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Chapter Eight

The sun peeped through the trees into the lush depths of Villa Panorama’s peaceful garden. On the shady terrace of Villetta Nascosta, Leo was spending his Saturday afternoon happily scraping building detritus from the stones. The air was threaded with birdsong and little interrupted his thoughts but the drone of insects around the pink oleander – until his phone vibrated.

He frowned to see Teddy on the screen. ‘Yes?’ he answered discouragingly.

‘Were you thinking of coming back to help Isabella over this trouble with car thefts? It’s all over the local press and Facebook, of course, and the various insurance companies keep demanding information and ignoring the existence of the Park at your own risk signs.’ Teddy sounded as if he thought Leo was spending an afternoon off in the Norfolk countryside rather than licking his wounds in Italy.

Leo tensed as if someone was pulling all the sinews in his body at once. His frustrations and bafflement burst out in a hail of verbal bullets. ‘You screwed up my relationship and shoved me out of the business, and now you expect me to support Isabella?’

Teddy made a protesting noise. ‘I didn’t say that. I thought she might have suggested it, as I’ll be returning to South Africa this time next week. And if your relationship had been any good, I couldn’t have affected it. Isabella would have sided with you and put me in my place,’ he added.

Processing this inconvenient truth, Leo felt some of the tautness fade. ‘I’m not involved in Isabella’s problems.’ Wearily, he dropped to his backside to the dusty ground beside the terrace and rested his back on a post.

Teddy bulldozed on. ‘Did the police call you? I thought they might demand your return.’

Leo watched a palm frond dancing with the sunlight. ‘I’m not a diamond smuggler wanted for a billion-pound heist. When the nice police officer called me, the only interest she had in my location was where I’d been on the night those cars disappeared.’ Smacking at an insect threatening to crawl up the leg of his shorts, he went on the offensive. ‘Why are you returning to South Africa?’

Another snort. ‘I don’t see how that’s any of your business.’

The ideal opportunity to end the call. ‘Then we’ve nothing to talk about. Bye.’

Leo returned to loosening speckles of plaster and paint from the stones with a narrow scraper, pausing for occasional gulps of water and wondering if Isabella would be next to call. However, the phone remained silent while he finished scraping, swept the terrace and then rinsed it with buckets of water. He could do no more until it dried, so he reached for his drink, returned to his dusty seat on the ground and called his mum. ‘Is your cold going?’ he asked.

Sheenagh coughed. ‘Slowly. Damned thing.’ Her Scottish accent was still husky from her illness.

Her dry tone made him smile. ‘And Papà?’

‘Napping on the balcony. We’ve at least got dressed today,’ she added, as if he might be envisaging Ferdinando’s hairy nakedness on display. Before he could check whether they needed anything, Sheenagh asked, ‘Have you heard from Jade?’

An immediate vision of Jade Beretta’s hair blowing in the breeze invaded his mind. ‘Not since the middle of the week.’

Sheenagh coughed again. ‘I feel bad about that wee girl. Mairead asked me to help her where I could, but this rotten bug has stopped me from being around for her when her sisters turned up.’

Leo grinned, imagining how Jade would take to being called ‘that wee girl’ as if she were fifteen. She’d been lanky and straight up and down at fifteen. Now . . . well, she’d lost no height, obviously, but her curves . . . ‘I suppose her sisters must be here. Did Mairead ever tell you about them?’ he asked curiously.

‘She did not.’ Sheenagh sounded faintly shocked that she might have had advance knowledge that such a blow was coming to Jade.

Leo watched a couple in their thirties approach the gate to the winding path up to Villetta Nascosta, espy the keypad, then turn and stroll towards a shady bench in the lower garden, chatting desultorily. The man’s hand rested comfortably on the woman’s rounded rear. ‘Shall I text Jade to see how she’s doing? Massi’s busy and Sofi’s not close to Jade, is she?’

‘Not really. Bless your heart.’ Sheenagh exploded into a paroxysm of coughing and emerged noticeably croakier. ‘But I could text her myself. Why don’t you call round to see her? Don’t make a big deal of it. See how she’s doing and if she needs to talk or anything.’

Leo wondered how Jade would feel about him turning up uninvited a second time. Then, when Sheenagh had another coughing fit, he sighed. ‘OK.’ The terrace had dried while they’d been chatting, but, after the call ended, he decided, despite his mum’s instructions, to at least open communications with Jade via a message.

 

Are you OK? Did your sisters arrive? Must be weird.

 

Then he set to applying a protective sealant to the paving. It was a pleasantly mechanical, if malodorous job. While he worked, he listened to an audiobook set in Umbria. The British author hadn’t done a bad job of capturing the green heart of Italy where the mountains were the Apennines rather than the Alps. It wasn’t until he’d completed his work and let himself back into the villetta by crabbing along the railing before jumping into the open doorway to avoid spoiling his work before it dried, that he saw Jade had replied.

 

Yes, they came. Definitely weird. Had dinner last night. They’re only here till Monday so I’m seeing them again tonight because I should get to know them. But it’s tense/intense.

 

Leo dumped his clothes directly into the washing machine and walked naked to the shower, catching sight of himself in the mirror and noticing how much his face, arms and neck had tanned even further with exposure to the Italian sun, as if his Italian self was pushing his UK self into the background. In the capacious glass shower cubicle, he enjoyed the sensation of the water sluicing down his body, thinking about how nice it was to be waking almost every morning to sunshine. Nice, for a while, anyway. His mind strayed back to his search for a new business.

Once dried and dressed, he again checked the rate of the pound against the euro. Hmm. Not much variation. With a big chunk of money to convert, he’d hoped for a weakening of the pound. He’d asked agents for additional information about properties that had caught his eye, both in the UK and in Italy, and now would be a good time to study it.

But first, he texted Jade again.

 

Do you remember Bar Rita?

 

He smiled as he typed. Bar Rita had been the young person’s hangout when they were new adults and had run around Como hand in hand. It stood on Via Giuseppe Garibaldi, a street of balconies, bars, restaurants and shops. Squashed in between larger establishments, narrow Bar Rita looked like a skinny relative in a bigger-built family.

 

Of course.

 

Leo typed back.

 

Massi and I are going there for aperitivo tonight. Unless you want to be private with your sisters, why don’t you join us? Might dilute the intensity.

