
		
			
			[image: Thousand_cover]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Thousandlights_TTP.pdf]

				

				[image: HeadlineRevlogo_2016.pdf]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Copyright © 2017 Emylia Hall

				The right of Emylia Hall to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

				Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

				First published as an Ebook in 2017 by Headline Review

				An imprint of Headline Publishing Group

				All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

				Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

				Ebook conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Bidford-on-Avon, Warwickshire

				eISBN: 978 1 4722 1203 0

				Cover photographs © anouchka/Getty Images (hotel), Zuul72/Shutterstock (foreground rocks) and khlongwangchao/Shutterstock (stars)

				HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

				www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk

			

		

	
			
				Contents

				Title Page

				Copyright Page

				About the Author

				Praise

				Also by Emylia Hall

				About the Book

				Dedication

				Acknowledgements

				Epigraph


				one

				two

				three

				four

				five

				six

				seven

				eight

				nine

				ten

				eleven

				twelve

				thirteen

				fourteen

				fifteen

				sixteen

				seventeen

				eighteen

				nineteen

				twenty

				twenty-one

				twenty-two

				twenty-three

				twenty-four

				twenty-five

				twenty-six

				twenty-seven

				twenty-eight

				twenty-nine

				thirty

				thirty-one

				thirty-two

				thirty-three

				thirty-four

				thirty-five

				epilogue

			


		
			
				

				about the author

				[image: Emylia_Hall_wc.pdf]

				Emylia was born in 1978 and grew up in the Devon countryside. She is the author of The Book of Summers, which was a Richard & Judy Summer Book Club pick in 2012, A Heart Bent Out of Shape, The Sea Between Us and The Thousand Lights Hotel. She lives in Bristol with her husband, the writer Robin Etherington, and their young son.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				praise

				‘[An] extraordinary story by an author who’s fast becoming one of our firm faves’ Sun, Fabulous Magazine

				‘Lush, romantic escapism’ Mirror

				‘This atmospheric, slow burn of a read is perfect for the end of the summer’ Daily Mail

				‘An utterly beautiful story, brimming with romance and tinged with loss . . . Hall’s sensuous, vivid prose draws you in and holds you captive until the last page. This is a summer read to be devoured’ Lucy Clarke, author of The Sea Sisters

				‘A perfect summer read’ Tiffany Murray, author of Diamond Star Halo and Sugar Hall

				‘The Sea Between Us is that rare beast – a beautifully written, intricately observed love story that’s both lyrical and enchanting . . . a novel that deserves to be savoured’ Hannah Beckerman, author of The Dead Wife’s Handbook

				‘A delicate, atmospheric, regretful tale, but full of redemption too. I absolutely loved it’ Richard Madeley

				‘Highly evocative and a joy to read’ Sunday Express

				‘Beautifully nuanced’ Spectator

				‘Emylia Hall creates an enchanting and vivid picture . . . an addictive read’ Cosmopolitan

				‘A novel that glints with passion, loss and doubt’ Marie Claire

				‘Fantastically evocative and sun-drenched with a twist’ Stylist

				‘As tender and insightful as it is gripping. The novel speaks of life’s value and potential – and of Hall’s, as a writer’ Susan Fletcher, author of Eve Green

				‘The prose is an art-form in itself . . . a story that grabs the reader and completely immerses them in a picturesque world from the first to the last page . . . beautifully written’ The Book Bag

			

		

	
		
			
				

				By Emylia Hall and available from Headline

				The Book of Summers

				A Heart Bent Out of Shape

				The Sea Between Us

				The Thousand Lights Hotel

			

		

	
		
			
				

				about the book

				On an island off the coast of Tuscany, surrounded by olive groves and lemon trees, lies the Hotel Mille Luci. It’s a place people return to again and again, seduced by its languid splendour, the delights that come out of its kitchen and by the easy charm of its owner Valentino.

