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      Reviewed in the United States on November 11, 2020

      A fascinating story of the lives touched and lived in the Sackville Hotel. The characters were well developed and made you want to hear the conclusions of how each of the lives turned out.

      

      The Blue Pendant - Amazon 5 star ratings around the world.
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      Granny J from the UK - Really enjoyed this book. It is good to see Sophie’s life story unfolding. Would recommend reading all the previous stories about Sophie.

      

      Heart of Sophie’s War - Amazon average rating  4.5 star

      Sharon B -  Very Good read

      Enjoyed this book immensely as I did The Sackville Hotel Trilogy. I am looking forward to Book 3 in this series.
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      An Introduction

      

      The Romano brothers were silkworm farmers, as was their father, grandfather, and several generations of great-grandfathers before them. Sericulture, the cultivation of silkworms, is a delicate process, demanding precise conditions and specialized knowledge. The white mulberry tree, the only food source for silkworms, requires an especially fertile soil, a specific elevation and many hours of bright sunshine. These conditions are imperative for the tree to produce the copious amount of mulberry leaves needed for the silkworms’ insatiable appetites as they form their silk cocoons. The Romanos’ silk farm in Lucca in northern Italy was perfectly situated for sericulture, and sericulture pumped through the brothers’ veins.

      Roberto, the younger of the two, had a passion for sericulture that bordered on obsessive. He tended the delicate silkworms with such tenacity that the end result was a fine silk thread. The Romanos had supplied the Bologna Silk Mill—famous for a particularly fine veil silk fabric—for generations.

      Alberto, although well versed in the art of sericulture, had little interest in the hands-on aspect of farming. His passion was the business, not only for profit but also the challenge of expanding the Romano name and growing new markets outside Europe. He recognized that supplying only one silk manufacturer would not sustain the silk farm in 1906.

      Establishing a Romano silk mill and expanding the business close to home was Alberto’s first goal. Over recent years, conducting business in Italy and France had become overly competitive. The price of raw silk had been reduced to a fraction of its worth, causing corruption among the silk producers and buyers. Alberto loathed dishonesty and he wasn’t comfortable competing against his own customer in Bologna. He expanded his search beyond the shores of Europe and found a ready market in Britain among the Victorian and Edwardian mindset of the upper and middle classes.

      The Romanos purchased and refurbished an old textile mill in Derby, in the Midlands of England. It would accommodate silk spinning and weaving. The Lombes Mill, its origins dating back to the thriving silk industry of the 17th century, was now the Romano Silk Mill.

      The brothers split up. Roberto and his wife, Maria, remained in Italy, managing the silk farm and producing the raw silk. Alberto and his wife, Martina, and daughter, Sophie, moved to Derby to spin and weave the Romano silk for British high society.
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      The Lucca train station was crowded. Two tall handsome men stood confidently above the crowd. They were almost identical in looks and stature except for their clothing. One, a casual, almost peasant-like farmer, unloaded the trunks and bags onto the baggage cart. The other man, immaculately dressed in a dark suit, waistcoat and stiff white collar, unobtrusively tipped the porter. His wife slipped her arm under his, and his daughter held her mother’s hand as they approached the train carriage.

      Roberto kissed and hugged his niece, Sophie, and fondly kissed his sister-in-law, Martina, on each cheek and then helped them board the train. The brothers hugged and slapped each other on the back, shaking hands with a defiant resolve for success.

      “Brother, it is up to you make our new venture in England prosper and our father and grandfathers proud.” Roberto’s words sounded enthusiastic to everyone except Alberto. He heard the edge of doubt in his brother’s voice.

      “Have faith, Roberto. Romano silk will become a household name. Derby is only the beginning. I’ve always had faith in your farming skills. The silkworms have no better guardian. Treat the business as well as you do the silkworms and the farm will thrive. I will do my job in England.”

      No one was more aware of the risks than Alberto. If either the farm or the Derby silk mill did not thrive, they risked losing it all. But to do nothing was certain death for the generations-old Romano Silk and Alberto would not let that happen. Pushing any doubts from his mind, he took his seat beside his wife. The train jerked a few times and then picked up speed. Alberto smiled at his little family as they began their journey to England and a bright future.

