			She heard his confidence. But she didn’t possess that, she realised. Did he have enough for both of them? She wasn’t sure.

			‘If you love me you will come.’

			‘I do love you, but—’ All she could think of was the disappointment in Papà’s eyes when he found out what she had done.

			‘Then?’

			‘How can I leave Vernazza?’ She spoke sotto voce, but her words seemed to echo around the silent olive grove in the darkness.

			‘If you love me, you can leave,’ he said.

			‘It is not as simple as that.’ But Chiara was no longer sure. Did love and passion sweep you into making decisions that would hurt the ones you loved? Did they pull you away from all that was familiar and dear? Did love have to be that way? She felt that Dante had set her a test, one that she had failed miserably.

			‘It can be that simple,’ he insisted.

			‘But I cannot leave my parents. I cannot leave the hotel.’ There, she had said it. She glanced at him warily. Surely, he would see that his was a reckless, crazy plan?

			‘Then this is the end for us,’ he said.

			‘No!’ She clutched at his sleeve. How could he be so stubborn, so melodramatic? ‘Everything will work out, Dante. You will see. I love you. We will be together. I know it.’

			He shook his dark head. ‘Only if we go now. Only if we take this chance. If you trust me.’

			‘But . . .’ It was too much. ‘I can’t.’

			He took a step back. His eyes had a coldness she had not seen there before. ‘I am leaving, Chiara,’ he said. ‘I have made up my mind. I do not want to be in a place where there is no trust, where villagers live close by and yet cannot work together as a team. Where I could be accused of such a thing – and by your father.’

			‘But, Dante—’

			‘I am young. I want to see something of the world.’

			‘But . . .’

			‘And I will not – I cannot – stand by and see you married to another man.’

			Alonzo. Who had told him about Alonzo? ‘I will not marry another man.’ She raised her head, jutted out her chin. She had no interest in Alonzo. She hated the idea of letting her parents down, but nobody could tell her what she must do – not even Papà. ‘I will marry who I please.’

			Dante sighed. ‘Do you not see? They will not let us be together, my love.’

			How could he have so little faith? How could he not believe that they would find a way? ‘But in a few years when—’

			He put a finger to her lips. ‘I will not wait for years. And so . . .’

			And so?

			‘I will leave, my love,’ he said. He stroked her hair. ‘I will leave, and I am not sure that I will ever come back.’

			Chiara’s eyes widened. He was headstrong, this man she loved, but this could not be true – he must come back, he was her destiny. But already he was turning to go, she felt it. ‘Dante—’

			‘Arrivederci, Chiara. Goodbye and take care, my love.’

			‘Dante, wait!’

			But he slipped away into the darkness. And Chiara had never felt so alone.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			Chiara 

			Vernazza – October 2011

			‘How long will you be gone?’ Chiara asked her husband. He was away more than he was home, but in some ways, this made life easier at The Lemon Tree Hotel. Mostly, the three women ran the place – Chiara, her daughter Elene, and Chiara’s twenty-year-old granddaughter Isabella.

			Chiara glanced proudly around the room. Since her parents had bought it in the 1950s, the hotel had gradually grown into the successful business it now was. After their deaths, she had worked to retain as much of the old character of the original convent as possible, keeping many of the original hand-painted and decorative tiles, simple wooden carvings, and niches that paid homage to the hotel’s history – and the lemon tree in the courtyard that must have been planted by the nuns and had given the hotel its name. The acid yellow of the fruit was bright as sunshine for much of the year; in years gone by the nuns had made both lemonade and soap from the fruit, and on a summer’s day the lemons and the cool green of the waxy leaves presented a picture framed by the Mediterranean blue of the sea and sky that few of their guests could resist. The crumbling, narrow-bricked cloisters had been restored in keeping, and the exposed wooden beams had been repaired, varnished and polished.

			What they’d added in recent years was luxury – the best quality Egyptian cotton bedding, deep leather chairs to sink into, marble and stone bathrooms with walk-in showers, and carefully chosen pieces of antique furniture that reflected the history of the building. Chiara nodded to herself in satisfaction. Sometimes a few changes were no bad thing. She thought of Elene. But a few changes could also be enough. One had to know when to stop.