 

He immersed himself in the reams of figures he’d been sent, using his phone’s calculator to compute percentages and making notes on his pad, much of which was now covered with his slanting handwriting, crossings out, asterisks and arrows.

He finished before six-thirty as he’d arranged to walk to Bar Rita with Massimo, who didn’t have many evenings free with a newly pregnant wife and a responsible job including shiftwork to consider – none of which applied to Leo.

They met in Massi’s office, then chatted as they strolled beside the lake, which looked silvery under a sky covered with thin, smoky cloud hanging on the mountain tops. A host of bars and restaurants were already busy with groups of chatting people, the rows of tables only broken by potted palms. They crossed the busy road and then Piazza Cavour, where Three Sisters stood on one corner, pink and pretty. It was only as they reached Via Garibaldi a few minutes later that his phone buzzed with Jade’s reply.

 

Thanks. Will do.

 

Leo explained the message to Massimo and his brother lifted his eyebrows. ‘If it’ll help her out, I’m all for Jade’s new sisters joining us. It must be strange for her, but I’d like to meet them.’

Leo agreed, thinking how nice his family was to offer quiet support. Of course, while he’d been away, they’d been strengthening their bonds with Jade. Once, he’d been the one to know her best, but after he’d chosen England, she’d become as remote from him as one of the mountain tops further along the lake.

Bar Rita hadn’t changed much, except its faded red canopy blind was slightly ripped and the R of the tarnished golden sign above the door dangled a broken leg. If Leo had happened on the place anywhere but Como, he would have walked past it, and all the other affordable bars filling the air with thumping music, in search of somewhere smarter. But affection for Bar Rita was rooted in the first half-dozen years of adulthood, when nobody had worried about scuffed black paint or cracked floor tiles. They’d cared about being with their friends, and drinking beer or vino della casa with aperitivi of bruschetta and olives, nuts and crackers. Bar Rita had been the hang-out after they’d left school. Even those who – like Leo – had left Como, had headed for Bar Rita in time off from university or first jobs.

Now, as he and Massimo passed through the open door to the familiar hot and beery atmosphere, Leo saw that Bar Rita’s clientele were now mainly thirty-somethings. The dim space was narrow at the front, where the bar ran along one wall, then widened, crowded with tables. Though uncommon in Italy, right at the back stood a pool table, two cues rolled against the cushion. It had been part of the attraction of Bar Rita, when they were young. It didn’t look as if it had received any maintenance since then.

Before they could even buy a beer, Massimo peered around a group of laughing men and called, ‘Ciao, Jade,’ and waved.

And there she was, in a yellow patterned sundress with three slender straps on each bare shoulder. Massimo kissed her cheeks. Leo had just secured a table so missed the cheek-kissing because Jade was already introducing her two female companions.

‘Erin and Rosalie – Massimo and Leo.’ Then to the women, ‘The Sartoris are the family friends I told you about. Gran and their mum, Sheenagh, who’s also Scottish, were besties, and Sheenagh and Ferdinando bought Villa Panorama from Gran.’

While Massimo fetched drinks and ordered aperitivi for the table, Leo watched Jade’s sisters edge into the booth. Rosalie was almost as tall as Jade, with an open, friendly face, her fair hair tucked behind her ears. Her clothes looked as if they came from markets or vintage shops, and her tattoos were delicate and pretty. Erin was tiny, with shining hair. If she’d worn her label on the outside of her denim minidress, he didn’t think it would bear the name of a chain store. Her long fingernails were turquoise, with patterns on the smallest. Living with Isabella had taught him that they’d probably cost sixty pounds at a salon.

Both sisters seemed friendly. Erin waited for Massimo to return with a tray of drinks and then asked about Villa Panorama. It had conversation opener all over it – general, non-contentious and not about herself.

Leo listened as Massimo talked about the hotel. When his gaze slid to Jade, he saw she was wearing a similar smile-and-listen expression, her hair curling over her bare shoulders. It brought back memories he didn’t know what to do with, so he looked away and noticed that though Rosalie and Erin seemed to be paying attention to Massimo, each shot regular glances at Jade. Leo tried to read their eyes. Was that wariness he saw there?

Perhaps deciding that it was time to change the subject from what, to him, was shop talk, Massimo said suddenly, ‘The police are chasing Leo.’

Across the chipped table, Jade arched her eyebrows. ‘Really?’

‘Not really,’ Leo answered. ‘Cars were stolen from the Black Falcon and Isabella’s father kindly suggested me as an employee who might bear a grudge.’

Jade rippled into laughter – something he hadn’t heard much since he’d been home. ‘Employee?’ she repeated. After a couple of gulps of cold Poretti beer, she laughed again.

Leo gave a sad headshake, then explained for the benefit of Erin and Rosalie. ‘I was a partner.’ Then he grinned at Jade, enjoying the small interaction. ‘I do bear a grudge, but I was a thousand miles away when the incident happened . . . though the police officer did say she had a good mind to interview me to get an expenses-paid trip to Como.’

‘Ah, young and female,’ Jade said.

‘Made no difference. I didn’t mastermind the theft of cars from the Black Falcon’s car park,’ he answered good-naturedly.

‘Glad to hear it.’ Jade ran her fingertips up and down her beer bottle. The nails were short and unpainted, probably because she worked in a kitchen, but Leo found his eyes following the movement of her hand.

A stubbly man, his balding head sweating in the close atmosphere of the bar, arrived with a tray of aperitivi. Pancetta, mortadella and green-grained gorgonzola, cup-sized dishes of penne pasta, a basket of bread, and tomatoes with basil, all set out appetisingly on individual boards.

Erin’s eyes widened at the mini feast. ‘I thought an aperitivo was a drink before dinner.’ She indicated her glass of sparkling orange Aperol spritz.

The server was trying to find room on the table for the last board and Leo moved his glass. ‘It can be. Or light food to brighten your appetite for dinner.’

‘It can replace dinner altogether if you keep at it.’ Jade took a chunk of bread. ‘Or replace happy hour or bottomless brunch, or whatever you fancy.’

‘It’s a nice way to wind down after the day,’ Massimo added. ‘I’ll probably snack again with my wife, Sofi, later, when she comes home from her friend’s house.’

