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To all those who are pursuing a dream
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Villa Limoncello, San Vivaldo

Colour: Sunshine Yellow

‘Remind me again whose idea it was to organise a Painting & Pasta course at Villa Limoncello?’ asked Izzie, anxiety tickling at her stomach as she ran her eyes down her numerous checklists before adjusting the easels in the gazebo for the fifth time in as many minutes. ‘What if something goes wrong? What if the guests don’t want to learn about watercolour techniques, or how to create mouth-watering Italian patisserie or Tuscan twists on pasta sauces?’

‘Relax, nothing’s going to go wrong.’ Meghan smiled, rolling her eyes at her best friend’s familiar refrain from beneath her pink-tipped fringe. ‘Carmen and her friends wouldn’t have booked if they weren’t enthusiasts in both of those things! And there’s no one more prepared to deliver a painting course in the whole of Tuscany than you are. God, Izzie, you’ve even laminated the recipe cards and printed off photographs of the foodie sightseeing tours you’ve got organised, not to mention prepared all those personalised folders... complete with a picture of each guest on the front just in case they forget what they look like!’

Yet, despite the lists, schedules and colour-coded itineraries Izzie had gathered in her trusty folder, she still couldn’t shift that nugget of nervousness lodged somewhere between her stomach and her ribcage.

‘Meghan, you know how much is riding on this course being a success. If we can’t make the villa pay for itself, Luca will have no choice but to sell it, and after all the renovations and redecorating we’ve done over the last six weeks, and the extra cash Luca’s invested, that would be devastating.’

‘It would, I agree – and the villa looks amazing, Izzie. There’s no doubt your creativity sprites have returned with aplomb. I absolutely adore what you’ve done with the bedrooms – just the right amount of Tuscan charm without completely obliterating the floral fiasco the previous owner had going on. God, when I stayed here last time, I thought I’d tumbled down a rabbit hole into a psychedelic dream!’

Izzie giggled. ‘I know, who decorates the walls and the ceiling and the door panels with the same patterned wallpaper? Every time I went into that room, I swear I could almost smell the roses!’

Bringing Villa Limoncello up to the standard demanded by paying guests had been Izzie’s dream project. She loved everything about the place; its terracotta roof tiles, the smooth honey-coloured façade, the green paint-blistered shutters, and the brigade of cypress trees marching in tandem down the driveway. She loved the freshly painted walls of the bedrooms, the marble floor tiles that had taken them a whole week to return to their former glory, and the quirky brass light fittings she and Luca had unearthed on a visit to Siena.

However, her favourite part of the property had to be the limonaia – the old glasshouse attached to the south-facing gable which housed the plants that gave the villa its name. It was true; after two long years of banishment, her creativity sprites were definitely dancing again, and everything she had learned from running her interior design studio had come scorching back. She just hoped that their first five guests agreed, especially as one of them was none other than the award-winning fashion designer Carmen Campbell.

‘I’m so pleased you decided to take the leap from Duchess of Dullness to Contessa of Colour and Creativity, as Jonti would say,’ continued Meghan, her eyes softening as she reached out to rest her hand on Izzie’s forearm to prevent her from rearranging the brushes again. ‘Taking some time out in this little corner of paradise was the best decision you could have made after what happened with Anna, and, as your best friend, I can honestly say that Tuscany agrees with you – your eyes are shining, those copper curls of yours are less bird’s nest, more Sunday best, and that smattering of freckles across your nose is so cute. However, I suspect the smile on your lips has nothing to do with your daily dose of Italian sunshine, or a reconnection with your passion for interior design, or even the proximity of all the amazing renaissance artists, has it?’

‘Meghan...’ began Izzie, her cheeks flushing with heat.

‘So how are things going with Luca? Gianni tells me that our favourite Italian chef has been at the villa every day for the last six weeks, even coming over before he puts in a shift at Antonio’s. Don’t tell me you spent all that time discussing new lines in curtain fabric and poring over paint samples?’