      Twelve-year-old Sophie sat by the window, her eyes bright with excitement. “Papa, what is it like in England?”

      “It’s different. I think we’ll miss the sunshine; I understand it rains daily in England. I have leased a big house with a big garden not far from the mill. Mama will enjoy the garden. The rain makes the plants grow.” Alberto took his wife’s hand. “You will like it once we’ve settled.” Martina moved her lips, but instead of the intended smile her lips quivered and sadness trickled down her cheek. Alberto gently wiped her tears, making her smile.

      “English gardens are pretty. It will be nice to tend to a variety of flowers. I shall enjoy sketching and painting in the garden. Art is good for the soul and my soul will draw strength to endure this new life.”

      “And so it will my dear.” Alberto couldn’t take his eyes off Martina. He wanted to kiss her and make her sadness go away. He felt guilty for asking her to leave Italy, particularly because he had not confided the true reason—sustaining the Romano name and business.

      “You look pale, my dear. Are you feeling unwell?”

      “A little nervous, that’s all.” Martina pulled the veil of her hat down to conceal her tears. Closing her eyes, she leaned her head against the seat. The soft, gold-coloured feathers on her hat moved delicately to the rhythm of the train. Alberto frowned. Martina looked so fragile. Her tight-fitting grey suit seemed to be all that prevented her from crumbling to the floor. He gently caressed her gloved hand and glancing towards Sophie, smiled reassuringly. He thought of his secret passion of passing on his legacy as his father and grandfathers had done before him. He regretted not having a son, but he had every intention that the Romano birthright would pass on to his daughter, Sophie.

      The train sped towards Livorno, the seaport where they would board the ship for England. Martina’s health declined after they’d set sail. Already nervous and unwell, the vessel’s movement caused her great discomfort and bouts of seasickness. Afraid that she might die, Alberto called the ship’s surgeon, who assured him that Martina would recover as soon as they arrived in England.

      By the time they reached the hotel in London, Martina had to be carried to their room. Alberto, his face taut with anxiety, asked the hotel to call a physician. The doctor diagnosed a nervous disposition aggravated by the journey and prescribed laudanum to keep her calm and a tonic to build her strength. He advised them not to continue their journey to Derby for a few days.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The family arrived at Derby train station a week behind schedule. Martina leaned heavily on Alberto as they left the train and walked to the waiting carriage. She shivered slightly, glanced up at the dull, overcast sky and shivered again. Sophie jumped in and sat beside her mother. After arranging for the trunks to be sent separately, Alberto entered the carriage and tapped the roof with his cane. The horse’s hooves sounded hollow on the road as the carriage moved forward on the final leg of their journey to Oak House.

      Dalton and Mrs. Simpson—the butler and housekeeper—stood on the threshold of the front door. Cook and three maids lined up to greet their new master and mistress.

      “Welcome to Oak House sir…madam.” Dalton bowed stiffly at his waist. “Allow me to present the staff.”

      Alberto placed one hand on Martina’s arm and held Sophie’s hand with the other as they entered the hall nodding to the staff. Sophie was in awe of the young maids, all in black dresses with white frilly aprons and small lace caps on their heads. Cook wore a long white dress, white apron and white cap covering her head, wisps of brown hair escaped and brushed against her friendly, rosy cheeks. Mrs. Simpson wore a dark green dress buttoned to her chin with her skirts brushing the floor and her hair neatly rolled at the nape of her neck. Sophie wasn’t sure about this severe looking lady and held her father’s hand tightly. Dalton was equally imposing in his black suit, white shirt and stiff posture. She wondered if he had something wrong with his legs and had an intense desire to mimic his stilted walk but decided against it.

      Martina nodded, but not having learned any English yet, she directed Italian words to Mrs. Simpson. Several awkward seconds passed and Martina’s expression had become quite desperate.

      “La prego mi indichi la mia camera.”

      Troubled by Martina’s shrill voice Alberto took her hand to calm her and spoke to Mrs Simpson. “My wife is asking you to take her to her room.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Seeing Martina’s grey complexion and the white handkerchief brush across her brow, Mrs. Simpson finally recognized her mistress’s poor health, and led the way to the master bedroom.

