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Dedication

To my wife, who is ever present in all my writing,

and who inhabits more of this book

than she would ever imagine.

That one person could be the inspiration

for so many!  Grazie!


Preface

I’m wise enough now

Having seen some of life

To know that its path

Already holds enough strife

So if I, in my way,

Could offer some joy

In this humblest of ways

I should at least try

My phrasing imperfect?

Is my grammar a mess?

Let me lighten your load

Make sweet dreams of your stress

~ ~ ~

There is no Rossetti Bar in Monte Sacro (at least, there wasn’t the last time I was there), and I may have got the names of some of the fountains at Villa d’Este slightly sideways, but the little trattoria on the Amalfi coast is real, and so are other places I mention.

Since this is a work of fantasy and imagination, I feel justified in claiming poetic licence for anything which is factually incorrect or no longer correct. All the events recounted are similarly fictitious except, of course, for those which really did happen.
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JOHN BENTLEY LAZILY gazed out over the bay and towards the beachfront vendors’ booths, and his eyes rested on the blowing three-quarter length skirt of a young, tanned beauty.

The hips arrested his attention to his cappuccino, and he pondered the varying perfections one could find, simply in the line of athletic curve and all the promise it suggested. She would be warm, she would be smooth and at the height of her youthful powers.

The warm Italian afternoon sun made him meditative, and he considered how beauty may not be unique but, invariably, unmistakable. There were so many possibilities and yet, when life brought perfection into view, it was all so very simple to recognize it.

He prised his eyes away for fear of being rude but consoled himself with the certainty that appreciation, in its politest form, was nothing more than complimentary. She was too far away to try and, doubtless, she would be with someone – girls who looked like that were seldom alone – and so he turned back to the terrazzo and felt slightly sad that such beauty may have evaded his association, in whatever form, as he would have been content just to gaze on such a fine creation even just as a friend.

He closed his eyes and relaxed on his lounger, yet still in his mind he could see the exquisite line of her hips outlined by the wind pulling the material tight against her curves, slim, firm, sculpted, from the land of Michelangelo.

“You are John Bentley, aren’t you?” He shuddered awake and laboured to focus on the figure looming above him, blurred by the afternoon heat. “I’ve read all your books, I’m a bit of a wine aficionado myself, and I recognized you from the book cover photo. I hope you don’t mind my disturbing you, but my wife said you wouldn’t mind, and we probably won’t get this chance again, so I simply had to come and say hello. Could we just get a shot with you for our kids back in Blighty?”

John staggered imperceptibly with disbelief but adopted his public-persona graciousness. “Yes, yes, by all means ... glad you like the books.”

“Angelica, would you take a photo of us?” the interloper asked, proposing his mobile phone to someone at the back of his party and, like a lissome, soft wind, she emerged as John could never have imagined. The girl in the flowing dress, twice as beautiful and now ever so close.

John’s drowsiness departed like last night’s winnings at the baccarat table, and he pulled himself together and into action mode. His co-conspirators in the group photo disappeared from his view like a haze around a bullseye, and he concentrated his eye language through the lens, leaving – he hoped – no doubt of his interest. Not overt, not crude but with a respectful directness. Chance does not often visit twice.

“Can we not take one with the photographer?” John asked. “I mean it’s only fair.” He couldn’t think why he had come up with such a lame line, but he had to make some kind of move and sadly – he considered – this was the best he could think of in the circumstances.

“Yes, come on, Angelica, get a photo with the Author. Your Dad will like that, him being the wine man and all.”

And so she sidled next to him, and he could feel the smooth warmth of her arm against his and the flapping of the skirt folds, lapping against his legs in the warm breeze. Inside he was melting, but he guarded a reserved etiquette outwardly, hoping it would speak volumes of his decorum and behaviour.

“Your father is in the wine business?” He took his chance.

“Yes, we have a small vineyard in the Umbria region. It’s not very big, and it’s not at all famous, I’m afraid.” She laughed, and her face was full of life and optimism and sun, utterly beguiling.

John could feel his measure of opportunity slipping, and he grasped at it. “Maybe I could visit and write something about it?”

Her eyes turned softly on him with a signalling, almost inviting, warmth. “Yes” – her lips pursed delightfully – “you could visit ... whenever you want.”

She was gone, he was alone, but he had the address ... he had the address!

*  *  *
[image: image]


JOHN BENTLEY COULD be described as a rising star amongst television-celebrity expert presenters. He had done quite a few segments in various shows and always, of course, on wine. Strange thing was that, other than for business purposes, he seldom drank wine at all and, if he did, it would be only Brunello di Montalcino. He knew too much about France, he feared, and as with many things, it was true that familiarity bred contempt. Particularly when coupled with his insider’s knowledge of the unabashed, baseless propaganda spewed out by the French wine industry.