				Then, into this idyllic setting crashes travel writer Kit. She might seem like any other guest, but she is far from that – and she brings with her a devastating truth that threatens to shake the foundations upon which the hotel is built, and forever change the lives of the people within it.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For my family, with love and gratitude

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Acknowledgements

				Writing this novel truly was a journey. While all roads (or ferry routes) led to Elba, there was certainly a detour or two along the way, and I’ve never been more grateful for the enthusiasm and the faith of the people around me. Thank you to Rowan Lawton, my agent, for immense encouragement, guidance, and acumen. Thank you to Leah Woodburn, my editor, for stellar judgement, thoughtfulness, and pin-sharp observation. Thanks also to Millie Seaward, Vicky Palmer, and Amy Perkins at Headline, and to Sherise Hobbs for invaluably bringing the Lovers’ Festival to my attention. Thank you to my treasured early readers, Marie Deery, Robin Etherington, and Kate Haines – I’m lucky to have you. Thank you to Annabel Harrison for honest and much appreciated advice on writing about loss. Thank you to Patrick Neate for wise words and inspiring company on a well-timed Arvon week – it was a privilege to be tutoring alongside you this time. Thank you to Danny Hancock for top-notch electrical guidance – any inaccuracies are mine alone. Thank you to Zoe and Gary Colosimo for the use of your splendid name – and for making a mean Negroni (or three). Thank you to my family – the Halls and the Etheringtons – for your relentless cheerleading and boundless support; special thanks to Mum for all the notebooks, and that wonderfully teary phone message upon finishing the first draft. Thank you to my son, Calvin Jack, for leaving me to write in my hut when really you wanted to pull me out to play – you amaze me, little man. Finally, thank you to my husband for giving me the courage to rip it up and start again. For sharing that first sunshine and food-filled trip to Elba back in 2003. For everything, really. Grazie mille.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				If I can stop one heart from breaking, 
I shall not live in vain.

				Emily Dickinson

				Be not inhospitable to strangers, 
lest they be angels in disguise.

				Inscribed on the wall of Shakespeare 
and Company, Paris

			

		

	
		
			
				

				one

				Kit ran as if there was somebody chasing her. She pounded up and over the Downs, past the kite fliers and the dog walkers and the tiny children rattling along on scooters. She didn’t stop until she reached the edge of the Avon Gorge. As she leant over the wall, the man in the ice cream van peered out, then ducked back inside. Far below her, the mudbanks glittered in the late-afternoon sun. Kit pressed her fingers to her eyes as stars crowded her vision, and waited for her breathing to settle. She checked her watch. Visiting hours began at six o’clock. There was just time to race back, change and compose herself. To practise what she was going to say one more time before going in.

				One question, that was all she had. One question made of five words, and none of them as frightening as those she’d had to learn recently – words like refractory, palliative: the unwelcome vocabulary that had entered the lexicon of their little family. As she left the edge of the gorge and started back towards Clifton, her heart was beating in double time, but it had nothing to do with the speed that she ran at, or the miles she’d covered. The question charged along with her.

				Kit didn’t normally run in the afternoons. She preferred the very early mornings, when the toes of her trainers would turn dark with dew. She’d head for the open sky, the vast stretches of grassland where, in the fragile light, it was possible to believe in the safety of infinity. She felt brave then, armoured, so that when she returned to the still of the house, she could talk to her mum about the things she’d seen. The fox that was so dainty on its feet, eyeing her uncannily long, and not without accusation. The rose light over the river; the way the suspension bridge appeared to rise up, dream-like, mist billowing beneath it. The honeyed blur of a lone retriever as it chased a flock of gulls. It took away the taste of the night, such talk.

				Maybe you could get a dog, her mum had said the other week, and Kit had tried to play along, said it’d be less trouble, a decent swap, in fact, when actually she was thinking that there might come a day when such a companion would be welcome. A chirpy little terrier, perhaps, or a soft-eared spaniel, with a coat you could bury your face in without explanation or apology.