      “Madam, I hope the house is satisfactory. Perhaps you could offer some advice as to how you like things run?” Martina didn’t answer. Mrs. Simpson frowned as her mistress swayed. “I’ll send a maid to help you.” Martina continued mopping the beads of perspiration from her brow.

      Alarmed by her mistress’s condition Mrs. Simpson asked, “Would madam like me to call the doctor?” Realizing Signora Romano didn’t understand. She repeated her questions demonstrating with exaggerated arm movements. Finally, Signora Romano answered, “Si’, mi mandi pure la cameriera, ma non necessito del dottore.” Mrs. Simpson pulled the bell rope and waited for the maid. She’d had the foresight to hire one maid who spoke Italian. Content that the mistress of the house was being looked after, but somewhat exasperated that she had no instructions about meals or the duties expected of the staff, she went downstairs.

      While Mrs. Simpson tended to Martina, Dalton had escorted Sophie and Alberto on a tour of the various family sitting rooms. Oak House was a Georgian mansion with many rooms filled with large ornate furniture. Sophie clung to her father’s hand, sniffing at the funny smell and shivering at the dampness. She glanced suspiciously at the walls as they seemed to be closing in like a bad nightmare. Her excitement was waning as she could barely breathe. She thought about Italy: the spacious uncluttered rooms, bare wooden or cool ceramic floors and sunlight streaming through open windows with a constant breeze flowing through the house.

      Then they had entered the study. Sophie liked this room. She released Alberto’s hand and walked to the big window that overlooked a great expanse of green lawn, a rose garden, neat flowerbeds and a willow tree that swayed and dipped its branches into the river.

      “Papa, look, there’s a river at the end of the garden.”

      Alberto joined Sophie at the window. “That is the River Derwent and the building across the river is The Romano Silk Mill. Isn’t it…” Mrs. Simpson’s voice interrupted. “Excuse me sir! Your wife is unable to instruct me on how she would like the household to be run.”

      Annoyed at the intrusion, Alberto spoke sharply, making Mrs. Simpson recoil: “As housekeeper, I expect you to do what you are paid to do.” He glanced towards Sophie, realizing the harshness of his words, and in a gentler tone, continued, “Do what you think is best. My wife will speak with you when she is feeling better.”

      “Yes, sir.” Mrs. Simpson sighed as she left the room.

      Dalton cleared his throat. “Sir, shall I bring some brandy? And what time shall I tell cook to serve dinner?”

      “Grazie. Dinner at eight for me and have a tray sent up for my wife. Sophie can eat with me tonight.”

      Dalton handed Alberto a glass of brandy. “You must be hungry after your journey. I will have afternoon tea sent up.” Dalton bent towards Sophie and she began to pull back but stopped, seeing kindness in his eyes. Behind that stiffness was a lovely smile. “And perhaps some cordial for Miss Sophie?” He straightened up, again addressing Alberto. “Sir, I don’t believe Mrs. Simpson hired a governess for Miss Sophie.”

      “I’ll speak to Signora Romano later. Sophie attends school, or did in Italy.”

      The cordial turned out to be a drink that tasted like strawberries. “Papa, this is the best drink I’ve ever tasted.” She stared at the minute sandwiches, took two while eyeing her father and wondered if she was being greedy, but the pangs of hunger overruled. The sandwiches tasted good and she ate several. The cakes were even smaller. Her father picked up three at once, and she did the same. She caught her father’s amused expression and they both started giggling.

      “The English insist on being delicate, although I’ve never understood why. Sophie, remember that if we have guests for afternoon tea, it is polite to take one sandwich and one cake at a time. While there is just the two of us, let us enjoy the food.”

      The quiet, fast and almost invisible movements of the staff fascinated Sophie. They had no sooner finished tea when a maid arrived to clear the tray and Dalton announced a visitor.

      “Mr. Sid Forester to see you see you, sir.”

      “Show him in please.” Switching to Italian although Sophie understood English perfectly well, he said, “Sophie, Papa’ ha degli affari da fare.”

      Sophie skipped out of the room, understanding her father and Mr. Forester were talking business. Mr. Forester stood in front of his boss with cap in hand. The stance appeared subservient but the twist of his mouth indicated something else. He’s not subservient, he’s defiant, Alberto thought, finding himself guarded against the duplicity.