Leo stifled a grin at Massimo exhibiting his I’m-definitely-not-available card, as if Jade’s sisters had been making moves on him. Maybe it was second nature to him when in the company of single ladies. Certainly, after everyone had tucked into the contents of the small blue bowls, another drink had been drunk and napkins lay crumpled on the table, Massimo clapped Leo on the shoulder, hugged Jade, and told Erin and Rosalie it had been nice to meet them. ‘Sofi’s home now. Ciao, ciao.’

Leo watched him weave through the busy bar before vanishing into the street. He hadn’t really bargained for being cast off this early in the evening. Glancing around, he saw the pool table still empty. He cocked a brow at it and then at Jade.

She made a face. ‘I haven’t played for a wee while.’

Erin laughed, tossing back her super-glossy hair. ‘I love the west Scotland accent you’ve learnt from Gran.’

‘Come on,’ Leo urged, because Jade had met Erin’s comment with a tiny pucker between her brows. ‘I’ll go easy on you.’

Over her Poretti, Jade regarded him narrowly. ‘I’ll bet you’ve been playing in England.’

‘Constantly, just so I could beat you,’ he said solemnly, though he hadn’t had a game for a couple of years. There hadn’t been much time for frivolous activities. But now he was unwinding and could enjoy a simple pleasure.

‘Go on, Jade,’ said Rosalie. ‘We’ll get more drinks.’

Jade shrugged, then led the way to the faded, scratched table. ‘Not exactly well maintained,’ Leo grumbled as he posted two one-euro coins into the slot so that the coloured balls spun and clattered out of the chute. He racked them. ‘You break.’

Jade crooked an eyebrow as she spun her cue tip on the chalk on the end of the table. ‘We toss.’

He might have known that she wouldn’t want to be gifted any advantage. Taking a fifty-cent coin from his shorts pocket, he flipped and won. He settled over the cue, gave it a couple of practice slides across the bridge of his fingers, and then broke with a short, stabbing stroke. The balls clattered and ricocheted in a whirl of colour. Not one dropped into a pocket.

Jade studied the table for several seconds, then stooped and smoothly potted an orange spot ball in the end pocket. With so many balls in play, she had two more easy shots before the red spot rolled into the mouth of a pocket and lingered.

Erin and Rosalie brought the drinks over. Rosalie had joined Leo and Jade in drinking beer, while Erin continued with the tourists’ favourite of Aperol spritz. ‘We’ve come to see Jade win.’ Rosalie settled on a wooden stool.

‘Unless I clean up from here.’ Leo eyed a blue stripe ball for the centre pocket. But he missed and play switched between them twice more. Each time, Jade managed to pot a ball and then leave one over a pocket.

Leo frowned. ‘You’ve only left me half the pockets to play with.’

Jade assumed a deceptively innocent expression. ‘Oh? Sorry.’

He snorted, fluffed a long shot and sighed. ‘Go on, clear the table.’

She needed no further invitation, stooping to kapow each ball into a pocket, then leaving herself on for the black. She indicated an end pocket and the black trundled obediently in, while the white stayed up with Leo’s last three striped balls, as if wondering where all the spot balls had gone. Rosalie and Erin applauded, with a loud, ‘Yay!’ and ‘Go, Jade!’

‘You put me off, wearing that low-cut dress.’ Leo shook his head mournfully. Truthfully, she put him off with her intriguing eyes, as much as anything, so bright and compelling.

Jade clutched her front and glanced down before realising that he was teasing, as her neckline was perfectly respectable. ‘Idiot,’ she said amicably.

Leo turned to Rosalie and Erin. ‘Either of you want to play the winner?’

‘Not now I’ve seen Jade play,’ Rosalie answered pragmatically.

‘Not my game,’ added Erin, so Leo and Jade played again, prowling around the table to examine shots or chalking their cues thoughtfully while they watched the other at work.

This time, Leo won. Erin and Rosalie had been chatting, but seeing that there would be a deciding game they finished their drinks and rose. Erin said, ‘We’ll stroll down to the lake.’

Jade paused as if wondering whether she ought to escort them. But when they appeared happy to saunter off without her, she turned back to the newly racked balls. She broke and potted a green stripe, the corners of her mouth lifting.

‘Sheesh.’ Leo glared at the table, where all the striped balls now seemed to lie neatly between the spots and the pockets. He got a couple of balls down, but then the white spun back and maliciously potted the black.

‘Foul. Two-one to me.’ Jade laid down her cue with satisfaction.

‘Loser buys the drinks.’ Leo heaved a mock-tragic sigh. Playing pool with Jade had felt almost like old times . . . though they wouldn’t be strolling through the velvet air to his bed at the end of the evening.

Jade didn’t object. As there were no longer any free tables, she perched on a bar stool, straightening the yellow fabric of her dress and smoothing back her wild hair. Leo noticed several male gazes following her movements. Not surprising. Apart from her striking looks, there was that statuesque body . . .

When he’d bought another couple of beers, he clinked her bottle with his. Mindful that his mum would be expecting a report, he asked, ‘How’s it going with the sisters? They seem OK.’

Jade’s gaze wandered along the row of optics behind the bar. ‘They are OK.’

He waited.

Her features drooped. ‘They don’t want to be bought out of Three Sisters. They say Gran wanted them to have it, so . . .’ She shrugged one shoulder, bare apart from those distracting straps. ‘And Rosalie pointed out that I’ll only be getting as much of the pensione as I am because Joey’s refused his right – and she’s correct. If Three Sisters had been in England instead of in Italy, Gran could have left it however she chose. But in Italy?’ She lifted her hands in defeat. ‘The law’s different.’

‘I’m sure it’s been a massive shock.’ He sipped from the cold beer bottle, noticing Jade’s warm, bare upper arm occasionally brushing his. It felt like a caress. ‘But you look to be getting on OK, generally.’

‘Yeah.’ But then she added a sigh. ‘Kind of. I feel weird about Rosalie.’

He appraised her from the corners of his eyes. She sat comfortably, an elbow on the bar, her beer bottle loosely encircled by her fingers, her hair pouring down her back in the riotous curls common in Italy. To most people, she’d look Italian and sound it until she spoke English. ‘In what way?’ he asked.

When she turned to look at him, her breasts pressed against the fabric of her dress. ‘Her experience of Joey is the opposite of mine and Erin’s. She knew him. They lived together. He took her to school when she was small and bought her clothes, and—’ She rubbed her forehead as if it ached. ‘She loves him. Although she says she doesn’t know where he is, he’s real to her. Not just a name and a few old photos. She talks about him fondly, with all his wandering from job to job and place to place, at ease in the world but unworldly. It feels like a barrier. I haven’t discussed it with Erin, but I sense she finds it weird, too. She only met him once when she was too young to remember, because her mum didn’t want Joey around. Not sure how Erin feels about that now.’