				When her mum had fallen ill, when nothing about it had looked good, Kit had moved back to be with her. A decade ago Bristol had been her university city, and after she’d left, heeding the call of London, her mum had chosen to make it her home – as if she wanted to continue to inhabit the same spaces as her daughter without quite intruding on her independence. So Rosa had moved there in Kit’s footsteps, swapping the crooked rooms of their Somerset cottage for a rented flat high up in one of the wedding-cake white terraces, a once-grand house carved into pieces and left to time: fusty carpet, chipped-paint railings, but with windows big enough to let the sun dance in, and a shared garden to the front with a moat of rose beds. Until a few months ago Kit had been one of the transitory faces in the hall – the daughter who visited sometimes at the weekend, a bag over her shoulder, taking the stairs two at a time as she raced back to her own world.

				She’d been in an airport when her mum had telephoned: Lisbon, waiting to fly to Oslo. Her laptop balanced on her knees, she was having trouble connecting to the terminal’s Wi-Fi, a deadline getting away from her. Her phone rang, and as she answered, she hadn’t been able to stop irritation seeping into her voice. I got the results back, her mum had said, her tone as formal as a schoolmistress’s, her Italian accent barely there; but it was the pause that followed that told Kit what she couldn’t bear to know. In that moment, she’d vowed to move home.

				The motion of her afternoon run stayed in her, and she moved mechanically through a shower, a change, the dragging of a comb through her wet hair. Then she glanced around her, absorbing the contents of her mum’s flat; the life it still had in it. The chalkboard shopping list with bread, milk, tomatoes smudged in pink. The wooden rocking chair and its purple cushion, a library book face down, pages splayed, as if its reader had just got up to make a cup of tea, or answer a ringing telephone.

				The hospital was an ominous hulk of a building, its outward appearance promoting no certainty of bright futures. Kit wished for flower boxes at the windows, or a fluttering flag, some visual manifestation of optimism. On the way in she paused at the revolving door, waiting for a man and his little daughter to pass through it. The girl was curled into her father’s neck, her face hidden, and was sobbing noisily. Kit hoped she was crying because she’d been denied the promise of pizza again for tea, or because she’d wanted a toy from the hospital gift shop, or any other small, but no less bitter, disappointment. Their eyes met, hers and the man’s, and she gave him the closed-lip smile that visitors always swapped in the halls – the look that said, This is hell, but here we all are, because where else can we be?

				Inside, the nurses greeted her. Anne, with the Kirby grips and the clumpy shoes, and Roksana, with purple-streaked hair and a smile so kind it could split you in two from across a room. Kit adopted the same falsely bright tones she always did, though for whose benefit she didn’t know. They were doing the best they could, perhaps that was why. They all were. But the question that had chased her over the Downs gave her away. It felt desperate, grasping; slipping her facade. It had no place among the gentle fortification of cards and flowers and paperback novels. Nor did it sit with the sweet and sonorous music she shared, passing an earphone – Here, Mum, you’ll like this. It had taken her by surprise, this sharp desire to suddenly know, and shocked her too. For to ask was to acknowledge, however implicitly, that her mum’s time had all but run out. Kit hesitated in the corridor, feeling her conviction already fading.

				As a small girl, maybe five or six, she had asked about her father. Because someone in the playground had stared at her as if she was crazy when she said she didn’t have one. That’s impossible! That bird over there has a father. That dog. So she’d asked her mum outright, as they sat across from one another at teatime, twirling spaghetti. I hate to admit it, her mum had said, in a tone that was uncomfortably distant, but I never knew him very well. And he turned out to be . . . not very nice. Not very nice at all. And then he died before you were born, so . . . She’d drifted then, and it had felt an act of cruelty – even so young, Kit had been sensible to that – to attempt to bring her back.

				So she’d stayed kind. Until she was leaving for university, that last night at home, in the garden of their old cottage, Deer Leap; the place Kit had been brought to as a baby, Tuscan soil still in the tread of her mum’s shoes. They were up late drinking sparkling wine, their bare feet aching with cold, as bats had swept overhead. Everyone says that university is about figuring out who you are, she’d said, but . . . I’m never going to know, am I? Not really.

				She’d felt the heat of Rosa’s look, and for once, instead of it quieting her, it stoked her flame.

				‘Is it because you’re ashamed,’ she’d said, ‘that you didn’t love him? Italy’s Catholic, right? And back then I guess randomly sleeping with someone you didn’t really know was considered . . .’