      “Mr. Forester, I am pleased to meet you at last and thank you for coming. I was expecting the general manager, Mr. Young, to join us. I am anxious for news about the progress in the mill. When can we start operating?”

      Mr. Forester shook Alberto’s extended hand. “Mr. Young sent his apologies. He had a prior engagement.”

      “Please accept my apologies for our delay; my wife is not well and she needed to rest in London before continuing to Derby.”

      “It was perhaps a good thing that you were delayed. Although the mill is ready for operation, the silk arrived two days ago and we are only just ready to start. I thought you would prefer to be in attendance.”

      “Certainly. Are there any issues or problems? Do we have enough workers? I expect the men to work hard. I don’t take kindly to laggards.”

      “We will have a better idea of any problems once we have had a trial run. The equipment is installed and ready. The workers are the best I can find.”

      “Mr. Forester, it is up to you as foreman to keep the workers motivated and disciplined. I strive to be a fair employer and expect good work in return. How many do you have working tomorrow?”

      “Enough for a trial and to start the spinning but most are expected to start on Monday. As soon as we have enough thread, we’ll start the looms and bring the weavers in. We already have orders.”

      “I’ll discuss the orders with Mr. Young tomorrow. It’s the operation and workers that are my immediate concern. Unless you have anything else to say, I will see you at the mill at eight tomorrow morning to start the trial.”

      Alberto poured himself another brandy and sat in a burgundy-coloured wingback leather chair. He looked at the glass and smiled. He’d only been in Derby a few hours and he was already acting like an Englishman. He mused over the extensive household staff. Did they need all these people? Perhaps, he thought, until Martina was on her feet. His brow creased with worry and, if he was honest, guilt. Martina had not travelled well. Her refusal to learn English should have told him she had no intention of staying. He had stubbornly ignored her sadness, telling himself she would adapt in time. He hoped Sophie would influence her mother. She had embraced the move and spoke fluent English.

      Mr. Forester puzzled him. he couldn’t explain why he felt such unease. Forester’s refined manner and impeccable dress belied his position of foreman. Alberto shook his head, trying to dismiss Forester’s shifty, deceitful eyes. He was tired and hungry.

      The grandfather clock struck seven-thirty. He climbed the stairs, opened the bedroom door, and sat on the edge of the bed, watching Martina sleep. He worried that her breath sounded raspy and she looked flushed.

      “Martina, come stai? Alberto said in Italian.

      Martina rolled onto her back and gave him a weak smile, brushing the back of her hand against her brow.

      There was a knock on the door and Bianca, the maid, entered with a tray of broth and toast. Martina screwed up her face and wafted the maid away, rolling over and closing her eyes. “Andate e lasciatemi da sola.”

      “Si Signora.” Bianca frowned.

      “Leave her to sleep.” Alberto kissed Martina on the cheek. “I’ll come back after I’ve had dinner with Sophie.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      After breakfast the next morning, Sophie sat beside her and read Charles Dickens’ Little Dorrit. Bianca had puffed up Martina’s pillows and sat her up. Sophie thought she looked better and wanted to show her mother the house and garden.

      “Mamma, oggi ti alzi? Desidero mostrarti la casa e il giardino.”

      Martina mopped her brow again. “Forse domani.” Sophie could see beads of perspiration and wondered if that was normal. Mrs. Simpson entered and asked Sophie to ask her mother in Italian if she needed the doctor.

      “Mamma, la Signora Simpson chiede se deve chiamare il medico?”

      “No, grazie, sto bene. Non preoccuparti tesoro.” Sophie stared at her mother, taking time to translate while deciding whether or not to ignore her mother.

      “Call the doctor,” she said.

      Mrs. Simpson looked puzzled. “I thought your mother said ‘no’? No is universal in any language.”

      Sophie let her head flop down. “I want Mama to get better and I think the doctor can help.”

      Mrs. Simpson patted Sophie on the head and smiled. “I know you are worried. Ask your father. He must make the decision.”

      Sophie watched her mother slide down the bed, her face had turned ashen, making her flushed cheeks bright and doll-like.

      “Come, let your mother rest. It is a lovely day. You can
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