Her air of vulnerability made him want to hug her. Instead, he said, ‘It’s hard for me to imagine how you’re feeling.’ He’d been lucky to be brought up by two parents who lived and loved together. Jade had had no contact with her parents at all. Not even a birthday present. ‘How do you think being in business with your sisters will go?’

She blew out a breath, misery entering her eyes. ‘I have to make it work out. We’re going to get Mary Smith to draw up an agreement. But it’s just . . .’ She used the side of her thumb to wipe under an eye, sniffed, then scrabbled in her bag for a tissue.

His heart shrank. He didn’t remember seeing Jade cry since school. Not even when they’d had that conversation about working in England that had led to her promptly excising herself from his life. He contented himself with briefly covering her hand, feeling skin like satin beneath his. ‘I hope it’ll be OK,’ he murmured.

She slipped her hand away to blow her nose and he instantly missed the contact. ‘Me, too,’ she said. ‘Because they’ll be able to outvote me, like Isabella and Teddy outvoted you. Already, I mentioned that Gran and I had been putting funds aside to reroof, because we know – knew – old roofs need periodic inspection. Erin said, “Let’s make sure that money needs to be spent before we spend it.” She knows nothing, but she questioned my management. I think she realised and then she laughed it off.’ She blew her nose again, then sipped her beer. ‘They’re to come back when Mary’s got everything sorted. We’ll all sign the agreement.’ Her face crumpled and her words began to disintegrate. ‘And I’m g-going to h-have to clear out Gran’s room for them for visits, because I can hardly put them in guestrooms and charge them, can I? And they’ll h-have the right to look through Gran’s things and take what they want.’

Her head fell forward and her shoulders heaved.

Helpless, because everything she said was true, but felt so unfair, Leo patted her back and let her cry, hating the tremors and sobs that racked her body. Reaching along the bar for napkins, he pressed them into her hand. ‘Haven’t you felt able to sort out her things?’ Though never having had to do it, he shrank from the task of going through the possessions of a lost loved one.

As if his words brought her back to herself, she visibly pulled herself together like a puppet gathering its own strings. ‘Not yet. Sorry to blubber and blether, as Gran would have said.’ A last wipe of mascara and a sniffle, and she finished her beer in a long chug.

‘Another?’ he asked, reaching for his own cold bottle.

She shook her head. ‘I’ll go home.’

He thought how that home was changing around her. ‘I’ll walk you.’ At least that way he’d still have her company for a little while longer.

She didn’t argue, even when he lightly took her hand to help her off the bar stool and then didn’t let it go. It fitted into his, warm and familiar.

Outside, a dusky purple sky looked ready to welcome the night. Soon they were crossing Piazza Volta, where black iron chairs and tables crowded outside eateries. The four-storey pastel-coloured buildings that surrounded them were topped with sloping terracotta roofs, ornamented with shutters, plaster mouldings and painted patterns. The warm air was redolent of food and happy chatter as they wandered back to Piazza Cavour, encountering mainly foot traffic between the occasional bus or taxi.

Outside Three Sisters, Jade finally withdrew her hand from his and dusted the palms together, as if physically brushing him off. It made him feel like a bothersome fly. ‘Have you found a business to buy?’ She sounded as if she was retreating, redirecting him from the memory of her tears. Her hair blew across her face as if reluctant to be hidden, and she pushed it back.

‘I’m looking at one in the UK and one in Italy.’ He edged forward to allow a family with a buggy to pass. The evening streets were busy, here, between two piazzas, yet he felt as if he and Jade floated in a bubble. He didn’t want passing pedestrians to burst in and destroy their fragile connection. ‘And tending towards Italy.’ He heard surprise in his own voice as he realised it was true, so added a joke. ‘What if I return to England and find I’m wanted in connection with car thefts? Teddy would probably be happy to fit me up for it.’ He didn’t want to admit that bloody Teddy had had the freaking cheek to suggest he return to support Isabella while Teddy pissed off back to South Africa. Not only did it enrage him – he didn’t want Jade to see him as someone so easily manipulated.

‘What sort of property?’ It was her turn to step aside, this time to allow through three laughing couples in a group. They looked to be in their sixties and two of the couples were holding hands, as his parents still did sometimes.

They were lucky. Here he was, a year from forty, newly single, his first love’s sadness seeping into his heart while her question reminded him that he should be concentrating on forging a brand-new life for himself. ‘To manage alone means twelve to sixteen bedrooms and a small staff, I think. Traditional rather than modern, but not in need of renovation, because I can’t afford to prat about for months with no revenue.’ A man strode impatiently around them, snapping Italian angrily into his phone. Instinctively, Leo raised an arm to prevent him from barging into Jade. ‘Breakfast only, probably, because a restaurant means work-intensive, long hours. A view,’ he added, because Villa Panorama enjoyed such a sublime one.

Jade frowned blackly at him. ‘You’ve just described Three Sisters! Perhaps you’re waiting for me to fall out with Rosalie and Erin, so they’ll want to sell. Then you’re going to offer?’

His mouth dropped open as he took in her stormy gaze. The realisation that he had, indeed, described Pensione Three Sisters, tickled his sense of the ridiculous and he had to struggle not to laugh. He lifted his hands placatingly. ‘Yes, it does fit my bill, but that’s a coincidence.’ He couldn’t resist adding, ‘Unless you want to sell, of course . . .’

She snorted, taking a step nearer to the arch of the pensione. ‘Huh. Working with my sisters is becoming more attractive.’ But her eyes widened and her throat worked as if she was once again fighting tears.

All desire to laugh left him. He reached out to touch her arm, careful to keep space between their bodies, easing her close to the building out of the path of a group of young men pushing by. ‘Don’t be upset, tesoro.’

From her sudden pause, he realised that in the heat of the moment he’d called her ‘darling’ but couldn’t find a way to take it back. He just squeezed her arm and wished that whatever he’d made of her past, he could help with her future.
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Chapter Eleven

It was seven-forty before Jade hurried under the sun-bleached red canopy belonging to Bar Rita because, as she’d been leaving, a grumbling guest had collared her to complain that his shower wasn’t draining. Although she’d immediately fetched a pair of rubber gloves and gone up with him to clear the shower trap of gunge and hair, the guest had groused as if Jade had kept him waiting for a fortnight and then charged him a thousand euros. Suppressing the urge to force-feed him the gunk from the drain, she’d smiled sweetly and said, ‘All done now.’

