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      It is often said that it takes a whole village to raise a child and it’s the same with publishing a book. I may have given birth to The Dressmaker’s Secret but I was assisted by many others.

      The story was conceived whilst on a writing retreat with Carol McGrath, Deborah Swift and Jenny Barden, all historical novelist friends. I was searching for inspiration when I read about the extraordinary life of Princess Caroline of Brunswick. Full of excitement, we discussed my initial ideas, over a glass of wine or two, in the simmering heat of a Greek summer.

      My agent, Heather Holden-Brown, was endlessly supportive as I wrestled to refine the story into something resembling an outline fit to present to my publishers.

      Research into Caroline’s story and the Villa Vittoria in Pesaro continued over many months. Local architect Roberta Martufi, who had some years before been involved in renovation works at the villa, patiently answered my email enquiries.

      My wonderful writing group, WordWatchers, made time to read the whole manuscript of The Dressmaker’s Secret and offered constructive criticism. As always, their suggestions were sweetened with copious supplies of tea and cake.

      Once the manuscript was delivered to Piatkus, my lovely editor, Dominic Wakeford, made helpful suggestions for revisions and then Lynn Curtis copy-edited the revised manuscript with a light and careful hand.

      My very grateful thanks to all of the above and, not least, to my husband and family who listened with only slightly glazed eyes when I banged on about Caroline of Brunswick, yet again.
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      January 1819 

       

      Pesaro, Italy 

       

      As Ma and I approached Pesaro for the first time I was still simmering with resentment and the atmosphere between us was as frosty as the January afternoon. For days now the coach had lurched along the rutted road up one side of the snow-dusted mountains, only to plunge perilously down the other while we clung, white-knuckled, to the travelling straps. Despite the trials of the journey we’d barely exchanged a word since Arezzo.

      Ma huddled into the seat opposite me with a blanket wrapped around her diminutive form. I stared out of the window, mulling over our quarrel as the mountains gave way to undulating hills and farmland. Finally, we reached the sea at the town of Fano, where the other passengers alighted. Ma and I remained shrouded in uneasy silence as the coach continued along the coast road. How many times had the wind blown us into a strange town to make a new start? Perhaps this time, please this time, we’d stay for good. My mother and I had always drifted like thistledown on the breeze, landing for a few precious months in a village or town until a panicky squall of her perpetual unease whisked us away again.

      Despite my annoyance with Ma for insisting we move on yet again, my spirits lifted as I studied the coastline. A bracing wind buffeted the coach as we bowled along. I had never lived near the sea before and a prickle of unexpected excitement made me fidget. White horses danced along the tips of the waves rolling in from the sea and I itched to run down to the water’s edge and feel the salty spray on my face. Dragging down the window, I leaned out.

      ‘Emilia, it’s too cold!’ protested Ma.

      An icy gust of wind snatched my breath away and I laughed and clutched at my hat as my hair whipped across my cheeks.

      A warning shout, almost drowned by the pounding of the sea, made me glance at the road behind. Ears back and necks outstretched, two piebald ponies galloped towards us at breakneck speed. Behind the runaways was a high-perch phaeton, careering from side to side while its passengers shrieked in terror. Within seconds the ponies had bolted past and the little carriage crashed against our coach, scraping along one side with an ear-splitting screech. As the impact threw me backwards I caught a glimpse of the driver, his features set in a rictus of fear as he struggled to bring the ponies under control.

      Ma screamed as we veered off the road and, with a bone-shaking crash, thumped into a tree. I was thrown violently to the floor and pain exploded in my shoulder. Outside, there was a yell and a clatter. A horse whinnied in terror. Then there was silence except for the creak of leather as our swaying coach settled.

      I exhaled slowly.

      Ma, her round face bleached with shock, looked at me mutely with a question in her grey eyes.

      Rubbing my shoulder, I pulled myself to my feet and opened the door. My French and Italian were fluent since we’d spent my lifetime travelling but Ma still had a noticeable English accent. She always preferred me to communicate with others since she was frightened of drawing unwanted attention.

      Our coachman was already calming his horses as they tossed their manes in fright.

      I ran ahead to where the phaeton lay upside-down with its wheels still spinning. The piebald ponies lay tangled in the traces, pawing the grass, eyes rolling and flanks heaving.

      The driver, a little younger than myself, lay sprawled on the ground fingering a trail of blood that trickled from beneath his sandy hair.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I called.