‘Not all the time, no. There was the new furniture to assemble for the guest bedrooms, the en-suite bathrooms to sort out, the bed linen to wash and iron, the toiletries to source. Then there was the kitchen to refresh, the new oven to install—’

‘Izzie, darling, I’m talking about romance here! If I were standing in those sparkly blue sandals of yours, I wouldn’t be able to resist a bit of smooching underneath that pergola over there, or a moonlight meander through the vines, or a lunchtime linger over by the wishing well. And don’t get me started with what you could do in the limonaia – the most romantic place of all. Ahh, if Luca was—’

‘If Luca was what?’ enquired the man himself, appearing on the steps of the whitewashed gazebo, his dark eyes, framed with lashes the colour of liquorice, crinkling at the corners. A whiff of his favourite lemony cologne invaded Izzie’s nostrils and she needed every ounce of her willpower to ignore the ripples of attraction cascading through her veins and focus on the task ahead. 

‘Meghan was just saying how fabulous everything looks for the first painting tutorial, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, yes, I was.’

Meghan was right, though. There was a connection between her and Luca. Being with him had helped her to greet every day she spent under the Tuscan sun with a smile on her face and a song in her heart after spending two miserable years submerged beneath the mantle of grief, when demons of the past had stalked her every move, her business had collapsed and she’d been forced to take a job as a house-stager at Hambleton Homes, working for a man who was a walking corporate cliché.

However, no one had been more surprised than she had when she found herself turning down Darren Hambleton’s offer of a pay rise and agreeing to stay on in San Vivaldo to spruce up the villa so Luca could offer upmarket breaks to the discerning traveller – not to mention agreeing to deliver one of the courses! 

‘Okay, I know there’s a lot riding on this first course at Villa dei Limoni being a success, but the most important thing is for everyone to have fun – and that includes you, Isabella!’

Izzie adored the sensual cadence of Luca’s Italian accent, especially when he twisted his tongue around her name, not to mention the cute dimples that bracketed his lips whenever he smiled, which was often. She also loved how he, and everyone else who lived in San Vivaldo, referred to the villa by its original name, the one it had boasted for over two hundred years until it was inherited by an American relative of the Rosetti family who thought the name-change would speed up its sale.

‘So, Carlotta has finished sorting out the bedrooms – apart from Carmen’s because there’s still a “do not disturb” sign hanging on the door – and she’s rushed off to meet Vincenzo for their weekly trip to Firenze. I think they’re having coffee with his granddaughter and few of her university friends at Mercato Centrale.’

‘Better tell them to watch out if any of them are single!’ Meghan smirked. ‘Carlotta’s matchmaking skills are legendary – they could be engaged by teatime! Look what happened to me and I was only here for three days! In fact, perhaps I should warn our guests, too? Carlotta did serve them breakfast!’

‘I’m sure they’ll be fine,’ laughed Izzie, feeling some of her anxiety melt away. ‘Anyway, there’s four women and only one guy – not sure even Carlotta can work with those odds.’

‘Maybe she could—’ 

‘Okay, okay, some of us have a restaurant to run!’ interrupted Luca, rolling his eyes at Meghan, who had become Carlotta’s biggest fan after meeting her dream guy within minutes of chatting to the village’s unofficial matchmaker. ‘So, Izzie, I’ve prepared lunch for everyone and left it in the fridge. Please reassure Carmen that I’ve taken into account the list of food sensitivities her PA emailed through before they arrived, and then all you have to do is take off the covers and serve.’

Meghan giggled.

‘What?’

‘Well, it’s just as well Izzie is only responsible for the painting tutorials this week. I don’t think our group of cultivated travellers would be very impressed if they were served with a few rounds of buttered toast and a cup of black coffee instead of the gourmet food they’ve been promised on the website.’