			Chiara was the overall manager and owner – she had taken on this role many years ago when her beloved father had died. Her mother, the chef, usually so stalwart, had crumbled then, never recovered from the death of her husband. She’d continued to work in the kitchen, but Chiara soon saw that she could no longer keep things together. Meals did not appear on time, guests began to complain . . . So, they had brought in Marcello, a big cheery bear of a man who took everything in his stride. The kitchen returned to its previous high standards, whilst her mother stayed behind the scenes in la cucina, grieving her loss until a year later, she too slipped away as if she couldn’t wait to be with her husband once more.

			Va bene. Chiara understood about that kind of love, even though she was not fortunate enough to possess it herself. And whose fault was that if not her own?

			She watched Alonzo as he examined his face in the mirror, as he peered closer and plucked out an offending hair. Although in his early sixties now and not a tall man, he had not put on too much weight, his hair was a distinguished salt-and-pepper grey, and his eyes were as sharp as ever. He wasn’t unattractive, but Chiara felt strangely detached from this man she had married over forty years ago. Perhaps she had always been detached. Perhaps that was why Elene . . .

			But, no, it was better not to go down that route. So, she shook the thought of her daughter to one side, and instead busied herself with straightening the cushions on the tan leather sofa that contrasted so beautifully with the clean white walls of the room. After Alonzo had left for wherever it was he must go, she would pop into the kitchen to see Elene and they could discuss the week’s menu – for Elene had taken over as head chef when Marcello eventually retired. Perhaps Elene would make coffee and they could carve out some mother-and-daughter time. That was a rare thing these days. She sighed. Truth to tell, it had always been a rare thing.

			Taking over the hotel after her parents’ death had been the making of Chiara though, and she paused in her tidying as she remembered those far-off days. In the main it had satisfied her. Still grieving for her parents, still suffering from what she now recognised as post-natal depression after the birth of Elene . . . She’d had to knuckle down and get on with it. That or go under.

			‘Does it make any difference?’ Alonzo was watching her curiously in the mirror, perhaps wondering where she was on all these occasions when she was not here with him, although she might seem to be.

			In all sorts of places, she thought. Places I have never gone to. With people I have loved. ‘Hmm?’

			‘Does it make any difference how long I’m gone?’ He didn’t bother to hide his irritation at having to repeat the question.

			‘Yes.’ Chiara ignored his tone. She’d been ignoring it for years, but it never got any easier. ‘It does, because of course, it would be nice to know when you will be back.’

			He shrugged, put his head to one side and straightened his tie. ‘I have no idea. Business is business. It has to be attended to. It will take as long as it takes.’

			‘Not to mention that we are having a dinner party for Giovanna’s birthday, and it would be nice if you could attend a family celebration for once.’ Chiara was aware of the edge in her voice. This was what they were like these days: leading separate lives, because when they were together, they bickered. And she guessed that neither of them much liked what they had become.

			‘We’ve been through all that,’ he snapped. ‘I have to work. Where do you think the money comes from, eh?’

			Chiara stepped away so that she was out of his view. She knew quite well where the money came from. Alonzo liked to pretend that their livelihood came mainly from his property business – he rented out some apartments in Pisa, and no doubt had a finger in a few other pies. But in fact it was the hotel that largely supported their family. Alonzo probably reckoned that the money his parents had put into The Lemon Tree when they married was more than enough of a contribution. But Chiara knew it was passion that had kept the place going through the hard times. Her parents’ passion for the hotel that meant so much to them, and then her own. Now, Isabella had taken on that inheritance, young though she was, and maybe even Elene – though Chiara was not so sure about Elene. She never had been. Her daughter was a closed book.

			Yet again, Chiara pushed the uncomfortable thoughts of her daughter away. The hotel had started so simply in its early days, still clinging to its old convent life perhaps, but as the world changed and tourism came to Italy, so visitors had discovered the beautiful Cinque Terre, many of them wanting to come back for more. And The Lemon Tree Hotel had opened its doors and embraced them, just as it did to this day.