      He nodded. ‘Idiot ponies!’ His eyes were pale blue and since his Italian was as heavily accented as Ma’s, I surmised he was English.

      I caught sight of what appeared to be a bundle of clothing tossed on the ground but then it moved. I hurried to investigate and discovered it was a little girl. Black ringlets lay across her face and I smoothed them away to reveal a lump the size of a pigeon’s egg on her forehead. Her eyelashes fluttered as I gathered her up in my arms.

      A faint cry came from behind the phaeton and then a foot encased in a scarlet boot waved in the air.

      I sat the little girl on the ground and ran to help.

      A stout middle-aged lady lay on her back, her skirts rucked up above her stockings to expose plump thighs. ‘Victorine! Willy!’ she called. She had a guttural accent, German perhaps.

      I helped her into a sitting position and pulled down her skirts to restore her modesty. She appeared to be unharmed, though her outrageously high-crowned hat, adorned with enormous ostrich plumes, had slipped sideways over her eyes. Disconcertingly, the black wig she wore under the hat had slipped, too.

      ‘Where is my son Willy?’ she asked. Her lips were painted a garish vermilion, her eyebrows blackened and cheeks heavily rouged.

      I brushed a clump of mud off her shoulder. ‘The driver? He has a cut to the head but is otherwise unhurt.’

      She looked wildly around. ‘And Victorine… Is she safe? Where is my little treasure?’

      ‘Don’t worry, I have her.’ I returned to the child and lifted her up.

      The woman held out plump, beringed hands. ‘Come to Mamma, my darling!’

      Surprised, I placed the whimpering child in her arms. No amount of white lead or rouge could make her look like the girl’s mother rather than her grandmother.

      Victorine howled, burying her head in the woman’s pillowy bosom.

      Our coachman ran his hands over the piebald ponies’ fetlocks and then released them from their traces. ‘You won’t be driving that rig home,’ he said to Willy. ‘The wheel is buckled.’

      The young man stuck out his bottom lip and kicked at the offending wheel. ‘Useless thing!’

      ‘Help me up!’ called the woman.

      I took the wailing child while Willy pulled his mother to her feet. She was short, even smaller than Ma, but rotund, with a bosom that formed a pronounced shelf under an embarrassment of chins.

      Handing the reins to Willy, the coachman rocked the phaeton and heaved it the right way up. It was a most extraordinary vehicle, shaped like a conch shell, heavily gilded and decorated with mother-of-pearl. The inside was padded with blue velvet and embellished with silver fringing.

      We stood watching in a shivering huddle, while Willy and the coachman dragged it back onto the road.

      Victorine clung to me, hot tears soaking my shoulder as I attempted to soothe her. ‘Would you all like to come in the coach with us to Pesaro?’ I said over the child’s noisy sobs. ‘I expect you’ll find a wheelwright there to repair the phaeton.’

      ‘Someone will have to pay for the damage to my rig, too,’ said the coachman, looking pointedly at Willy. ‘The front’s all stoved in and the paintwork’s ruined. I shouldn’t wonder if it’s off the road for days.’

      The woman waved her hand. ‘It shall all be taken care of. Take us to Villa Vittoria and you will be reimbursed for your trouble.’

      ‘I’ll tie your horses to mine and they can trot along beside us.’

      We trooped back to the coach and climbed inside. ‘I am Emilia Barton,’ I introduced myself, ‘and this is my mother, Sarah. We’re going to settle in Pesaro.’

      ‘Come to dinner tomorrow,’ said the woman, rocking the coach as she plumped her not inconsiderable weight down onto the seat beside Ma. ‘I wish to make amends for inconveniencing you.’

      Ma glanced at me in alarm but I refused to meet her gaze. I knew she wouldn’t want to go; she preferred us to keep ourselves to ourselves. ‘We’d like that,’ I said.

      ‘Villa Vittoria is at the foot of Monte San Bartolo above the town. Anyone will give you directions.’

      I’d have a battle with Ma but I was determined to grasp this opportunity of making acquaintances in the town that was to become our new home. Victorine curled up on my lap; her sobs had subsided into the occasional hiccough by the time the coach rolled away. Willy sat beside me staring sulkily at his feet.

      I looked out of the window, eager for my first glimpse of Pesaro. We passed a cluster of terracotta-tiled houses amongst vineyards and olive groves, and it wasn’t long before we drove through the gateway of the walled town, clattered across a colonnaded piazza with a granite fountain set in its centre and then passed along a narrow street before turning into the courtyard of an inn. I sat Victorine beside her mother and Ma and I descended from the coach.