‘Hey – that’s not fair!’ spluttered Izzie. ‘Okay, so I might never be a candidate for a Michelin star, but I’ll have you know that I can now whip up a delicious cheese omelette and even, if I’m forced, turn my hand to producing a decent torte della Nonna. How can I help it if my culinary expertise lies in the arena of limoncello-based cocktails which, I can assure you, went down very well with every single one of our esteemed guests at last night’s welcome reception, especially Carmen, who, as a fashion designer extraordinaire, is known for her exquisite taste!’

‘Touché!’ Luca grinned, before his eyes fell on the pile of folders spread on the glass table in the centre of the gazebo, along with a huge purple arch-lever file. ‘Is this the itinerary, by any chance? It’s over four inches thick! What have you got in here? We have five guests staying for five nights, Izzie! God, is there anything you haven’t got covered?’

Luca flicked through the pages in the master file. Every day of the course had been separated by a colour-coded divider and contained an itemised breakdown of their agenda: details of the techniques they would be covering in each of the daily painting tutorials, the recipes Luca would be demonstrating every evening that would form the primo piatto of their meal along with a selection of local wines, as well as information on the museums and art galleries the group would be visiting during the week.

‘I hope you’re not expecting me to follow these recipes to the letter – that isn’t how Italian chefs like to work! We cannot allow our culinary inspiration to be bound by rigid rules and instructions. We need to be free to explore our creativity using the freshest ingredients of the day!’

‘Sorry, Luca, I just don’t want there to be any hiccups, that’s all. Good reviews are so important and if we can build up a reputation for excellence, our guests will spread the word and our bookings will increase.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Meghan, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder and resettling her over-sized sunglasses on the bridge of her nose. ‘Then you’ll be able to tell Riccardo Clarke, and all the other potential buyers out there who want to turn Villa Limoncello into some kind of Disney-esque version of a Tuscan farmhouse, that it’s definitely not for sale.’

Meghan’s voice had edged up an octave with indignation, but that’s what happened when she spoke about Riccardo, the grumpy owner of the over-renovated B&B next door. He had his eye on acquiring Villa Limoncello’s vineyard and olive grove because, whilst his property was well-proportioned and boasted a fabulous swimming pool, it had very little land.

In fact, his desire to own the villa had been so great that he’d resorted to underhand methods to persuade the owner to sell. When Gianni Lombardo – the object of Meghan’s affections and the estate’s talented viticulturist with a fabulous line in operatic arias – discovered the real cause of the leaf blight that had plagued his beloved vines, the air had crackled with an explosion of Italian expletives and Riccardo was now his, and Meghan’s, sworn enemy!

‘Okay, let’s leave Riccardo out of this, shall we?’ sighed Luca, clearly not wanting to be drawn into another of Meghan’s lengthy character assassinations of their neighbour. ‘Look, I’m already running late, so I’ll leave you both to it. Good luck! And Izzie, I know you’ll be an amazing art tutor – all you have to do is channel your inner Banksy and you’ll be fine. I’ll be back at five to start the preparations for tonight’s pasta-making tutorial – spaghetti sugo finto. Ciao!’

‘Ciao!’

Izzie tried not to stare as Luca jogged towards the driveway where he’d left his scarlet Alfa Romeo Spider parked under the shade of a sprawling magnolia tree. But how could she not enjoy the way his pale pink shirt clung to his muscular torso or how his espresso-coloured hair sprang up in tufts at the back of his collar, not to mention the snug fit of his black jeans. 

‘Mmm, gorgeous!’ muttered Meghan, her eyes sparkling with mischief as she faked a swoon before clapping her hands in excitement. ‘Okay, Izzie, it’s action stations! Here come our guests!’ 

Izzie inhaled a deep breath, relishing the floral tang of the honeysuckle that grew in abundance around the pillars of the gazebo as she ran through the colours she planned to focus on that morning for her tutorial on watercolours – cerulean blue for the endless sky, forest green for the vines that snaked up the hillside, burnt terracotta for the higgledy-piggledy roofs of San Vivaldo, sunflower yellow for the fields of flowers that dotted the panorama.