				Rosa had been very still. In the gloom of the garden, Kit hadn’t been able to observe her expression. She’d floundered on.

				‘Because, you know, that wouldn’t matter to me, Mum, it wouldn’t matter to anyone these days. People sleep with more or less total strangers all the time, and if you get pregnant that’s just unlucky, and . . .’

				Her voice had tailed off as she’d looked at the shape of her mum, and she had rubbed her nose, for it had started to prickle as if in warning.

				‘Or . . . was he married?’ she’d edged.

				‘Not that you’d ever have known it. He certainly had me fooled.’ Rosa’s voice had been thick, choking in on itself.

				An affair. She’d never have pictured her mum as the slighted other woman, somebody tempting but not sufficient. She seemed too uncompromising for such a role. Kit had wanted to say, Did he know about me? Even if she’d been just a bump beneath a dress, a love child, the strange fruit of a moment of madness, had he known, before he’d died, that there was a baby on the way?

				‘He already had a child,’ Rosa had gone on, ‘and . . .’

				It had taken a moment for Kit to realise that her mum was crying. Rosa never cried. Not ever. She was as consistently featured as a portrait in a gallery. Twelve years on and Kit could still remember the precise feeling of regret, the guilt that had shot up and down her body in hot spears. From the woods behind she’d heard the sharp clap-clap of a pigeon’s wings, and it was as though it was the sound of the topic being released, startled, flapping, making its break with noise and flight. Never to return.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she’d said, in barely a whisper. Then, louder, ‘I won’t ask again. I promise.’

				In the years that followed, whenever she needed to caution herself, to give pause and consider the consequences of an action, Kit would remember that feeling: the folly of pretending you had the faintest clue what it was like to be somebody else.

				She pushed open the door. Rosa turned to her and lifted a hand, and Kit waved back, her eyes burning.

				Her mum’s face had always been sculpted, her cheekbones high, her brow arched, but now she was only gaunt. A pea-green silk scarf, loosely arranged at her neck, offset the shocking paleness of her skin. Her lips, too, were defiantly bright. She’d always worn lipstick; Rose for Rosa, she used to say, not dusky pink but fierce red. She’d snap out a mirror and apply the colour in deft strokes, never needing to correct a smudge or start again. Lately, Kit had found it hard to look at her. Other times all she wanted to do was gaze, drinking up that very second, that minute, that certain graspable moment.

				Rosa was the kind of woman who’d always turned heads, caused conversations to falter. In the untamed Somerset countryside she’d cut an unlikely figure, with her blue-black hair that was sleek as feathers, her bright lips and pristine wellington boots. Battle dress, she’d called it, as she swept on mascara and polished her shoes, even if she was just going out to gather blackberries, or pick daffodils at the end of the lane. Later, on the streets of Clifton, she’d been luminous. But it was never for men, the care she took. For all those who’d knocked at her door with lavish bouquets and murmured promises, she’d never let any of them in. It must have killed them, and how teenage Kit had laughed about it, lying back on her bedspread, bicycling her legs in the air, thinking of all the men in the West Country, hearts blown wide open by her untouchable mum. And how she’d once wanted to look like her! Kit had always felt herself a pale imitation: smaller, slighter, hair that curled in the rain, eyes a liquid blue. You look, her mum had told her one day, exactly like my grandmother did as a girl. But what relief she’d felt, to know that it wasn’t him she took after. That her mum didn’t have to look at her and be reminded of what she’d lost; what she’d never really had.

				‘The sun hurts my eyes but I refuse to have the blinds drawn,’ said Rosa now. ‘Not on a day like this. Spring sunshine, it’s the best kind.’

				Her tone was light, bright and unnaturally giddy. Did the drugs do that? Kit made a mental note to ask the nurses. She went to her and hugged her as tightly as she dared.

				‘You could wear shades. Movie-star style.’

				‘Perhaps just lower them a little, would you, darling? Just a little.’

				Kit went to the window, glad of the occupation. Outside there were trees in blossom, puff-headed with pink flowers, rude with health. It was the worst time to ask. It was the only time. How would it be to know?