      The woman leaned out of the window, her hat and wig still askew. ‘Don’t forget! Villa Vittoria tomorrow.’

      Victorine waved at us as the coach trundled back out of the courtyard.

      Ma glanced up at me, a muscle flickering at the corner of one eye, and a wave of pity washed over me for her constant state of anxiety. We had always been so very different, despite being travelling companions and so dependent upon each other.

      The aroma of fried onions drifted from the inn and the exhaustion, unhappiness and frustration I’d felt over the previous days suddenly melted away. We had arrived and this was to be our new beginning.

      I held out my hand to her. ‘Shall we go in, Ma?’ I said.

       

      The next day we braved the bitter north wind to walk up the steep hill to Villa Vittoria. Vineyards, olive groves and mature oaks lined the country road. Our host at the inn had told us to look out for the other elegant villas, the casini di delizia, which had been built by the wealthy on the Colle San Bartolo in the seventeenth century. In those days the Della Rovere family had held a flourishing court in Pesaro.

      Ma had put on her best dress of bronze wool, but her shoulders drooped and worry creased her brow. ‘We should be out finding work,’ she said, ‘not paying social calls.’

      As itinerant dressmakers we lived from hand to mouth and were permanently concerned about where we’d next find gainful employment.

      ‘We’d be in a better financial position if you hadn’t made us spend most of what we earned from the Conti bride’s wedding dress on the coach fare from Florence,’ I said. ‘Still, the lady we helped after the carriage accident may be persuaded to give us introductions.’

      ‘Perhaps. But…’ Ma caught my sleeve. ‘Don’t walk so fast, Emilia!’

      ‘But what?’

      Frowning, she said, ‘There was something odd about the lady in the phaeton, wasn’t there? Her rings indicated she has a wealthy husband and her velvet pelisse was of excellent quality. But then there was that peculiar hat and those scarlet boots… Not at all suitable for a lady of her age.’ Ma pursed her lips. ‘And she wears paint.’

      ‘Many women wear paint.’

      ‘But it’s sorely out of fashion now and women of consequence and breeding don’t wear it applied in such a haphazard way. I can’t think how her maid allowed her to go out looking like that.’

      Ma, always discreetly dressed, never resorted to even a dusting of rice flour on her nose. She frequently said it was important to impress on our clients that we had impeccable taste. Once upon a time, before I was born, she’d been personal maid to a lady of the aristocracy and had learned how to conduct herself in a genteel fashion. Occasionally, she spoke wistfully of the natural elegance of her kind mistress and the grand houses they’d lived in.

      Ma glanced up at the winter sky. ‘We must leave in good time. It would be very disagreeable to have to find our way down this hill after dark.’

      The wind was bitingly cold and I was relieved when we came to the avenue of cypress trees, which the innkeeper had informed us led to Villa Vittoria. We walked briskly through an orchard until we arrived at a substantial stone house whose new roof was embellished with a large cupola. The grounds were littered with piles of sand and stacks of timber, and workmen climbed the scaffolding heaving blocks of stone on their shoulders. A colonnaded gallery to one side of the building was in the process of being infilled, while a matching wing was being added to the other.

      A pair of soldiers stood either side of the front door, dressed in the gaudily striped uniform of the Papal Guard complete with helmets and halberds. Since Napoleon’s defeat, the Congress of Vienna had returned the Marche to Papal rule but I couldn’t imagine why soldiers were on watch at Villa Vittoria. Our steps faltered but, since we were not challenged, I lifted the iron doorknocker and let it fall.

      Two great dogs loped towards us, barking loud enough to wake the dead. Ma and I froze to the spot.

      A man hurried after them. ‘Titus! Bruna! Come here, you brutes!’

      ‘We’re here to visit your mistress,’ I said, once he had the dogs under control.

      A maid opened the door, took our pelisses and indicated we were to follow her. I heard the clatter of pans and of women’s voices raised in argument from behind one of the doors leading off the hall. In the air hung the mouth-watering scents of fried garlic and baking bread.

      A child’s high-pitched laughter rang out as the maid opened the door to the salone and announced us. ‘Ma’am, Signora and Signorina Barton.’

      Ma and I paused on the threshold. The woman we’d rescued from the phaeton was on her hands and knees on the floor, skirts tucked up, pretending to be a horse. Victorine sat on her back, shrieking with delight as her mount bucked and whinnied. A bruise stained the little girl’s forehead but otherwise she seemed none the worse for her tumble of yesterday.