Tuscany was a truly magical place to hold a painting course, and if she could just corral the battalion of butterflies playing tag in her stomach, she knew her training would kick in and she would enjoy every minute of what lay ahead. She smiled, sending a missive of gratitude to her director of fate for orchestrating her arrival at Villa Limoncello.
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The Gazebo, Villa Limoncello

Colour: Translucent Aquamarine

‘Does anyone know where Carmen is?’ asked Izzie as she stood in the middle of the gazebo, keen to get started but reluctant to do so in the absence of the person who had generously booked and paid for the holiday for everyone.

‘Carmen’s always late for everything!’ Beth complained, blowing her long, dark fringe from her eyes and shaking her head in irritation as she shoved her chair backwards. ‘We’ve been friends for over fifteen years and I don’t think she’s ever been on time for anything! How she manages to run a business is beyond me, let alone win awards! I’ll go and find her. Some of us are really looking forward to this morning’s painting demonstration.’

‘No, it’s okay, Beth. I’ll go,’ called Hannah, already halfway down the whitewashed steps in search of her boss, her ponytail swaying like a tawny pendulum. ‘She told me she wanted a lie-in this morning, so she was going to skip breakfast and have one of her super-shakes instead.’

‘That girl needs to calm down or she’ll spontaneously combust,’ muttered Zara, rolling her eyes in annoyance whilst toying with one of the paintbrushes on the easel in front of her. ‘She’s always running around after Carmen. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s got Hannah doing her laundry whilst we’re here, as well as organising her diary and supervising her daily vitamin intake. I thought we were supposed to be here to relax, as a treat for all our hard work. It’s hardly a treat if your trusty PA has to be on duty twenty-four seven, is it?’

Zara shook her head in disgust. She collected her long caramel locks in her hands and secured them in a topknot with one of Izzie’s paintbrushes to emphasise the elegant sweep of her neck and her tanned shoulders. From her straight-back deportment, there was no mistaking the fact that Zara Connelly worked in the modelling industry; not only was she over six foot tall, but only a professional model could carry off the flimsy tangerine jumpsuit that had probably cost more that Izzie earned in a month.

‘Well, Carmen is paying for everything,’ interjected Tom, raising the vintage Pentax he wore slung around his neck on a leather strap to take yet another photograph of the view.

With red hair and freckles, Izzie had some sympathy for the way he constantly dabbed at his forehead with a serviette he must have retained from breakfast. She too had been blessed with pale skin and Titian locks, and just a few minutes in the sun caused her face to resemble a tomato if she wasn’t careful – although she drew the line at sporting slashes of green-hued sun cream across her cheeks à la Adam Ant.

‘Yes, Tom, we know she is, and it’s very generous of her, but that doesn’t mean we have to fall over ourselves with avid appreciation, does it?’ snapped Beth, flicking the sides of her severe ebony bob behind her ears. As the only one not involved in the fashion business, she had made no concession in her attire for spending the morning in the sun-filled garden of a Tuscan villa, sporting black skinny jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt, also black, and a pair of black Doc Martens. ‘Anyway, correct me if I’m wrong, Mister Accountant, but isn’t it all tax deductible?’

‘Probably,’ muttered Tom, smoothing his sweaty palms over his wildly floral shorts.

‘Where are they? I knew I should have gone to look for her, not Hannah!’ continued Beth, craning her neck towards the terrace of the villa. ‘I wish they’d hurry up; the sooner we get started, the sooner we can make a start on that amazing lunch I saw when I poked my head around the kitchen door earlier.’

‘But you’ve just finished breakfast!’ exclaimed Zara, sending Beth a look of such abject horror that Izzie had to clench her fists to stop herself from giggling.

‘So what? If that’s going to be the standard of the food this week, I just know we’re going to have fabulous time! I can’t wait to learn how to make fresh pasta, too! And all the home-made Italian sauces – rich carbonara, spicy arrabbiata, creamy alfredo, tasty marinara.’