			Chiara drifted towards the window – now draped with elegant curtains where once it had only green wooden shutters – which looked out on to the olive grove. She smiled fondly as she always did. The silver-green leaves shimmered against the backdrop of the cloudless blue sky, the trees were already laden with small but gently swelling fruit, and these olives would be harvested next month just as they had always been. Summer had continued well into September here in Liguria and it continued still, although September had already slipped into the beginning of October. This ancient grove of trees, terraced so that it could be accommodated on the steep slopes of the surrounding hills, still gave her the same sense of tranquillity, even when she thought of what and who she had loved and lost. The whisper of the brittle leaves in the breeze, the rough curves of the gnarled and twisty grey branches, even the abundant olive harvest itself, reminded her that she had done the right thing.

			A man was standing almost under their bedroom window staring into the grove, and she gave a start. For a moment, she thought . . . Certo, this was not the first time she had stopped short, seen a man of the right age, and imagined him here once more. But of course, it was never him; Dante was long gone, just as he had said he would be; it was a trick of her imagination – nothing more, nothing less. One might expect that over the years she would stop looking for him, stop seeing him here. But she had not.

			She remembered all those years ago – how she had waited for him to come back to the hotel, waited in vain for some word. Everything went on as before, and it was almost unbearable: Mamma worked in the kitchen, Papà bottled and stored his thick golden-green olive oil in glass demijohns whilst continuing to sing the praises of Alonzo. And Chiara . . . Chiara went on waiting.

			After two weeks, she could stand it no more. She walked the steep path to Corniglia which she had walked since she was a child and which she could negotiate almost as easily as a mountain goat, and she headed straight for the café in the square to find out what she needed to know. Dante’s home proved as easy to find as the café owner had told her it would be, as he pointed it out to her, his curiosity evident in his eyes and voice; it was up by the church, amid a cluster of narrow houses that looked down over the bay. She took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

			A woman answered. His mother. She had Dante’s velvet-brown eyes and his cheekbones too, though she was small and also looked rather severe. ‘Sì?’ She glowered at Chiara.

			Chiara pulled herself up to her full height; she was at least a little taller than this fierce matriarch, but not by much. ‘Is Dante at home?’ she asked boldly. ‘May I speak with him, per favore?’

			‘Ah, yes.’ The woman folded her arms and regarded her through narrowed eyes. ‘I know who you are. From Vernazza, eh? The Old Convent?’

			‘Yes.’ Chiara forced herself to stay put. ‘Is he here? May I see him, please, Signora?’

			‘You most certainly may not.’ The woman smiled, but Chiara couldn’t help noticing that her mouth was nothing like Dante’s mouth, and her smile was just a thin unconvincing line across her dour face.

			‘May I ask why?’

			‘Because he’s not here, that’s why.’ The woman laughed, but there was no humour in it. ‘He’s left home, that’s what he’s done, and you’re to blame, as I understand it.’

			Chiara’s eyes widened. ‘But, Signora—’

			‘Oh, I know the story.’ The woman nodded. ‘No need to tell me. I know what you all thought.’

			‘Indeed, we did not,’ Chiara protested staunchly, knowing she was referring to the incident of the olive harvesting. But something in her belly had turned to liquid panic. Had he done what he said they would do together? Had he gone to Milan – so far from Liguria?

			His mother shrugged her thin shoulders. She was dressed in black, Chiara observed, and she remembered Dante telling her that his grandmother had died.

			‘Where is he?’ she whispered.

			Dante’s mother shook her head. ‘Nowhere you can follow him, girl,’ she snapped.

			‘But where?’ She could try at least. If she could get an address, somehow, she could try to contact him and tell him that she was sorry, that she loved him, that she needed him . . .

			‘England,’ his mother said.

			‘England?’ Chiara had certainly not been expecting that.

			‘He’s gone to make his fortune.’ The woman continued to glare at her. ‘He won’t come back either. So, I have you to thank for the loss of my son.’

			‘But . . .’ Chiara didn’t know what to say. She was still trying to take it in. England. If Milan was far away, England was another planet.

			‘So, you’re not welcome here. Understand?’ The woman slammed the door in her face.

			Chiara stood on the step, trying to steady her breathing. She couldn’t blame his mother for her reaction to her visit. Signora Rossi wasn’t to know that Dante might well have left home anyway, even if they had not met. But he could have stayed – at least for a while – and she had to face the truth. Dante had not cared for her enough even to try again. He had gone as far from her as he possibly could. It was over.