John was tall, athletic, and what one might call ‘dapper’. He wore clothes well, with little effort and with even less care, but he could, when the occasion demanded, turn himself out as more than presentable, and this fact was not missed by several attractive television production assistants who vied to catch his eye.

But John was not enamoured of the faux posturing and mannerisms that seemed to come as part of the professional mix, mandatory for an aspiring future producer. He had been well educated and equipped for life with an athletic upbringing, and this had left him with a sporty physique of the slimmer, streamlined type.

He loved to follow Formula One auto racing and, as a younger man, had had hankerings after involvement, but pragmatism and lack of the necessary budget persuaded him to pursue other outlets for his love of speed. And so at thirty-three he was an eligible bachelor, with his world in front of him, and now also, today, he had glimpsed an interest, absorbed a perfume and a touch, and told himself that he would venture out on what he felt would lead to something special.

But first he had to go to Rome and then, immediately after, he would go to Montefalco and begin his romance – or at least this is what he told himself – and the very thought of it seemed enriched by the delay. The anticipation becoming almost aphrodisiacal, but perhaps – he mused – he was running ahead of himself with a certain amount of unwarranted assumption.

No, he would go to Rome, finish his business, and then see how things looked, not get ahead of himself.

The drive into the Eternal City has a particular quality of optimism and joy; it comes from the light, and those cypress tree decorations dispensed here and there in the surrounding countryside. But mostly the light, all blue and a bit shimmery. It seems as if the blue, bright blue sky is made of crushed salt crystals as the sun is reflected over and over and hazed by its own abundance. It is glorious, and wide. Not a skyscraper in sight.

It looks as if an opera stage designer had set a scene using all the positives in our mind’s eye of how we’d like a city to be, and then he’d added a glorious humanity but with imperial scope. There is a sensuality borne out of the history and the look and if one cannot feel good in Rome, one cannot feel good anywhere.

John Bentley was abruptly jolted out of his contemplation of the cityscape by a large Mercedes filling his mirrors with the ubiquitous flashing lights. He must have been doing 150 kph but, on the Rome autostrada, that is the norm. Indicators stay on in the outside overtaking lane, and there they remain till a new conqueror doing 170 kph arrives to nudge them into submission and the middle lane.

How many go to the office, masculinity diminished by virtue of the Ferrari in the outside lane. Thus the passion for speed, to have the male ego intact, vanquishing all on the Raccordo Anulare – Rome’s encircling ring road. But for John it was of less consequence as this was not his game, not his town, not his culture, but simply a chance to absorb the vibes and nuances that create the Italian approach to life.

He turned off the highway and made his way into the quietly affluent Parioli district with its smoothly curved avenues and quiet side streets, family-owned shops which exude reserve; small, private and with a clientèle who were probably all known by name, with enquiries after family members and the progress of ongoing projects the first order of business upon entry.

John pulled up at Via Francesco Siacci, parked outside a stylish profumeria and crossed to the gently faded building just opposite. He entered the elegant lobby and was immediately greeted by a dignified portiere who verified his appointment and ushered him to the elevator leading to the upper floors.

The whole décor made him wonder where the Romans found these designers. It exuded reserve but left no doubt of its exclusivity. When one lives and works in Rome, one is virtually living history at every turn, and it is glorious – if one stays within the old and avoids the over-new.

Romano Brattoni opened the door to his apartment-office and shook John’s hand warmly. He looked exactly as he should. He was tanned not by the summer but by years of living here, in Rome, and it gave him a worldliness that implied he had seen and done almost everything of the good that life had to offer, and that he had done it all well.

To say he was suave would be inaccurate as suave implies a certain amount of effort to achieve that state, and there was no effort in Romano Brattoni’s persona. He was beyond suave, he was just real. The man radiated genuine charm in a very masculine way.

He offered John a caffè, and John possessed enough good sense and experience to never refuse coffee in Italy.

The room was warmly furnished with antiques, and the awnings shading the windows diffused the incoming light to render the whole ambience subdued, rich, understated, but unquestionably in the best of taste.

They sat across from each other, Brattoni behind his broad walnut desk, and they talked about wine and about the Festival to be held at Villa d’Este in Tivoli; Brattoni looking supremely confident of success with his Brunello representation, and rightly so – thought John.