‘Ergh, you can have my share, Beth. I intend to stick to the salads. Carbs are the enemy of the weight-conscious,’ declared Zara, patting her non-existent stomach and glancing at Beth’s ample proportions from beneath her long, mascaraed lashes, her upper lip curling slightly.

‘Well, I’m with Beth. I plan on trying everything that’s on offer,’ declared Tom, picking up one of the empty paint palettes and attempting to twirl it around his index figure until it flew into the air and clattered to the floor at Izzie’s feet. ‘Oops, sorry, Izzie.’

Beth and Zara rolled their eyes in unison and then giggled as he leaned forward to retrieve it, getting his camera strap entangled with his chair leg in the process and almost garrotting himself.

‘Oh, at last! Here she comes, Her Majesty, the Queen of Sheba!’ muttered Beth under her breath before raising her sing-song Welsh voice. ‘Come on, Carmen, we should have started twenty minutes ago!’

‘Morning all, it’s great to see you all raring to go!’ Carmen smiled, gliding elegantly into her allocated seat and demurely crossing her ankles before smoothing down the fabric of her floor-length coral-coloured sundress, one of the statement pieces from her current Spring/Summer collection. She slotted her designer sunglasses onto the top of her head and peered round at the gathering with a critical fashion-designer eye. ‘Oh my God, Beth, darling, why does it always have to be black with you? It might have escaped your notice, but we’re in Italy, it’s July and the sun is shining; what’s wrong with the cream silk kaftan I bought you in Duty Free?’

Without waiting for an answer, Carmen switched her attention to the laminated programme of events Izzie had propped up on each of the easels.

‘Oh, I absolutely love how organised you are, Izzie. Everything itemised, everything colour-coded. Watch and learn, Hannah, watch and learn. You might pick up a few tips for when we get back to the office.’

Carmen turned her back on her PA in time to miss the flush that seeped from Hannah’s cheeks down to her chest. Flustered, Hannah plonked herself down on her own chair and began scrabbling around in her over-sized hessian beach bag for her sunglasses to cover her mortification, then looked up expectantly at Izzie.

Izzie glanced at Carmen’s assembled entourage and wondered whether any of them actually wanted to learn how to produce a watercolour of the Tuscan countryside or whether they would have been happier pursuing a course in amateur dramatics. From what she had seen so far, the dynamics and supressed tensions between the group members would be enough to stage a two-hour play.

‘Okay, so welcome, everyone, to the first painting course to be held here at Villa Limoncello. I hope that by the end of this week you’ll be able to take away some new skills as well as a few paintings to display on your walls back home, but, more importantly, that you’ll have had lots of fun. On the easel in front of you is a copy of today’s itinerary, from which you’ll see that this morning we’ll be starting with a tutorial in watercolour techniques before moving on to try them out yourselves. After that, we’ll adjourn for a typically Italian lunch which has been prepared for us by Luca Castelotti from Antonio’s Trattoria over in San Vivaldo, who’ll be back later on today to show us how to make home-made pasta, which we’ll eat together under the pergola on the terrace.’

Izzie paused, grateful for the encouraging nod of approval from Meghan as she slipped away to spend a few delicious hours with Gianni before she was needed to help serve lunch. Carmen, too, had a wide smile on her face, clearly enthusiastic to make a start on the course she had booked as a thank you and team-building exercise for her staff after being bestowed with an industry award.

‘So, without further ado, let’s get started. I’ve prepared a wooden box of must-have artist’s tools for each of you to use for the duration of the course and you can take them away with you at the end so that, if you want to, you can continue to paint at home. There’s an artist’s palette, a set of brushes, two water containers, a sponge to moisten the paper or create texture, a pencil for preliminary sketching, a couple of palette knives, a roll of masking tape, a spray bottle and a packet of tissues.’