			*

			The man outside in the olive grove walked down the winding path between the trees and soon was lost in the shroud of the wispy grey branches. Chiara turned away. He was just another guest. The same age as Dante would be – perhaps – and with something similar about his bearing. But that was it. How pathetic she was. What point was there after all this time, in indulging in such wishful thinking? Many of their guests took a stroll around the olive grove. Chiara liked to think that the olives of The Lemon Tree Hotel could refresh their spirits, could bring that sense of peace that could be so elusive in today’s busy world where technology dominated everything and people no longer wandered in olive groves and watched time pass by. And fell in love, Chiara reminded herself with a sad smile.

			‘I shall see you in a few days.’ Alonzo picked up his jacket. He glanced over at her and shook his head in disapproval. ‘And shouldn’t you be doing less daydreaming and a bit more organising, Chiara? After all, this place is so precious to you, is it not? And you are supposed to be in charge of it? Should you not be giving it a bit more of your attention, hmm?’

			Chiara bristled as he no doubt intended her to. But of course, what he meant was that she should be giving him more attention, that she should be attending to his every whim, not standing staring into olive groves. ‘We have everything in hand, you can be sure.’

			She followed him down the winding stairs that opened out into the black-and-white tiled lobby. They too were the original tiles of the convent, although again many repairs and replacements had been necessary. It pleased Chiara to think that they still walked where the nuns of the convent had walked, on the same worn tiles. Besides – since when had Alonzo cared a dry fig for the hotel? Since when had he even been aware of who did what and how the place was run?

			‘Certo. Of course, you do.’ He was placatory now that his barb had made its mark. He bent to kiss her on both cheeks. ‘Ciao, my dear.’

			‘Ciao.’ She felt the distant brush of his lips. There was no love in it. But he was still her husband.

			Dante had left Italy, and after two years she had married Alonzo just as her parents wished, so she had made them happy at least. It was 1970, and Italy was not alone in experiencing an economic boom after the poverty of the post-war years. The world was changing so fast, just as Dante had known it would. Even here, where things changed so much more slowly, women had more freedom, they were beginning to forge new pathways for themselves; they were working in the cities and becoming more independent in so many ways. They could make their own lifestyle choices, select their own marriage partner. But she still lived in Vernazza, and things had not changed so very much. Her parents were of the old school, and for Chiara, duty and obligation must still win out over love. Or destiny, as she sometimes still allowed herself to think.

			As for herself and Alonzo . . . What had she been hoping for when she married and knew it was not for love? Even in the early days, there had been no patience, no tenderness. Chiara had thought that making love would be something thrilling, something wonderful. But she never felt it, and Alonzo seemed to sense this. It wasn’t long before he started going away, before he built up his business interests elsewhere. He seemed to resent The Lemon Tree Hotel – as if he thought it was the place that had come between them.

			Chiara was not the type of person to sit around doing nothing while her husband was away following his own business interests. She had a hotel to run – alongside her parents. Alonzo had never really talked to her about what he did – he liked to keep things secret; perhaps it was his way of saying: You have your precious hotel, but see here, my work is equally important, and you know nothing about it.

			When Elene was born, Chiara had thought this would bring them together, this would make them a family in every sense of the word. But he seemed irritated at the thought of increasing responsibilities, annoyed by the baby’s crying, the broken nights. Chiara was soon exhausted trying to juggle the demands of The Lemon Tree Hotel and her new baby, and this seemed to annoy him too. ‘You need to make some time for your husband, you know,’ he had told her one memorable early morning when, worn out by the interrupted nights and desperate for sleep, Chiara had turned away from him in bed. And you need to remember you have a family, she had whispered silently in her head.

			He went away, she stayed home; slowly, remorselessly, the distance between them grew. Until she looked at him one day and realised he was – and perhaps had always been – a stranger.

			Chiara gave herself a little mental shake. She should not brood. He had given her a daughter, had he not? She should be grateful for that. And that daughter had given Chiara her lovely Isabella. So, she should forget her dark thoughts and remember that despite her disappointments, she had so much to be grateful for.