				She flicked the blind, and a ladder of light fell across the bedspread.

				‘Mum,’ she said, not quite turning, ‘what was his name?’

				The revolving doors spat her out, and she stumbled. Swore. A cluster of smokers turned to look at her, then quickly away again. Kit stood rooted, unsure which direction to go in. People came and went. Cars passed. It seemed to her remarkable that, outside the hospital, the world was as she’d left it.

				She stared down at her hand. The strange collection of letters, scratched in biro, rising like a sudden birthmark.

				‘Thank you,’ she had said, moments ago, curling her fingers around her palm, impossibly grateful. ‘Thank you.’

				‘All these years,’ Rosa had said, her voice sounding as though it belonged to somebody else as the words bumped into one another, ‘it was important to me to believe in what we had. The life . . . I’d made for us here.’

				‘What we have, Mum, not what we had.’

				‘Oh, don’t cry, darling girl, never cry.’

				But she was, and she couldn’t stop. She’d just held her mum’s hand, and silently willed her not to go anywhere. To stay, always. When Rosa spoke again, Kit almost didn’t hear her. She had to ask her to repeat it.

				Kit. He didn’t die.

				Then her mum had lain back against the pillow, her eyes closed, spent by what it took to say it twice. Spent by what it took to say it at all.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				two

				Valentino lit his lights every evening just before dusk, like a boy who still believed in magic, like an old man who could remember when he used to. As his guests congregated on the terrace for aperitivo, they’d witness the illumination, a sight as sparkling as the drinks in their glasses. But it wasn’t until later, when the sun dropped and the dark rolled in, that they were granted the full spectacle; then forks paused on the way to mouths, and toasts were made, as a ripple of appreciation spread across the dining room. Most of Valentino’s lights were hung high in garlands and appeared at the flick of a switch, looping from the roof to the lawn, strung between trees, and twined amidst vines on the trellises. Others he lit by hand: a candelabrum at the terrace edge, Chinese lanterns swinging from the boughs of a cork oak. Sometimes the children who stayed tried to count them, charging about the gardens, calling, One hundred and seventy-three! One hundred and seventy-four! Occasionally he encountered a smart-arse, like the engineer from Cologne who blew out one flame then beckoned him over – You missed one! – with a snigger intended for his apologetic-looking girlfriend, but Valentino would simply shrug, and smile, and turn away.

				He hadn’t been born on the island of Elba, but for nearly thirty years it had been his home. He’d seen the seasons turn, admiring this trick of endless renewal. In spring the rains came, water pooling on balconies, cascading down the steps to the square. Oceans of pink flowers appeared overnight, flooding the clifftops with colour and scent. In summer the roads were lit by fireflies, and the undergrowth was studded with the sticky heads of wild strawberries – everywhere the unbelievable blue of sea and sky. Autumn was dry-roasted, and olives scattered the ground like green marbles. Stews bubbled on stovetops, spiked with berries and dark meats, and the sea brought new treasures, thick lengths of mullet and mussels as big as your fist. In winter the island was mistral-whipped, and the few who’d stayed went about with bent heads, their hats pulled down, occasionally rewarded with days of near-impossible lightness and brightness: a crisply cut horizon that invited thoughts of far-flung places, and the contentment that there was nowhere else you’d rather be. Living through the island’s seasons was, Valentino thought, like inhabiting a beloved poem. Much as he knew it by heart, it still possessed the ability to strike him afresh, some new gem of meaning emerging from an old, familiar line.

				Aperitivo was magic hour at the Hotel Mille Luci, and his favourite part of the day. Valentino welcomed his guests to the terrace as Abi offered Negroni and Aperol spritz – vivid drinks in misted bowl-shaped glasses, cut with curling orange peel and ice. Oliviero carried out an ever-changing banquet of antipasti – tonight vast platters of pizzette, tiny plump focaccia stuffed with provolone and salami, bowls of sweet figs wrapped in prosciutto, and bouquets of grissini, made with rosemary from the garden and glinting with decadent diamonds of salt. As a ritual, it was an unabashed but elegant form of pleasure. Everybody was united in a simple appreciation of the moment, and the anticipation of all that was to come. That was the way to live, Valentino thought, and not just in the hour before dinner.