She found Leo waiting at a small round table. Bar Rita was its usual faded self, with chipped paint and no tablecloths. Her explanation was economical. ‘Sorry I’m late. Guest.’

He nodded understandingly. ‘Shall we order? You look knackered.’

‘Thanks,’ she answered wryly. But she rapidly selected pasta all’arrabbiata and rosé, took his order for spaghetti alle vongole and beer, and hurried to the bar. Returning with the drinks, she plonked herself down opposite him and took a couple of gulps of wine, light but fruity and delicious.

‘Some idiots have grabbed the pool table before us.’ He glanced at three young Italian men gathered around the table.

‘Oh dear,’ she replied unconvincingly, because she was, as he’d observed, knackered. Staying where she was, with wine, was appealing.

In fact, they never did get on the pool table that evening, because once they’d eaten their pasta and ordered another drink, a bunch of Brits were hogging the cues and Jade was flagging. ‘Sorry.’ She smothered a yawn.

‘Long day.’ He finished his beer and stretched as if he, too, was feeling it. ‘I’ll walk you back. It’s on my way.’

It was and she didn’t mind having his escort as they stepped outside into the evening, where the pavement bars were thronged and pulsing music filled the air. She tried hard to resist a hovering like old times feeling. It was just that she was vulnerable over the myriad changes in her life, she told herself. And today Leo had helped her when she needed it.

‘Tourist season.’ Leo nodded towards crowded tables. The sinking sun was creating candy-floss-pink clouds and by the time they reached Piazza Cavour, it was edging the western foothills with glorious vermillion. To the side of Three Sisters, the tables of Anton’s Bistro were doing good business, alive with diners and drinkers.

Jade put out a hand to bestow a friendly touch on Leo’s arm. ‘Good night.’

At the same time, Leo rested his hands on her shoulders and went to drop a light kiss on each of her cheeks in the traditional Italian salute.

Something odd happened. As each leant in towards the other, it was as if invisible hands pressed gently at their backs – and somehow their mouths brushed.

Jade froze. Should she ignore it? Laugh it off? Instead, she found her
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Chapter Eighteen

The next Monday morning, Jade was nervous all over again. This time, it was because Erin and Rosalie were due to arrive in the late afternoon so they could all visit the notaio, Mary Smith, on Tuesday, yet another step in the road towards a future Jade couldn’t have foreseen six months ago. Darling Gran was gone. Stalwarts of the pensione Vittoria and Carlotta too, in different ways: Vittoria now choosing between two apartments in Milan and Carlotta plunging into a new life in Ludovica’s mamma’s silk shop, where pocket squares cost sixty euros and intricately patterned dresses many hundreds.

In place of her dear, familiar loved ones had appeared two sisters and a mother. At least Geneva was proving to be quietly industrious. Each day she appeared punctually, listened to what was required and did it. She was nothing like the wild, heedless, unreliable and selfish woman Jade might have expected.

Today was Yara’s day off, so Jade was at the beck and call of Reception. As she answered guest enquiries, phone calls and emails, part of her mind was preoccupied with the pensione’s staffing situation. In the past few days, having sifted through multiple applications, she’d interviewed a guy called Luigi in his fifties and a woman called Nina in her thirties. Today she’d email job offers to both.

Should she also offer Geneva a permanent position? Her head said, ‘Yes,’ her gut said, ‘No,’ and her heart said, ‘Please don’t ask me. I don’t know what I feel.’

Leo would only say, ‘I haven’t seen her put a foot wrong.’ Helpfully unhelpful.

When Leo’s shout echoed down the stairwell, ‘Jade!’, accompanied by the sound of flying footsteps, she glanced up with curiosity rather than alarm because his voice rang with excitement. Still, she wasn’t about to holler back to him. He seemed to be pounding in her direction anyway.

He catapulted down the final few marble steps, hair flying, eyes shining. ‘I’ve had a call from the bank!’ With swift strides, he rounded the reception desk and swung her clean off her feet. ‘After what they call “developments” they’re about to retrieve my funds from the receiving bank. Whoo!’ With a quick glance to check they were alone, he planted several smacking kisses on her lips.

Laughing into his sparkling eyes, she struggled to be set down, her lips tingling. ‘That’s fantastic! Wow. You must be so relieved. Was it the result of Teddy’s arrest? Was it his account the money went to?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘I asked, but they say they’re unable to share that information with me. Frustrating, but the bank and the police seem to be working together so I guess I can leave them to it. The call arrived when I was fed up, cleaning the room of two men who are not model guests.’ Bringing out a restaurant receipt with a flourish, he exhibited a note scrawled on the back.

 

Dear cleaners

Sorry about the mess. We had a party.

 

‘The room’s full of empty bottles and condom wrappers. They left a twenty-euro tip too. Now I can let Geneva have it all.’ His eyes widened. ‘Especially as I’ve left her to deal with it alone. Merda.’ One final kiss and he flew back upstairs like a kid on his birthday, leaving Jade smiling as she returned to work. Leo had confided what sort of sum had vanished from his accounts and it would have been an eye-watering amount to lose. No doubt his turn in fortunes meant she’d soon be without his helping hands, but that was her problem, not his. He’d been on tenterhooks for the bank’s call since Isabella had told him her dad had been arrested.

Again, the question of what to do about Geneva floated across her mind, conspicuously unaccompanied by answers.

It was early afternoon before she managed a late lunch in the quiet, well-worn, well-loved apartment kitchen. Geneva and Leo had whizzed through the rooms today. Probably, Leo was desperate to discuss his amazing news with his family. His family. Her stomach rolled uncomfortably. You couldn’t get much closer family than a mother, but she and Sheenagh hadn’t communicated since their cross words almost a week ago. Apart from the long history between Gran and Sheenagh, and also Jade and Sheenagh, if Jade wanted to continue to ‘see’ Leo – even if it never progressed further than seeing each other naked – then they owed it to him to clear the air. It wasn’t that Jade was averse to making the first move. She just didn’t see how she could until she’d decided what to do about Geneva.