‘Are you expecting tears?’ laughed Zara, rummaging through her painting goodies.

‘I hope not! No, they’re to dry your brushes and to blot away any excess water from your canvases. Okay, so we’ll take this step-by-step and please feel free to ask questions as we go along.’

Nerves gnawed at Izzie’s stomach, her throat was dry and her voice a little croaky. Even though she had a degree in fine art from the Royal College of Art, as well as presentation skills from running her own interior design studio, she had no experience of leading tutorials and regaining her self-confidence was still a work-in-progress. After all, until recently, she had lived a life of rigid routine – getting up at the same time, dressing in the same hoodie-and-jeans combo, grabbing a skinny latte from the same café – fearful that any deviation would cause her grip on sanity to falter.

Yet she had made huge strides since arriving in Tuscany six weeks ago. Not only had she successfully orchestrated a celebrity wedding, rejuvenated a crumbling villa and improved her culinary repertoire, these painting courses were proof that, with the support of her new Italian friends – Luca, Carlotta, Gianni, Oriana, who ran the local pasticceria, and Francesca, who owned the florist’s, amongst others – life could be transformed from raincloud grey to sunshine yellow again. She inhaled a strengthening breath and focused on the blank sheet of paper in front of her.

‘So, we start by lightly sketching the image we intend to paint in pencil, like this.’

With a slight tremble in her hand she drew two simple horizontal lines that would become a depiction of the Tuscan panorama spread out in front of them; fields of bobbing sunflowers, clusters of silver-green olive trees, distant villages with honeyed façades and terracotta roofs, all topped by a sky of translucent aquamarine. The view was perfect for a beginner’s painting tutorial and Izzie’s faith in her artistic abilities jumped up a notch.

How could anyone not be inspired by such bucolic magnificence?

Izzie loaded her brush with water and, using broad, light strokes, dampened the paper. Then she dipped her brush into the ultramarine and demonstrated how to create the sky before moving on to paint the hillside in the distance, crowned by the village of San Vivaldo, and finally the frilly emerald leaves of Gianni’s beloved vineyard in the foreground. Standing back, she was pleased with what she had produced in just under twenty minutes.

A flutter of optimism percolated in her chest. Maybe she could do this!
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The Courtyard, Villa Limoncello

Colour: Aromatic Lavender

‘Right, now it’s over to you. Watercolour is one of the most versatile mediums to work with, so you can be as detailed and controlled, or as loose and impressionistic as you like.’

Over the next hour, silence descended over the whitewashed gazebo, interrupted only by the occasional buzz of a lone Vespa straining to climb the incline towards the village or the soft symphony of the cicadas gearing up for their midday performance, as every one of the guests concentrated on creating their very first masterpiece.

As expected, Carmen proved to be the most proficient of the group, with a sharp eye for detail and perspective. Tom was the least accomplished and Izzie spent most of her time urging him to just relax and enjoy the experience instead of focusing on what the final product would look like.

‘Oh my God, Hannah. Is that the best you can do?’ laughed Carmen, abandoning her own painting – an accurate reflection of the view framed by a ruffle of pale pink honeysuckle – to critique her fellow artists’ canvases. ‘You have the whole of Villa Limoncello’s feast of floral delight, with a backdrop of rolling emerald hills, sunflower-filled fields and clear blue sky, and yet you choose to focus on a broken ceramic pot? It’s pretty, don’t get me wrong, but it’s not really challenging yourself, is it?’

‘Actually, Carmen, I’m not—’

‘When I booked this course, I wanted us all to step out of our comfort zone, to challenge ourselves and push the boundaries of our creativity. That’s the only way to improve, by constantly striving to accomplish new skills, to unleash new ideas and concepts. I think this is a C for effort. What do you think, Izzie?’