			She wandered past the old picture of the Angel Gabriel in its worn gilt frame, painted by Giovanna’s father Luca Bordoni. He had never been a great artist by any stretch of the imagination, and the painting was simple enough. But Giovanna – not an aunt by blood but by affection – was special to their family and to The Lemon Tree Hotel. And so, the painting stayed in its original niche opposite the staircase, lit by a plain white church candle in the evenings, just as it had been lit when the hotel was still a convent.

			At the reception desk, Isabella was working on her laptop. She looked up. ‘Ciao, Nonna.’ She gave her a beam of smile.

			‘Ciao, Bella.’ Chiara thought of the man in the olive grove. Naturally, it was ridiculous, but there was something different about the chord that had been struck this time . . . ‘Could I see the register, per favore, darling?’

			‘Of course.’ There was a hint of curiosity in Isabella’s eyes as she passed it over.

			Chiara studied the names. She knew who most people were. Like Isabella, she tried to keep track; they prided themselves on the personal touch. ‘A man checked in this morning?’

			Isabella raised a dark eyebrow. ‘Uh huh. Signor Bianchi.’ She pointed to the entry.

			‘Hmm, yes.’ Of course, it was not him. Over the years, a few nuggets of information had come Chiara’s way. She had learned that Dante had turned his hand to making gelato of all things. She had to laugh at the thought of those strong arms that had held her, those broad shoulders flexing as he pulled in the nets of the olive harvest . . . To think of those same hands making Italian ice cream in an English seaside resort – it amused her, even as it made her feel sad. He had been that kind of a man – who could put his hand to almost anything.

			‘And another guest will be arriving soon.’ Isabella turned back to her laptop. ‘Let me find the name. Ah, yes. A Ferdinand Bauer from Germany.’

			‘Mmm.’

			Isabella looked up. ‘Is everything all right, Nonna?’

			‘Yes, perfectly fine. I just wanted to check on the new arrivals.’

			‘OK.’

			Isabella didn’t seem to have noticed that she lacked her usual air of calm efficiency. Chiara put a hand to her hair and smoothed it from her face. ‘And everything’s ready for Aunt Giovanna’s dinner party?’

			‘Mamma’s been talking of nothing else all day.’ Isabella grinned.

			‘Excellent.’ Chiara took a deep breath. ‘Then I’d better go and fetch her.’ Because this really would not do. The time was long gone for seeing ghosts from the past, for fantasising about destiny. She had made her decision many years ago – and there was surely no way of ever going back.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			Isabella

			It had been a warm and sunny day, there were currently no problems or queries with the guests that she should be solving, and she was looking forward to the family birthday celebration with her beloved Aunt Giovanna, but Isabella couldn’t help thinking that the atmosphere of The Lemon Tree Hotel was not quite as tranquil as usual. Was there a storm brewing perhaps?

			From her position behind the reception desk, which was tucked well into the interior of the cool hotel foyer, she gazed out through the ancient and wooden front doors that had belonged to the original convent building. She didn’t think so. The tension could simply be down to the current difference of opinion within the family about how to change – or not to change – the hotel . . . She sighed. This was partly her fault, since she was in charge of the books, and she had informed them all a few weeks ago that there was money available for further investment in The Lemon Tree, if they should wish it.

			For a family business, they spent a lot of time not in accord. Isabella returned her attention to her emails. They were still getting plenty of requests for bookings, thanks to the Cinque Terre’s growing popularity and the Indian summer they were experiencing. She couldn’t help worrying though. Her grandmother had seemed distracted. Was she working too hard? Should Isabella be shouldering more responsibility? Her grandmother epitomised The Lemon Tree Hotel for Isabella, and what’s more, Nonna was the most poised woman she had ever met – nothing seemed to faze her. But something seemed to be bothering her today.

			‘Buona sera.’

			The voice took her by surprise. She’d been miles away. ­Isabella looked up into a pair of cool blue eyes and a lean, pale, but rather attractive male face. She blinked. ‘Good evening, Signore.’