At least the crack in her relationship with Sheenagh wasn’t mirrored by a crack in her relationship with Leo.

He’d stayed last night and waking up with him had been . . . joyous. When her alarm had heralded the day with a noisy DAT DAH DAT DAH, she’d watched him blink awake, search for his phone, realise the noise came from hers, fall back onto the bed, then regard her from sleepy eyes. And smile a hot, slow smile that qualified as a smoulder. Hair a bird’s nest, stubble bristling, cheek creased from her cotton pillows, he’d looked as if finding her beside him was like receiving a wonderful gift. Her heart had melted.

She didn’t dare peep too far into their future, but was glad that the hotel in Riva del Garda was now on someone else’s shopping list. He hadn’t said any more about the apartments here in Como yet, but then he’d only just heard that his bank account was to be refilled.

After lunch, she took a last look inside Gran’s old room to make sure all was ready for Rosalie and Erin, heart clenching at seeing twin beds instead of Gran’s double. She was snatching a break with her feet up on the sofa and a book in her hand when the reception bell sang out, ding-di-ding-ding, swiftly followed by knock-knock, knock-knock on the apartment door, and two muffled but half-familiar voices lifted in friendly chatter. It was 3.35 p.m., an hour before she’d anticipated Erin and Rosalie, and her first reaction was resentment that they’d cut into her reading time. Still, by not utilising the door code, they were providing warning that the apartment’s silence and privacy was about to be breached.

She levered herself up and discarded her book before padding to the door. Forcing a smile, she threw it open. Erin beamed, her geometric bob like silk. Beside her, Rosalie made a goofy face, her metallic-turquoise eyeliner ending in little curlicues beside her eyes. ‘Buongiorno,’ they chorused.

Unexpectedly, Jade found her manufactured smile turning into a genuine one. ‘Buongiorno.’ She stepped back to allow them to roll in their luggage – proper suitcases, she couldn’t help but notice, reflecting their longer stay this time.

‘OK to go through?’ Erin’s polite enquiry was made redundant by trundling straight into Gran’s room. Erin and Rosalie’s room.

‘Of course,’ she answered, equally politely and redundantly. After all, this was what her beloved grandmother had wanted.

Rosalie paused to hug her. Was that the first time . . . ? ‘We totally whizzed through Security. Erin had prebooked the train on her app and we had an easy journey. Doesn’t the countryside look lush? When I visited Umbria, the grass was like straw by late summer.’

Jade returned the hug, awkwardly in view of Rosalie’s bright-purple backpack. ‘It’s normally green around the lakes, though we’ve had an unnaturally dry August.’ Diffidently she followed as Rosalie joined Erin in the bedroom, pristine and flooded with light.

Both women paused to survey the brand-new twin beds in snowy bedcovers beside Gran’s TV, pictures and ornaments. On each bed lay a key to the back door. Erin picked one up and sent Jade an uncertain look. ‘Thanks. Sorry if this is shit for you.’

Rosalie gave a sympathetic grimace. ‘Me, too.’

Jade summoned her smile. ‘We’ll all have to get used to things.’ She began to back from the room. ‘I’ll make drinks.’

In the kitchen, she’d just taken down the mugs when she received a text from Leo.

 

Are they there yet? Are you OK?

 

She replied:

 

Yes, and just about.

 

The three dots indicating that he was typing danced below her words and then disappeared. Instead, he rang, his voice deep. ‘Want to invite them out in a group tonight to ease you into having them around?’

She paused in lining up three red mugs on the bashed-up marble surface. ‘Maybe. It’s harder to feel awkward in company.’

He sounded pleased. ‘That’s great.’ Then he hesitated. ‘So, working on that basis, should we make it drinks at Bar Fiori and invite Mum, Dad, Massi and Sofi? They should all meet at some time, shouldn’t they?’

‘Um . . .’ She took teabags from a cupboard while she considered. Without saying it, he was asking her to forgive his mum. Although she’d been leaning exactly that way, it did seem as if she was the one having to do all the accommodating this summer.

‘It was Mum’s suggestion,’ he said, perhaps reading her thoughts from afar. ‘She wants to apologise. She’s been bending my ear about it. “Should I text? Should I call round? Should I send flowers?” ’

His high-pitched mimicking of his mother’s Scots accent made Jade joke, ‘An enormous bouquet, Swiss chocolates and dinner in St Moritz ought to do it.’ Then she sighed. ‘Sheenagh and I need to talk, but I think it would be better without an audience. Maybe I should spend the evening with Erin and Rosalie. It’s a weird time,’ she added, half-apologetically.

Then Rosalie and Erin burst into the room, saw she was on the phone and spun around to leave again, bouncing off each other in the doorway with a comical, ‘Oof!’, leaving Erin rubbing her forehead and Rosalie her chin.

‘It’s OK, I’m speaking to Leo.’ She didn’t want them to feel they had to scurry off. But she wondered whether, under their excitement, they were as nervous as she was.

In her ear, Leo echoed her earlier sigh. ‘You might be right. I’ll leave you with your sisters tonight. I’ll come in tomorrow morning to keep things ticking over while you go and do the legal stuff.’

It was what they’d already arranged, but there was still a wealth of gratitude in her voice when she said, ‘Thanks, caro. We’ll do the rest another time.’

After he’d rung off, Jade made tea – breakfast for her and Erin, with camomile for Rosalie – and placed the cups on the scarred kitchen table, where she’d shared so many meals with her grandmother. She blinked at the granddaughters Mairead had never known: one small, like Gran, though ambitious and polished rather than funny and quirky, and the other more Jade’s height, if slenderer, and always ready with a smile. Impulsively, Jade said, ‘I wish Gran was here to see us together.’

‘Yeah.’ Rosalie pulled a sad face. Then she gazed at the empty chair at the table as if someone was sitting there and raised her coffee cup. ‘To Gran.’

Erin echoed it wistfully. ‘To Gran, who Jade always makes sound so fun and lovely.’

A lump jumped into Jade’s throat. ‘She was. In a very . . . individual way.’

‘Ah.’ Rosalie’s eyes danced. ‘That’s where we get it from.’ Then she cocked a cheeky eyebrow in Jade’s direction. ‘Caro means “dear” in Italian. Are you and Leo . . . ?’

‘We’re seeing each other.’ Jade’s cheeks scorched.