Izzie stared at Carmen for a beat. Having googled the fashion designer before she arrived as part of her habitual obsession with detail and overzealous organisation, she had suspected that Carmen Campbell would be a larger-than-life personality, with her signature long blonde hair that rippled in the breeze like a field of ripening corn. Like Zara, she was tall and willowy, but exuded a vibrant energy you could almost touch. However, she was clearly more than just a clothes horse, having had the foresight to establish her eponymous fashion house before her modelling career came to an end, and through sheer grit and determination – and not a little talent – she had obviously succeeded in a very competitive industry.

Nevertheless, the way she had spoken to her PA made Izzie uncomfortable, and whilst she had no wish to upset her celebrity guest, she also wanted everyone staying at the villa to feel valued and happy.

‘Actually, I think it’s a promising piece of work. I like the shades of light and dark in the background and the flowers have a touch of Charlotte Halliday about them. Can I just say that, as with all areas of creativity, whether it’s painting, sculpture, music, writing or interior design, the results are subjective. This is not a competition and I would discourage comparisons or grades. We all see things differently; different textures, different colours, different shapes, and we enjoy working in different mediums, too. Some people will find they prefer to work with watercolours or pastels, whilst others might excel in pencil drawing or acrylics.’

‘Yes, I’m looking forward to that tutorial the most,’ said Tom, squinting at his rather insipid watercolour as if it were a Rembrandt.

‘Some artists love creating landscapes, and, as you can see, there’s an abundance of inspiration here at Villa Limoncello, but others might choose to make a study of the architectural detail found in the streets and alleyways of Siena, which you’ll see from our itinerary is a place we’ll be visiting on Thursday.’

‘Oh, I’m so excited about our trip to Siena,’ declared Hannah, her blue eyes widening, any lingering discomfort at her boss’s belittling of her work washed away on a wave of excitement. ‘I especially want to see the Piazza del Campo – it’s supposed to be the largest medieval square in the world. And I want to learn more about the Palio horse race too, and climb the Torre del Mangia, and visit the—’

‘Tourist haunts,’ muttered Carmen, lining up her brush with the horizon, her silver charm bracelet clanging around her wrist. A waft of heavy oriental perfume floated in the air, which, coupled with the heady aroma of the honeysuckle climbing around the columns of the gazebo, caused Izzie to feel a little light-headed. ‘What about you, Zara? What are you looking forward to the most? One thing I do know, it won’t be the variety of pizzas on offer!’

Zara held Carmen’s eyes for a moment, and Izzie had the strangest feeling that, instead of irritation at the offhand comment, a splash of fear stalked through her gaze. However, when she glanced back towards Carmen, she saw she was smiling sweetly at the friend with whom she had spent ten long years on the catwalk.

‘What I’m looking forward to most,’ replied Zara, pulling the paintbrush from her hair and allowing it to tumble down to her shoulders, ‘is taking a trip to Florence to feast my eyes on Michelangelo’s David in all his muscular, marbled glory. I hope the Accademia is on the agenda, Izzie.’

‘Don’t worry, there’s plenty of free time for your own sightseeing trips,’ confirmed Izzie, tapping her finger on her bulging purple file. ‘All the details are in the packs I gave you when you checked in yesterday.’

‘Well, a statue of a five-metre-tall naked guy is not at the top of my list of must-sees,’ piped up Tom, adding another splodge of grey paint to his depiction of the villa’s newly painted fountain. ‘If you want my opinion—’

‘Actually, we’d rather not. It’s art, darling! We’ll all go. Anyway, I told you, no one is diverting from the itinerary. We’re here to celebrate the award, yes, but I also want us to use this opportunity as a team-building exercise, to gather experiences and make shared memories that we can gossip about when we get back home.’

‘Tell me again why Dalton couldn’t come, Carr?’ interjected Beth, concealing the switch to a more personal topic with a broad smile. ‘I haven’t seen him for ages, and he’s never around when I come over to your flat – does he even still live there?’

‘Oh, Dalton was devastated he couldn’t come to Tuscany, but being such an accomplished photographer means he’s always in demand somewhere or another,’ said Carmen airily, flicking her wrist in dismissal of Beth’s enquiry.