			He smiled, as if well-aware he’d taken her by surprise. Isabella drew herself up to her full height. Why should she feel flustered? She prided herself on her ‘front of house’ skills. Like her grandmother, she enjoyed meeting people, dealing with any small problems that might arise for their guests, ensuring they enjoyed their stay. Like her grandmother, she hoped that time spent at The Lemon Tree Hotel could be more than a holiday, more than a gateway through which to experience the stunning landscape of her beloved Cinque Terre. Their family-run hotel could be a retreat or a shelter, it could be a spiritual haven, it could provide rest and recuperation for body and soul. They liked to give their guests that little bit extra.

			‘You have a reservation, Signore?’ She spoke in English. She didn’t need to check the paperwork, however, to know that he was German and that this was Ferdinand Bauer. Until she started daydreaming, Isabella had been prepared to welcome their guest – generally, she was not a girl who liked surprises.

			He was fair-skinned and fair-haired. He was tall and dressed in rather crumpled linen shorts, and a short-sleeved shirt and leather sandals. She raised an eyebrow – though admittedly he seemed to pull off the look. She didn’t have his full attention now though. Instead, he was gazing with interest around the foyer and out towards the Cloisters Bar.

			Then the clear blue-eyed gaze rested on Isabella once again. ‘Yes. The name’s Bauer.’

			She liked his voice. It was low and not too loud – it seemed to acknowledge the serenity of their surroundings.

			‘Welcome, Signor Bauer,’ she said warmly. ‘Have you had a good journey?’

			He seemed surprised by her question. Many people reacted similarly, but Isabella’s grandmother had taught her to use the personal touch. ‘A few questions,’ she always said. ‘Where’s the harm in that? Nothing too taxing – they may be tired, they may not want to talk. Take your cue from them. At the very least it will show that you are interested in their lives.’

			‘Quite good,’ he said. ‘Thank you. But I was surprised how busy it is here.’

			Isabella nodded. ‘The Cinque Terre is one of the most popular parts of Italy.’ With good reason in her opinion. Where else could you find a landscape that combined rugged mountains, romantic bays and turquoise sea with colourful villages, terraces of vineyards, olive groves, and lemon trees clinging to the hills and shimmering in the sun?

			‘I can tell. The train from La Spezia was packed full of tourists.’

			And you are one of them. She didn’t say it though, just gave one of her little shrugs that seemed to agree, sympathise, and deny all knowledge, at the same time. This was a mannerism she had acquired from her grandmother. ‘If you could just complete this paperwork, Signore?’

			‘OK.’ He gave it a brief glance and scribbled a signature.

			Isabella plucked his key from the rack behind her. ‘You are in number three,’ she told him. ‘I am sure you will be comfortable there.’ It was a pleasant room, a little smaller than some and so usually sold as a single, but with a narrow balcony and a partial sea view.

			‘Any rules and regulations?’ He seemed to want to linger. And once again he was looking around the lobby with undisguised curiosity. Almost, she thought, as if he were searching for something in particular.

			‘Only that we try to maintain a peaceful atmosphere.’ The ambience of the hotel was perhaps their number one priority.

			‘Because this place used to be a convent?’ He fixed her with an intent stare.

			‘It has always been the nature of the building, as you say,’ she agreed.

			‘And has the hotel been in the same family for a long time?’

			Really, those blue eyes of his were very penetrating. ‘It has been in our family since my great-grandfather purchased the old convent in the 1950s,’ she said proudly.

			‘Indeed?’ He seemed very interested in this. ‘And the nuns?’

			‘Scusi? Pardon me?’ Isabella glanced around as if one of the old nuns might suddenly drift out from behind the cloisters.

			He leaned on the desk. Isabella wondered if he was there for the duration. Most guests couldn’t wait to get into their rooms on arrival. This one, clearly, was different. ‘I was wondering what happened to all the old nuns – from the convent, I mean?’ He didn’t even blink.

			‘Well . . .’ There was something almost accusatory in his tone. Isabella bridled. Who did he think he was, charging in here and asking all these questions? ‘The order was depleted,’ she said stiffly, searching in her English vocabulary for the correct words. ‘Most of the nuns had already left the convent, shortly after the war, I believe. The building was . . . how do you say? In danger.’ She frowned in concentration. Her English was fluent, but she wasn’t expressing this at all well.

			‘In danger?’

			‘In danger of deterioration. Otherwise it would have become a ruin, sadly the fate of so many of our old and interesting buildings. My great-grandfather thought it could be saved, restored, and made into a hotel.’ Isabella folded her arms. And, guest or no guest, that was all she was saying on the matter.