      Ma glanced at me, clearly shocked by such unladylike behaviour.

      ‘Come in, come in!’ Victorine’s mother rolled over so that the little girl slid off her back and dropped onto the floor in a fit of giggles.

      We stepped into the salone, a generously proportioned room with a high, beamed ceiling and arched windows. It was richly decorated in the Turkish style. A log fire blazed in the great stone fireplace and portraits in gilt frames adorned the walls. Our hostess could clearly afford to live in comfort.

      ‘I hope you have recovered from the unfortunate accident, Signora?’ I said.

      She shrugged, her fat little legs encased in sagging silk stockings stretched out on the floor in front of her. ‘It was only a tumble, though Willy was very naughty to give us such a fright. I had to scold him severely.’ She held out her hands. ‘Pull me up! We’ve been playing horses for the last half-hour,’ she said, ‘and I’m quite done in.’

      ‘I’m not surprised,’ I answered, grasping her hands. Victorine giggled and came to add her efforts to mine as I heaved her mother to her feet.

      She sat down heavily on an overstuffed chair and waved us towards a sofa laden with tasselled pillows. There was a spider’s web in her hair and her skirt was smudged with dust. ‘Angelica, my dear, come and meet my saviours, Signora and Signorina Barton.’

      A small cough came from behind me and I saw a dark-haired lady sitting in the corner of the room.

      ‘This is the Countess Oldi, my lady-in-waiting,’ said our hostess.

      Ma glanced at me, her eyes wide.

      Countess Oldi, a handsome woman of about thirty, came forward as we made our curtseys. ‘Do you have family and friends in Pesaro?’ she asked.

      ‘None at all.’ We had no friends or family anywhere. Just for a moment I pictured my friend Giulia’s happy smile and anger with Ma for making us move on yet again rose up like bile.

      ‘Come to Mamma,’ our hostess said, pulling Victorine onto her lap. ‘I have been here only two years but the climate is good and the scenery delightful. In the summer I bathe in the sea… so good for the health.’ She leaned forward and said in a theatrical whisper, ‘And it is very cheap to live in Pesaro.’

      The room was overheated and, as my fingers began to thaw, I wondered how to broach the subject of introductions. I glanced at Ma, who sat with her eyes lowered and hands folded. Clearly, she wasn’t going to assist me so I took a deep breath, driven on by our urgent need. ‘My mother and I are both talented dressmakers,’ I said. This was no time for false modesty since we might never again find a wealthy lady so clearly under an obligation to us. ‘We’ve recently completed an extensive trousseau for Signorina Lucrezia Conti in Florence. She’s marrying the Duke of Mantova’s brother and only the most skilled work was acceptable. We have references and will be happy to show these to any interested parties. Perhaps some of your friends…’

      The Signora clapped her hands together and her face lit up like a child’s. ‘I was forced to dismiss my lady’s maid a while ago and my wardrobe is sadly out of order. I have a fancy for a new ballgown. Emerald, perhaps, in the Russian style with gold lacing. You might make it for me?’

      Ma, her expression a model of controlled restraint at the very thought of such a garment, said, ‘We’ll call on you at your convenience with our pattern books.’

      I let out my breath, relieved that I’d succeeded in my mission. I realised then I didn’t know our hostess’s name. Our unconventional reception had distracted me and it was awkward to ask her now.

      Victorine began to fidget, winding her fingers through her mother’s hair and pressing kisses on her cheeks to gain her full attention.

      Ma whispered to me, ‘You see, I knew she couldn’t have a lady’s maid to dress her properly.’

      ‘I’m hungry!’ said Victorine. ‘When is Papà coming home?’

      ‘Soon, my treasure. Why don’t you go to the kitchen and wheedle a piece of bread?’

      The little girl slid off the sofa and skipped from the room.

      The savoury aroma of roasting meat wafted in from the kitchen. I was hungry, too, and wondered when we might eat. I didn’t have long to wait.

      The front door slammed and there was the sound of hearty male laughter and footsteps clattering across the hall.

      ‘Ah, the Baron has returned from his hunting!’ Our nameless hostess smoothed the wiry curls bunched over her ears and turned expectantly to the door.

      It burst open and two men entered. The taller of the pair, aged about thirty-five with thick black hair and an extravagantly curled moustache, came to lift her hand to his full lips.

      The pungent scent of horseflesh rising from the men’s mud-splashed clothing made Ma’s nose wrinkle.