However, Izzie couldn’t fail to notice the look of annoyance on Carmen’s expertly made-up face. Clearly there was something amiss over Dalton’s absence that only Beth knew about and Carmen wanted to keep from the others. Gosh, this whole course-running business was turning out to be a minefield! Despite having just met the group, she didn’t have to be a contestant on Mastermind to know who was in charge. Okay, so Carmen had paid for the trip and that was very generous of her, but that shouldn’t give her carte blanche to call out Beth’s choice of attire, criticise Hannah’s painting abilities, or belittle Tom’s taste in sculpture. And she definitely hadn’t imagined the look in Zara’s eyes when she’d mentioned her dislike of pizzas.

What was going on?

‘Okay, I think it’s time for lunch.’ Izzie smiled, anxious to avoid any further deterioration in the atmosphere. ‘If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to the table in the courtyard, and Meghan and I will bring the food outside.’

‘Yum!’ declared Hannah, hooking the handles of her beach bag over her shoulder, then linking her arm through Tom’s as they all made their way to the shady area at the rear of the villa, where Carlotta had laid a long trestle table with white crockery, sparkling glasses and vases filled with sprigs of fragrant lavender before cycling off for her rendezvous with Vincenzo. ‘There’s nothing like a morning of artistic endeavour to make the tummy rumble! I’m starving!’

‘Me too,’ agreed Beth, rushing ahead so she could grab the carved throne-like chair at the head of the table.

‘Hey, I think I should sit there, don’t you?’ Carmen smiled, placing her hands on her hips, her expression making it clear that Beth should move.

‘Oops, sorry, Carmen. Didn’t see the Queen Bee name card!’

When Beth and Zara had settled into chairs on one side of the table, with Hannah and Tom opposite them and Carmen presiding, Izzie rushed off to the kitchen, praying Meghan had managed to tear herself away from her sojourn in the vineyard and had made a start on preparing the cold drinks. She needn’t have worried, and she flashed a smile of gratitude at her friend who had used a few days of her precious holiday allowance to fly over to Tuscany to support her in her new venture.

‘Hi, Izzie, how was your first tutorial?’

‘Interesting would be an understatement!’

‘Interesting good, or interesting bad?’

‘Let’s serve lunch first or I think we might have a mutiny on our hands.’

She saw Meghan wrinkle her nose in confusion, but she picked up a basket heaped with freshly baked focaccia, grabbed a couple of bottles of Chianti and made her way back to the courtyard, the aroma of the warm bread causing exclamations of happiness all round.

‘I absolutely adore that smell!’ Beth declared, closing her eyes to savour the fragrance.

‘Me too,’ agreed Hannah, helping herself to a chunk of the rosemary-topped focaccia and bringing it to her nose. ‘Mmm...’

‘And here’s your lunch! Enjoy!’

With a flourish worthy of a Michelin-starred chef, Meghan set a long wooden board crammed with Luca’s sumptuous antipasti in the middle of the table. The platter showcased a cornucopia of colours, from the pink of the Parma ham and salami to the creamy white of the stracchino and mozzarella, from the rich red of the tomatoes and tiny marinated peppers to the vibrant green of the asparagus spears and the lettuce leaves. A generous helping of olives, both black and green, added further interest, along with radishes, artichokes and chickpeas.

‘Wow!’ cried Hannah and Beth in unison. Even Tom considered the spread worthy of the removal of his beloved camera for the first time that day, placing it with reverence on one of the vacant seats.

‘Before we dive in, I think we should have a toast!’ Carmen announced, flicking back her long hair and raising her glass of Chianti in the air. ‘To our adventures under the Tuscan sun – both creative and foodie. May we produce canvases worthy of Titian, Raphael and Botticelli!’

‘Salute!’ the group chorused, then fell on the food as if they hadn’t eaten for days.
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