Rosalie beamed. ‘Ooh! Knew it, last time we were here.’ She made sinuous motions with her fingers. ‘I could feel the sizzle.’

‘And also, I’d told you they were together in the past.’ Erin grinned. ‘Jade, you don’t have to babysit us tonight. We’ll be fine unpacking and stuff.’

‘And going out for pizza,’ Rosalie said. ‘You see Leo.’

Although her first instinct was to refuse, Jade hesitated. ‘Gran always expected me to be polite to guests. But you’re not guests – you’re sisters.’ Business partners, as of tomorrow. ‘Erin’s right. You don’t need babysitting. I’ll call him back.’ Happily, she dived for her phone.

She still suggested their evening be private, though. She and Sheenagh could kiss and make up another time.

 

On Tuesday morning, she only realised that there was something vital she’d omitted to tell Erin and Rosalie when they entered the commercial kitchen via the breakfast room just as Geneva entered through the back door. After a busy week and then leaving them to their own devices yesterday evening, she hadn’t explained she’d employed Geneva, however temporarily. And because she was limiting interaction with Geneva while she decided whether her mother would have a place in her life, she hadn’t warned Geneva of the existence of Joey’s other children, let alone their anticipated arrival. Now she felt mean and rude to have sprung these introductions on everybody.

‘Buongiorno.’ Geneva’s eyes flicked between the women. They narrowed when they rested on Rosalie, making Jade wonder if she looked the most like Joey.

‘Buongiorno.’ Erin and Rosalie nodded politely.

Jade cleared her throat. ‘This is Geneva Gallo. She’s helping me over a tricky period while I replace Carlotta and Vittoria.’ She had to enunciate carefully to avoid stumbling over the next words. ‘She’s my mother.’

Erin and Rosalie’s mouths became Os of amazement, highlighting a resemblance between them that Jade hadn’t hitherto noticed. Geneva glanced at Jade, evidently understanding enough English to follow and be surprised.

Jade felt her entire head go hot as she switched to Italian for Geneva’s benefit. ‘And this is Erin Ferguson and Rosalie Beretta.’ In her peripheral vision, she registered Geneva’s attention whipping back to the others. ‘They’re Joey’s other daughters,’ she added, probably unnecessarily once Geneva had heard the name ‘Beretta’.

‘Wow. I didn’t realise . . . did you mention . . . ? No, you didn’t.’ The look Rosalie turned upon Jade was astounded. Or shocked.

Erin carried the awkward moment off with more aplomb. ‘Nice to meet you, Geneva. I’m Erin and she’s Rosalie.’ She shook hands with Geneva.

Collecting her wits, Jade added a short explanation in Italian. ‘We are inheriting Pensione Three Sisters between us.’

‘Sì, capisco.’ Her eyes still on Rosalie and Erin, Geneva gave a jerky nod. Tonelessly, she asked, ‘Where should I begin today?’

For a second, Jade’s grasp on the management of the pensione deserted her. She pulled it back on like a shield. ‘Leo will be coming soon to work the kitchen with you, as I have an appointment. First, can you tie up the laundry bags and label them, then put them outside the back door? The van’s due around eight.’

Geneva nodded. Steadily she helped herself to a tabard and gloves, then vanished into the laundry room.

Jade should have gone out to see if there were orders to be taken from the early guests, as she’d already heard voices from the breakfast room. Instead, she exchanged uncertain glances with her wide-eyed sisters. ‘Sorry. I mishandled that. I should have warned you all separately before you had a chance to meet. I just seem to have been running round with my hair on fire all week.’

Rosalie touched Jade’s arm. ‘It’s OK. But it must be seriously freaky. When did she turn up? Are you pleased? I’m pleased if you’re pleased.’

‘Yes,’ Erin agreed, though frowning. ‘But are you? Will it work out, her being employed here? I’m not questioning your operational abilities,’ she said hastily, ‘but if you want to get rid of her, I foresee difficulties. I don’t know Italian employment law, but I presume that once she’s worked here for a wee while you’ll be stuck with her.’

Jade repressed the instinct to snap that, though not always familiar with the corporate-sounding expressions Erin used, she did know Italian employment law – and that casual work was common in the hospitality industry. Instead, she answered calmly. ‘I’ve no idea what to think. Yes, she did just turn up. I haven’t offered her a permanent job. I’ve made offers to two other people, who’ll probably accept or otherwise today. I think I need a third person so I’m not constantly struggling if anyone’s off, and I’m tentatively contemplating Geneva for that. But I’d already considered the downside.’ Like how to sack your mother. She outlined how Geneva had arrived and asked not for money, but for work. ‘One more shock to add to all the others.’ She tried to sound jokey, but knew she’d failed when the others exchanged uneasy glances.

Rosalie glanced around the kitchen. ‘We came in to see whether you wanted to put us to work.’

Remembering that she hadn’t thought they’d be able to get up on time, Jade smothered a grin. ‘Thanks. I think we’re covered for this morning, so long as Leo arrives.’ They’d only snatched a couple of hours for a meal together last night, tangling fingers over the table and discussing his fabulous good fortune at being solvent again, once the banks had processed . . . whatever banks processed.

He hadn’t suggested she return to Villetta Nascosta with him or that he stayed here with her. ‘You’re bound to feel emotional about tomorrow’s meeting with your notaio,’ he’d said.

‘The Legacy of Pensione Three Sisters?’ She squeezed his fingers to show that she appreciated his concern. ‘It sounds like the title of a book.’

‘Well,’ he answered thoughtfully, ‘it’s the next chapter of your story.’

Now, as if summoned by her reflections, Leo strode in through the back door, hair brushed back from his forehead. ‘Buongiorno, buongiorno!’ He grinned at Rosalie and Erin. ‘Welcome back.’ He dropped a hand to Jade’s waist and a kiss to her cheek. ‘I can cover this morning if Geneva and Yara are here. You concentrate on what you need to.’

Brightly, Rosalie said, ‘We’ll grab breakfast.’ Diplomatically, she and Erin left without lingering to chat.

Jade rested her head on his warm shoulder. He smelled of a herby soap or shampoo. ‘Everything feels weird. Geneva, Rosalie and Erin came face to face before I thought to warn them about each other.’

He gave her a quick, hard hug. ‘You’ve a lot on. Let me worry for you this morning. Just for once.’