It must help – John thought – to be representing your wine at a festival when you look like an Italian movie star, have the handshake of a prize fighter, and the casualness to make an open-neck blue shirt, a pair of fawn slacks and bare feet in slip-on moccasin loafers look like a million dollars.

Even the lines on Brattoni’s face looked designer-drawn. But they had, in fact, been achieved through years of heroic work – carried out in complete secrecy – on behalf of the state and, even now, scarcely acknowledged by a belatedly grateful recipient nation. He never talked about that, even if asked.

So they resolved to meet at Villa d’Este and drink some wine together, however, their business concluded, Romano had no specific information on the small winery in Montefalco that John had asked about; his casual enquiry being met by the firstly quizzical, then comprehending, and finally warmly softening, smiling eyes of Romano Brattoni. “Ah, yes, there will be someone there from Montefalco,” he said cryptically.

John squinted from the blast of sun as he left the lobby and emerged back out onto this quiet street of Rome.

No scooters here, he thought. Warm with the soft air, the sun made this what it was. There was no doubt, it must be the sun that moulded the very character of the place; it must have made Rome the empire it became.

He wondered if Angelica would be at Villa d’Este.

*  *  *
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THE GARDENS OF VILLA d’Este, in the small town of Tivoli in Lazio, are madness, but a madness that one is so grateful could be indulged. They are truly wondrous, literally, in that one would wonder how such a creation could ever have been achieved. Their scope defies imagination.

The Villa is beautiful, perched at the top of the hill looking out over its fabled fountains and beyond, to the surrounding support scenery of Tivoli, but it is the Villa and its gardens that diminish that very pleasant, caressing scenery to almost the inconsequential. In fact the town of Tivoli does not, of itself, demand great distinction visually, relegated in this instance to being the location of, and the route to, La Villa d’Este.

John had been here before, but it was some time now, and he took his cue from the tour buses as to the exact location of the entrance. He remembered from his previous visit that the narrow entranceway was strangely unimpressive and had made him question whether he was at the right place. But yes, this was the entrance, so small for such a grand palace, almost like a back door, but that might be explained by the fact that the entrance now used was, in fact, the original back entry or servants’ and tradesmen’s entrance.

John passed through the modest doorway and came into the preamble courtyard that he remembered had borne the inscription attesting to the time the composer Liszt had occupied the top floor. At the time it had struck him as somehow incongruous and out of place, but now it seemed essential to the history of the edifice and, of course, Liszt’s Les Jeux d’Eaux à la Villa d’Este had been inspired by the sounds of the fountains, and captured the very essence of the play of water on the senses.

As he descended the passageway to the lower floors, John enjoyed that unique feeling one can obtain in such places, that it is possible to imagine oneself in the place at the time. He wondered how Liszt would have walked this passage, how he would have been dressed and looked, and what may have been passing through his mind in contemplation.

The house itself, or palace as one would describe it more accurately, was certainly magnificent. It was the perfect setting for a wine festival, and John stepped out onto the large, stately terrazza that, in its original presentation, would have been a wonderful spot from which to observe arriving guests, as it was at the front of the Villa, overlooking the gardens and their endless variety of fountains.

Down there, on the lawns and avenues amidst the giant pools fronting the Fontana di Nettuno, the tents would be set up and adorned. It would be a magical location for a magical display of wine artistry, with all the colour and refinement such a setting would afford. In short, the perfect enveloping ambience for wine tasting.

And down there, as John drew in the splendour of the setting, walking along the Avenue of the Hundred Fountains was Angelica.

John rushed his way down to the lower level, past the Tripod Fountain and Bernini’s Fontana del Bicchierone, and scanned the pathway that fronted the Avenue of the Hundred Fountains. She was not there.

He made for the larger, open-spaced centre ponds area that fronted the giant Neptune’s Fountain but could not see her anywhere.

And then, at the far end of the avenue, seated on the edge of the bowl which caught the outpouring of the magnificent, huge waterfall of the Oval Fountain, he saw her. She was sitting next to a young man and playfully linking her arm through his as she smiled at him.

As John approached, she turned and caught him with her eyes, at first seemingly startled and then simply surprised in their expression.

“Hello, Angelica ... I didn’t think you were coming to the Festival,” John pushed out as a tentative opener.

“No, no I was not. But I had to come to help Roberto, and it is such a nice place, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is truly one of those places that actually live up to the hype.” John regretted having used the word ‘hype’. Did he sound annoyed, had he given something away, was he transparent?

“Oh yes, it is famous. But not, I think, because of the hype, more because it is an amazing feat of engineering and imagination. I don’t think anyone who comes here realizes that they will never be able to absorb all that it has in a day’s visit. There is so much history here, and a good bit of wonder.”