				With ten rooms in the hotel, the crowd usually numbered twenty or more. A good size. You could give something of yourself to everybody; you could remember all the names. Tonight he would be speaking four languages – German, French, English and Italian – moving between them as though they were all just different words in the same tongue.

				‘Guten Abend, Max, Steffi. Hey, Jurgen, Nikki, buonasera!’

				The Berger family came from Bavaria: a pair of tall, athletic parents, Max a ski instructor, Steffi once one, and their boys, mad-happy six-year-old twins. Between the four of them they were white-blond and tanned brown. They were sitting at their usual circular table by the giant-flowered hibiscus, their conversation made up of whispered admonishments and yelps of unfettered enthusiasm. The Bergers preferred Prosecco to cocktails, and so Prosecco was what they drank. Valentino topped up their glasses, then moved to the boys, gesturing to their limonata as though to add the illicit fizz.

				‘Oh, you’re driving? Next time, next time.’

				It was the same joke every evening, and they always snorted with laughter.

				Then there were Francesca and Veronika Alessi, the elderly sisters from the mainland city of Perugia, one with a tight grey bun, the other a ragged bob, dressed in matching cotton tunics and wide-legged trousers. Veronika had a lively laugh, eyes roving for mischief, while Francesca was more sober in spirit – though was rarely without a glass of something in one hand and a book in the other. They sat across from one another, popping olives and crunching breadsticks.

				‘Signora Alessi, and Signora Alessi, good evening, dear ladies. Was it a happy day? Did you make it to Villa dei Mulini?’ he asked in Italian.

				‘We certainly did,’ said Veronika. ‘I never appreciated what a tiny man Napoleon was until I saw the bed he slept in.’

				‘But a grand ambition, no? He built our roads, you know, drained our marshes; he should never have left us for Waterloo.’

				He stooped to pick up Francesca’s dropped napkin, and laid it gently back across her knees. She thanked him with her eyes.

				He went next to the three boys from the university in Turin, who were clustered near the antipasti tables, hungry as gannets. He’d seen them coming back from the beach late at night, girls on their arms, the lit ends of their cigarettes bobbing in the dark. They possessed all the ease of youth. One of them, Ricardo, was dressed more casually than usual, in the black and white striped shirt of Juventus.

				‘He wants them to buy Capello, he’s wearing it for luck,’ said his friend.

				‘Capello from Torino? And how will that sit at the next Derby della Mole?’

				They laughed. ‘Depends if he scores.’

				‘Damned if he does, damned if he doesn’t,’ said Valentino, and shook each of their hands before moving off.

				‘Bonsoir, madame, mademoiselle,’ he greeted the pair from Paris, the preposterously glamorous Nina and her long-legged stepdaughter Lucille. It was their second day and he was still yet to see them exchange more than a word or two with one another. Upon their arrival he’d made the mistake of referring to Nina as Lucille’s mum, and the girl had cut in, correcting him with belle-mère. Nina had taken it in her stride, and passed the handle of her suitcase to him before walking off. Now she sat pinching the stem of her wine glass, while Lucille fiddled with the phone that she held in her lap.

				‘Bien coordonné,’ he said, nodding at the colour of Nina’s dress and the shade of Lucille’s nail varnish.

				‘Not deliberate,’ insisted Lucille.

				‘Mais belle, all the same. Shall I ask Oliviero to talk you through the menu tonight? He can tell you about the ricotta our friend Gino makes, and the aubergines from our gardens.’

				The two women were bonded in the agreement that time with Oliviero was a fine idea, and Valentino felt sure he saw a look pass between them – for once a complicit smile.

				He cut back into the kitchen, and when he came out again he saw Isabel. Dear Isabel, bella Isabella, all the way from England. She was their most loyal guest. Coming down just after seven o’clock, elegant in a navy linen dress, her only adornment the necklace she always wore, with its silver locket. The intervening year seemed to have passed in no time at all when Isabel returned. He kissed her lightly on each cheek, and handed her a Negroni.