Jade flung a glance in the direction of the laundry room from which Geneva was yet to emerge. Channelling Gran, she answered, ‘Aye, OK, laddie,’ making him laugh.

The appointment at Mary Smith’s office was at ten o’clock. It was the first of September and the heat had turned hazy, as if the sun had tossed a gauzy scarf about its head. In deference to the weather Mary wore a navy dress rather than a suit, though still decorated with strands of her hair at the shoulders. The plants on her window ledge were dusty.

‘Would anyone like to see me privately?’ she asked, the bright morning light picking out the laughter lines around her eyes. ‘It’s not unusual for people to have last-minute questions and prefer privacy to ask them.’

Jade glanced at Erin and Rosalie, and they glanced at each other and then her. Rosalie’s hair was in a high ponytail, which fell to one side of her neck over her bird tattoo. Erin was stylish in a sleeveless top and white trousers. Erin and Rosalie shrugged and shook their heads.

Jade did the same because the will was the will, the law was the law, Gran was gone and everything was about to change, ready or not.

Solemnly, Mary took them through the legal process of identification and signatures.

Jade, Rosalie and Erin were almost silent unless directly addressed.

It was done shockingly fast. At the end, after shaking hands with each of them, Mary said, ‘I wish you all the best for the future.’

When the three sisters emerged, they found the sun had given up altogether and clouds piled up in the sky like misshapen grey pillows caught on the mountain tops. Jade’s hair whipped into her face. At least, that’s where she put the blame for her stinging eyes. ‘Feels stormy.’ Her voice echoed oddly in her ears.

Erin ignored her attempt at small talk and regarded her narrowly. ‘How do you feel?’

‘All over the place.’ Jade swallowed.

Rosalie slipped her hand into Jade’s and squeezed. ‘We could apologise for being born, if you like.’

That surprised a half-laugh from her. ‘That’s probably going a bit far. But I do think you ought to buy me lunch.’

Rosalie gave a small skip. ‘Yes! Let’s go to that café near the lake and watch to see if we do get a storm.’

‘We’ve had such a dry August that we’re due serious rainfall. You might get soaked,’ Jade said wryly. ‘Lake Como dishes up spectacular squalls.’

She was soon proved correct.

As they ate insalata dello chef and split a bottle of rosebud-pink Franciacorta Rosé under the parasols of Cavalla, they watched the lake ruffle and moored boats switch from a slow waltz to a lively jig. The clouds bloomed from pearl grey to charcoal and purple. The trees on the mountains swished as if stroked by an unseen hand, and a few of last year’s palm fronds cartwheeled past the café as the wind funnelled between the sheer slopes. A man in an apron appeared and hurriedly stacked tables and chairs. Another began furling the flapping parasols.

Jade slugged back the last of her wine. ‘Let’s go, or we’ll be drowned when the rain arrives. I’ll get a taxi.’ Luckily, she was so well-known to a local company that a car appeared in a few minutes. They’d barely begun along Lungo Lario Trento when the first rain flung itself against the windscreen as if from a bucket.

‘Wow.’ Erin sounded elated. ‘The weather’s angry.’

At Three Sisters, they ran from the open car doors, wiping raindrops from their faces as they tumbled indoors. The storm raged all afternoon, thunder rolling and forked lightning setting fire to the sky. Soaked guests scurried into Reception to trail disconsolately to their rooms, complaining loudly about the weather.

Jade gave her usual excuse of work awaiting her, left her newly minted business partners to their own devices and shut herself in her office. She’d get used to the new situation more readily when two of the pensione’s three sisters returned to the UK and Jade could continue to manage the place she loved. In addition to posting occasional friendly remarks in the Joey’s kids WhatsApp group, each year she’d send them the business accounts, with a recommendation as to what could be taken out as profit share. Probably, they’d come out once or twice a year to stay in Gran’s old room. Who wouldn’t take advantage of free accommodation in a gorgeous, sought-after destination?

Despite such pragmatic thinking, occasionally she wiped her eyes or blew her nose, awash with the knowledge that today’s transaction had been a final goodbye to darling Gran. ‘Forgive me for missing you,’ she whispered. ‘Because I’ve more or less forgiven you your secret.’

It was the middle of the afternoon when someone tapped at the office door. She lifted her voice. ‘Sì? Prego?’

The door swung open and, hesitantly, Sheenagh edged in, bedraggled by wind and rain, her brow puckered. Hesitantly, she produced a box of Swiss chocolates from behind her back. ‘Olive branch.’

Jade uttered the kind of sound that didn’t know whether it was a sob or a laugh. Leo must have passed on her comment about peace offerings. Jumping up and rounding the desk, she opened her arms.

Sheenagh raced into them. ‘I so apologise, Jade.’ Her breath was hot against Jade’s shoulder. ‘I was shocked and upset, and misdirected that at you. Leo talked to me and I realise I was interfering. I’m ashamed, when you’ve had so much to cope with. Can you forgive me?’

Squeezing Sheenagh tighter, Jade was glad and relieved. Huskily, she said, ‘Of course. Let’s celebrate by opening those luscious-looking chocolates.’

Soon they were seated on each side of Jade’s desk, ignoring work and dipping into the white-and-blue box of Cailler chocolates while Jade recounted what had happened this morning. Outside, the rain hissed even above the noise of the traffic, as if September intended to provide all the rain that August had forgotten to deliver.

‘Bring your new sisters for dinner at Lounge Panorama tomorrow evening,’ Sheenagh suggested. ‘I’d love to meet them. And, of course, you already know that Leo’s funds are being returned to him, which is a massive relief, so we can call it a celebration.’ She pulled a face. ‘I feel sorry for Isabella, though, despite everything she put Leo through. It does sound as if her dad’s at the bottom of it all.’ A speculative gleam entered her eyes. ‘Leo said you and he . . . ?’

Colouring, Jade realised she was pleased that Leo had told Sheenagh about them. She’d have understood if he hadn’t, given their history, but his doing so made whatever they were doing seem less casual. ‘Seeing each other,’ she replied airily and was rewarded by a brilliant smile.

‘Will eight-thirty be OK tomorrow evening?’ Sheenagh gathered up her raincoat.

‘I’ll check with the others and confirm.’ Though Jade and Sheenagh shared a parting hug, Jade couldn’t help noticing that her friend didn’t mention Geneva. How would she have reacted if Jade had asked to bring her?

And how would Jade have felt if Sheenagh had said yes?
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