John felt himself shrink inside. He had betrayed his annoyance that he had found her with this young man, this Roberto, who was, of course, Italian like her, and heir to all the history of fabulous places like this simply by a fact of birth. And, not to be unobservant, the young man was, in a masculine way, equivalent in eye appeal to herself; in short, he was extremely good looking. John felt even more annoyed or, rather, disheartened.

This was not going his way. Not what he had envisaged as a triumphant showing up at her modest family vineyard in Montefalco where he, as a TV personality and wine expert, well, he would carry a certain panache with which to launch his assault on her senses.

No, this was going downhill in a hurry, as they say.

“Are you staying in town here for the Festival set-up, or are you coming back next week when it’s all done?” John proffered, trying to change tack.

“No, we are going to see a few people here who are doing the organizing and then go to Rome for the weekend. And then ready for the start on Monday.” She had taken the slight edge out of her voice in what seemed an offer of truce. The door was open, but Roberto was still there by her side, just watching and smiling every now and then; observing John, but without attitude, simply watching with an understanding indulgence.

John marvelled that Roberto was so cool, he did not seem to sense any threat, and the object of John’s motivation was probably obvious to him. Perhaps he was supremely confident; looking as he did, it was possible.

“Where are you staying in Rome? Maybe we can get together for a coffee, or something?”

“Ice cream.” She smiled.

“Ice cream?”

“Yes, we can get together for an ice cream, if you want. I can show you how many flavours I can eat in one afternoon.” She looked mischievously at Roberto.

Roberto smiled and laughed to himself a little. She squeezed his arm, and John felt slightly awkward.

But he had the date ... he had the date!

*  *  *
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THE DRIVE BACK TO ROME was glorious. Open, wide, and the autostrada seems to have a particular quality that sets it apart from the highways in the States or England. Maybe it was the decorative oleander bushes lining the barriers separating the two sides, all in bloom, miles and miles of them all blooming, Or maybe the sun, or the warm air ... but whatever it was, they had this sort of designer feel about them that made cool shades obligatory and fast-food consumption whilst driving very much not the thing to be doing. A prosciutto sandwich maybe, but commercial, plastic-packed fast food, no.

Soon Rome lay spread out before him and his mobile phone beeped.

The short text message he had received detailing Angelica’s chosen meeting place had slightly puzzled John.

The Hassler Roma was not where he had expected a girl from a modest wine-growing family to be staying. I mean, this was probably the most expensive hotel in Rome, sitting as it did at the top of the Spanish Steps on the Piazza Trinità dei Monti, exuding luxury out of every Rubelli-fabric-draped window, and just a short walk down those famous Spanish Steps, past Keats’ house and across the Piazza di Spagna to the ultra-expensive and designer-drenched Via Condotti. This was the high end of town.

So it was with some curiosity that John entered the grand foyer of the hotel and asked for Angelica to be alerted of his arrival. The clerk gave no expression other than that of deferential efficiency, and John was courteously asked to wait in the calm opulence of the lobby.

“La Signorina arriva subito,” he had been informed.

And, indeed, in just a few minutes she appeared, breezing towards him through the rich sofas and antique chairs. She was dressed quite simply in tight designer jeans and a crisp white shirt, a silk scarf with horsey motifs adding bold accents of scarlet, gold and green to her fresh appearance. Yet, somehow, she did not look out of place in these surroundings; in fact she seemed to have an air of familiarity that was hard to define.

“Hello. This is a nice place,” John ventured with dry humour.

“Yes, it is gorgeous, isn’t it, and it has a great location. Being where it is, you can explore all of Rome from here very easily, and I always love the Spanish Steps, well mostly, except when there are too many tourists just hanging around, they make them look untidy” – she took his arm with easy familiarity – “anyway, you were going to buy me an ice cream.” She smiled, and he sensed he was in danger.

Her perfume was softly floral and tantalisingly fleeting, rich but not sweet; however, it would be addictive, given the chance, and it made him want to lean in, so as not to break the spell.

“Where shall we go then? Do you have a place you like?” John asked.

“Oh yes, I think you will like it too. It is not famous like Giolitti, but it is much less busy, and it is quieter. And they have all the flavours, and it is pretty inside.” She paused, thinking how to explain. “And, without all the tourists, you can actually appreciate the décor, it’s like a little jewel, sparkly and clean ... Where’s your car?” She squeezed his arm and leant into him slightly, and he felt a hint of the soft mould of her breast.

Where indeed? Parking in Rome is a
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