			But to her surprise, Ferdinand Bauer lifted his hands in apology. ‘I’ve offended you,’ he said, rather disarmingly. ‘I’m sorry. I always ask too many questions. I’m too curious about everything. Please forgive me.’

			Isabella stared at him. He was certainly a man of many parts – she wasn’t sure she had met anyone quite like him before. Already, he’d had her on the back foot and on the front foot, so to speak, and he’d only just arrived.

			Isabella was only twenty, but she knew her lifestyle was very different from that of other girls her age. Most of her time was taken up with the business, it always had been; she had lived and breathed The Lemon Tree Hotel since she was old enough to understand what it was. Her grandmother had always made her feel that she was fortunate to live here and she knew that this was true. She had made sacrifices – she had friends, but not much of a social life down in the village; it was simply too difficult to find much leisure time with all her duties here. Nor did she have much interest in local boys her age – they all seemed immature, more interested in football than anything else.

			But any sacrifices were worth it. She had become accustomed to meeting people of all nationalities here in the hotel; there was always interest and variety. Isabella had done a course in business studies so that she could help her grandmother with that side of things, but front of house was where she most liked to be. It was important to feel that they were making a difference; this made her work fulfilling and worthwhile.

			‘Va bene,’ she said. ‘It’s perfectly all right. It’s nice that you’re so interested in our hotel.’

			He beamed at her – and suddenly it was nice. Isabella was so used to the place, she’d forgotten how intriguing the story could be to others. But it was their history, and it should be celebrated – her grandmother had always taught her that too.

			‘Thank you, Signorina,’ he said. ‘And I must congratulate you.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Your English is excellent.’ He grinned – and she noticed that he had dimples. When he smiled, his face was transformed.

			‘Isabella, please,’ she said. ‘And so is yours.’

			He laughed. ‘Well, it’s useful to have a language in common.’

			‘It is.’ Isabella knew very little German. But she could manage schoolgirl French, and her English was improving daily. ‘But do you also speak Italian, Signore?’

			‘A little.’ His smile was once again disarming. ‘I learned some at college, and I was lucky enough to spend some time here in Italy when I was studying art history a while back.’

			‘Really?’ Isabella wanted to ask more, but there was a limit to the number of questions one should ask a guest on arrival, and surely Nonna would soon be back with Aunt Giovanna and wonder why she was taking so long to sign in their new guest. ‘And now would you like to see your room?’

			‘I would.’ He dangled the key between his fingers. ‘But I hope I can talk to you some more about the convent, Isabella?’

			‘Why not?’ She smiled back at him. ‘But if you are really interested, then the person you should speak to is my Aunt Giovanna.’

			‘Giovanna?’ Again, she felt the intensity of his interest, again the faintest feeling of unease.

			Should she involve Aunt Giovanna? But why not? Her aunt would probably enjoy talking to a charming young man about the old days. But she would ask her first, she decided – maybe even tonight. ‘Giovanna Bordoni,’ she said. ‘She used to live here at the convent.’

			‘She was a nun?’ He leaned closer.

			‘No, she never was.’ Isabella surveyed him thoughtfully. ‘If you like, I will speak to her. Ask her if she is happy to talk to you.’

			‘I would be grateful.’ He gave her another long look. Plucked a card from his shirt pocket. ‘Here’s my number. You can contact me on my mobile any time.’

			‘Oh, yes, thanks.’ She had his contact details already of course, but she took the card and glanced at it. It was charcoal grey with white lettering, a simple graphic. Ferdinand Bauer, Architect, she read. Hence the art history, she supposed. She placed it carefully on the desk.

			‘See you later, I hope.’ He grabbed his bag and turned to give her another fleeting smile.

			‘Ciao. See you later.’ Really, he was a bit of a whirlwind. Someone like that – he could shake things up if he wanted to. The question was – did she want things to be shaken up at The Lemon Tree Hotel? Hardly.

			She watched as he made for the stairs. He paused in front of Luca Bordoni’s painting for a few moments as if he already knew the connection, though that was surely impossible, since Giovanna’s father’s signature on the painting was totally illegible. ‘First floor,’ she called out to him softly, ‘turn left at the top.’