      Victorine ran back into the room and clasped the Baron around his knees. ‘I was waiting for you, Papà!’

      The Baron bent to kiss her. ‘And who have we here?’ He turned to look at Ma and me. At well over six feet tall, his splendid physique and confident presence seemed to fill the room.

      ‘This is Signora and Signorina Barton,’ said Countess Oldi. She turned to us. ‘My brothers, Baron Bartolomeo Pergami and Luigi Pergami.’

      ‘Ah, yes!’ said the Baron. ‘The two Good Samaritans. I believe we owe you our gratitude and apologies after Willy drove you off the road?’

      ‘Not at all,’ I mumbled, overawed to find him looming over us. I couldn’t help thinking that he was the most unlikely husband for the little dumpling of a woman we had helped. He must have been at least fifteen years younger.

      ‘Let’s eat!’ he said.

      We trooped into the dining room where we found Willy, an elderly woman dressed in black, and a soberly dressed young man with a mop of unruly dark curls all awaiting our arrival. No one introduced us and Willy ignored us.

      Menservants in gold waistcoats under embroidered black coats lined with scarlet silk pulled out our chairs. A variety of soups, pies, roasted game birds, fricassées and puddings were laid before us.

      Covertly, I eyed the young man who sat beside me. A little older than I, he had an aquiline nose that would have graced a Roman soldier. Although not conventionally handsome, it was the hint of suppressed laughter in his eyes and his wide smile that caught my attention.

      ‘I am Alessandro Fiorelli,’ he said, ‘Victorine’s tutor.’ His voice was warm and mellow.

      For two heartbeats I gazed into his amber eyes. ‘Emilia Barton,’ I said, heat suffusing my cheeks.

      The Baron and his brother began to relate the tale of their morning’s hunting, verbally sparring with each other, and their laughter reverberated around the room. The old woman silently watched them as she chewed her dinner. Willy drank a great deal of wine.

      ‘Signorina Barton, Victorine told me how you saved her,’ said Signor Fiorelli. ‘Where do you come from?’ he asked. ‘Your mother is English, I believe?’

      ‘Where do I come from?’ I said. ‘Everywhere. And nowhere.’ I couldn’t begin to remember, never mind name, all the places where we’d lived since we rarely stayed anywhere for more than a few months. ‘We’re both English,’ I said, ‘though I’ve never been to England.’

      He looked at me with a puzzled expression on his face but must have sensed I didn’t care to discuss the matter for he changed the subject.

      I drank sparingly of the thin red wine, anxious that I might say something foolish under its influence. I watched Signor Fiorelli’s well-shaped mouth as he spoke and admired his dark hair and smooth olive skin. It was so very different from my pallid English complexion and strawberry-blonde tresses.

      Time seemed to have no meaning while I was talking to Signor Fiorelli and when Ma attempted to catch my attention, I’m ashamed to say I ignored her.

      Once we’d finished our dinner I glanced out of the window at the darkening sky. ‘We must leave at once, before it’s too dark to see our way back,’ I said, alarmed.

      Ma bit her lip with anxiety.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Signor Fiorelli. He smiled at our hostess. ‘With your permission, Ma’am, I shall escort these ladies back to the inn.’

      A short while later we were outside in the cold. We walked quickly and when Ma stumbled in her haste to match our longer strides, Signor Fiorelli took her arm.

      ‘I hope we’re not taking you out of your way?’ I said.

      ‘Not at all. We pass my family house on the edge of the town.’

      ‘Since we are strangers,’ I said, ‘I wonder if you know of anyone here who has a cottage available to rent?’

      ‘I shall ask my mother,’ he said. ‘She always knows what is going on in the town.’

      Signor Fiorelli pointed out his home as we passed by, a sizeable house with a neat garden.

      Soon we arrived at the inn. ‘I shall call on you in a few days,’ he said, ‘if I have any news.’

      ‘There’s one other thing,’ I said. ‘I’m embarrassed to admit this but I don’t know the name of your employer. The maid didn’t introduce us and then it was too late to ask.’

      Signor Fiorelli laughed. ‘I expect the maid assumed you knew of the Princess.’

      ‘Princess?’ Ma said.

      ‘Indeed,’ said Signor Fiorelli. ‘Your hostess is Her Royal Highness, the Princess of Wales, daughter-in-law of your English King.’

      Ma clutched his wrist. ‘Not Princess Caroline of Brunswick?’

      ‘The very same!’

      ‘Well,’ said Ma, ‘that explains a very great deal!’
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