				‘I’ve been thinking about this first aperitivo all year long,’ she said, taking a sip, closing her eyes.

				‘As have we.’

				‘I try it at home, you know, a glass of something, a few nibbles, but it’s not the same. It never is.’ She waved her arm, seeming to encompass everything with the gesture: the rolling lawn, the bauble-decked lemon trees, the galaxy of tiny lights, even, perhaps, Valentino himself.

				He offered her a bowl of olives, and she plucked one.

				‘And vongole tonight?’ she asked.

				‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Everything as usual.’

				‘You’ve no idea how happy that makes me.’

				‘I hope I do,’ said Valentino. ‘How are you, Isabel? The summer, it’s been kind so far?’

				‘Kind enough.’

				‘Your garden?’

				‘Oh yes. And my herbs have really taken off. The marjoram’s quite stolen the lawn. I should have brought some for Oliviero, but then that’d be rather like taking coals to Newcastle,’ she smiled at the wrinkle of his incomprehension, ‘or like ice to the Eskimos. And you? You’re well? You look well.’

				An hotelier’s job was to look after people. That was how Valentino had always seen it, and he had pledged to uphold his role with dedication and commitment, every hour of the day. It was down to him to ask how people were, if there was anything they needed, if he could assist with their bags, their itinerary, the angle of their sunlounger. Help choosing a wine? The fastest way to the beach? Did you have a good journey, a good day, a good stay? Few ever turned his enquiries back on him. Except for Isabel. Most people had some grievance in their life – however buried – and he had come to learn how to read the disappointments, the faraway looks and the hesitancies. Perhaps she too possessed this ability; hurt recognising hurt. Are you all right? she had asked the second year she’d come, nine summers ago now. What had he been doing? Nothing out of the ordinary; uncorking a bottle, perhaps, or straightening the table linen. Are you all right? The question had been extraordinary in itself, but more startling was his desire to answer with a truthfulness he rarely permitted, even when conversing with himself. That first time he’d waved it away: Very well, very well, he’d said, because he was, wasn’t he? Essentially?

				‘Very well,’ he said again, nine years later. ‘Grazie. Grazie.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				three

				The woman from the paradiso drove a vintage Lancia, and she took the turns of the road with an abandon bordering on recklessness. The night breeze kicked up her hair, mussing it, messing it, hair that had been so smooth as they’d danced in the crush of hot and liquid bodies. The Paradiso was closed throughout the Elban winter, but as summer arrived and the tourists and seasonal staff along with it, the club – with its lasers that swept the sky, and beats that crossed the water – opened its doors. He’d met her a week ago at the bar as she castigated Giuseppe for serving her sparkling water without ice. They’d got talking, and seemed to like what one another had to say – certainly adequately enough to not dilute their physical attraction. They’d danced then, and their bodies had fitted together in a promising way. The music was too loud for talking so they’d kissed instead, and dancing and kissing had carried them through from late night until the white blaze of morning. Tonight, when they’d met again, after Oliviero had closed his kitchen and bid the guests buona notte, they’d simply picked up where they’d left off. It was barely after midnight, and they were already driving back to her place. The starlit water fell behind them as they swung into the hills behind Portoferraio, deep into the chestnut woods where the scent of wild garlic tanged the air.

				He smiled at her sideways, and placed his hand on her knee.

				‘Where are you staying again?’ he asked.

				‘Why, can’t you wait?’

				He laughed, and she clicked her indicator, spun them up a palm-lined driveway, tyres spitting gravel.

				‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘You don’t need to.’

				A white stone villa was illuminated, a clean, bright block, and palatial enough to draw a low murmur of appreciation from him.

				‘Nice place,’ he said.

				‘What did you expect?’

				There was a question. What did Oliviero expect? If you didn’t have high expectations, you were never disappointed. His grandmother had said that to him once a long time ago, his dear nonna, with her darned stockings and flower-print housecoats, and he’d never forgotten it. Certainly she’d seemed to live her own life by that adage; reality didn’t bite her, because she never got too close to it. Where the bread on the table had come from, what her son was out doing when he should have been with his family, these were questions she’d refrained from ever asking, because if she had, how could she have coped with the answers? That was no way to be, in Oliviero’s mind. But he knew that if he ever tried to explain it, he’d sound high-minded, disrespectful to the sacred Italian institution of family. He might even come apart in the places he was patched.