			‘Thanks.’ He waved. One last glance at the Archangel Gabriel and then he loped up the stairs, his bag slung over one shoulder and disappeared from view. Isabella let out the breath she’d been holding.

			She picked up his business card, glanced at it again, and put in her pocket. Tranquillity was necessary to The Lemon Tree Hotel, this was indisputably true. Even so, she thought. Even so.

		


		
			CHAPTER 4

			Elene

			Elene looked around the family group. It had been a simple enough dinner by Italian standards. For antipasti she had prepared scallops in a saffron and vanilla sauce and cuttle fish with a black cream – Aunt Giovanna’s favourite. The two stuffed pasta dishes – a meaty ravioli alla Genovese, and pansòuti, filled with fresh herbs, garlic and crushed walnuts – had gone down rather well and nicely prepared the way for the secondi – a layered filo tart with ricotta, plus a traditional braised rabbit dish in a sauce of white wine and fresh capers that was another favourite of her aunt’s. The dessert was a traditional Ligurian lemon cake with candles, accompanied by Elene’s own limoncino – what else could it be?

			She sipped the citrus liqueur, felt the heat in her throat as she swallowed. There was one person missing, of course – so often, there was one person missing.

			And whose fault was that? Their table was tucked away in the far reaches of the Cloisters Restaurant, leaving the courtyard free for their guests, being looked after tonight by Emanuele and the others. Elene’s mother Chiara was sitting next to Aunt Giovanna; opposite her – dark eyes shining – was Isabella. Silvio and Elene sat opposite one another, Elene as always nearest to the kitchen, so she could nip in and out as necessary to attend to the food. Not that she minded. Cooking was, perhaps, the most important thing in her life – after her family, she supposed. Of course, she loved her daughter Isabella – Elene smiled as she tuned in to Bella’s latest story about a demanding hotel guest who had categorically stated that their high quality Egyptian cotton sheets were not sufficiently soft on the skin, and that the view from their window was slightly obscured by an open parasol on the terrace below.

			‘So, what did you tell them?’ she asked Isabella.

			Her daughter gave a theatrical roll of the eyes. ‘I showed them the label on the sheets – no one was going to argue with that level of luxury. And I pointed out – diplomatically – that the yellow of the parasol perfectly matched the lemons on our tree.’

			They all laughed. ‘Perfect!’ Elene’s mother clapped her hands, then looked for a moment towards the olive grove as if something was distracting her, or as if she was looking for someone perhaps. It wouldn’t be Papà though. When had her mother ever looked for Papà? She was far too independent, too self-sufficient. So no wonder he went off to Pisa to attend to his business there. No wonder that he missed family celebrations, birthdays like this one. When had he ever been made to feel wanted?

			Not that Aunt Giovanna was a blood relation, so not truly family. But she had been so close to Elene’s grandparents to make her as good as. She had lost her own parents when still very young, soon after the war apparently, and so had gone to live at the convent with the few remaining nuns. When they left, when Elene’s grandparents bought L’Attico Convento and vowed to do it up, to make it into a very special sort of hotel, it was only natural that Giovanna would be part of the arrangement. Since that day she had lived in her own cottage in the grounds – independent, but part of their family for sure.

			‘And did you also point out the significance of that lemon tree, my dear?’ Giovanna’s faded brown eyes twinkled. She still had a hearty appetite and had managed to have a taste of everything on the table. Elene was satisfied – the birthday dinner had been a success. And as for her family – of course, she loved every one of them. It was just that sometimes she felt excluded, undervalued, that was all.

			‘I did. I explained that it is iconic. Its fruit enables Mamma to make her limoncino and her Ligurian lemon cake after all.’

			‘Indeed.’ Silvio rubbed his stomach appreciatively. ‘And very good they were too.’

			‘Exactly, Papà.’ Isabella leaned over to pour him another small glass. ‘We are The Lemon Tree.’

			‘Perhaps we are booked up too far in advance to even worry about such awkward guests?’ Elene suggested. She pushed her plate away. Who really cared if they didn’t come back? Not that she had anything to do with the guests, the bookings, or the way the hotel was run . . . She bit back the
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