				‘Dangerous question,’ he said, climbing out of the car. As he rounded the bonnet, he threw an arm around her shoulders and they climbed the steps together. In her heels she was as tall as him, which made her an awe-inspiring prospect: Carlotta, a lawyer from Rome, a fast-talking woman who danced like she’d climbed all the way inside the music – frenetic and somehow untouchable. But it had been her suggestion to leave the club early, so perhaps this last was untrue.

				He’d never had to try with women. Even as a schoolboy, as his friends were pestering and blundering their way into uncertain clinches, it seemed all black-eyed Oliviero had to do was smile, and he got what he wanted. Which was what, precisely? Another question he wasn’t sure he had the answer to. He was thirty years old: young enough to feel like his life was still ahead of him, old enough to know that the past was irretrievable. While the ambitions of his personal life were indistinct, professionally he was perfectly happy. His cucina was everything, and it was the surety of cooking that Oliviero had always loved. It was like a code of honour: Do right by me, and I’ll do right by you, the ingredients seemed to say, as meat browned, sauces thickened, and egg whites stiffened into snowy peaks – everything happening just as it was supposed to.

				Carlotta turned her key in the lock. ‘There’s no such thing as dangerous,’ she said. ‘It’s all a matter of perception.’

				It was blithe talk, and he didn’t mind it. Most people went about in their bubbles, never even realising it until they burst. He followed her inside.

				A couple of hours later, after they’d undressed on the stairs, her dress a puddle, his jeans left on the landing, after they’d fallen into the first bedroom they came to, where they moved together with a rhythm that made their dance-floor efforts look pedestrian, Carlotta slipped into the shower. And just as Oliviero was thinking of joining her, he saw the gilt-framed photograph. Carlotta in a fur hat, her face pushed close to a grey-haired but youthful man, the spike of the Eiffel Tower in the background. He took it into the bathroom, held it up, and she squinted at it through the steam.

				‘You and your brother don’t look so alike,’ he said.

				‘Ah.’ Then, with a quick smile, ‘Again . . . what did you expect? Not that I’d be single?’

				He rubbed his chin, and his stubble crackled. ‘I expected you at least to tell me,’ he said, finding his nakedness to be, for the first time that night, an undermining factor.

				‘Whatever happened to blissful ignorance?’ she said, laughing. ‘And come on, honestly, would knowing really have made a difference?’

				The night around him was still. Oliviero walked back down the hill towards the port, his shirt loosely buttoned, the cool air pleasant on his chest. The loss was not his, and it probably wasn’t hers either, though as she’d chased him with wet footprints across the room, the shower still hissing behind her, you’d have been forgiven for thinking otherwise.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				four

				Kit’s journey began long before she closed her mum’s door behind her and hurried to the waiting taxi. Before she checked her bag, to be sure that a mysterious force hadn’t caught hold of her passport, spiriting it from the zip-locked pocket in which she’d tucked it – a nervous tic that had never before, in all of her travels, afflicted her. Before the small sigh – the relief to finally be on her way, knowing that whatever lay ahead, it was now too late; forward motion had taken over. For all the journeys that are made on the spur of the moment, with clothes yanked from the washing line, and no more of a route to follow than the heart’s pull, there are those that are agonised and analysed, worried over day and night. For Kit, ‘To go, or not to go?’ had transcended the question she’d carried with her into the hospital.

				She moved through two airports, and the train journey, in a state of semi-consciousness, mechanically doing just what she had to do. She was aware of people around her, holidaymakers at the periphery of her vision, children with miniature backpacks and bony knees, parents drinking coffee and sharing newspaper supplements, but stayed entirely within herself, plugged into a pair of earphones. She’d been a travel writer for years, a professional wanderer – but this? This was different.

				It was two and a half months since everything had changed, twice over. Perhaps
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