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Dedication

 

To Kate, Molly and Gus,
my own remarkable artists




Praise for Sarah Steele’s evocative and powerful novels

‘A fantastic read. I was gripped and enthralled. Wonderful storytelling’
Jill Mansell

‘Fascinating, moving, romantic and utterly gripping. I couldn’t stop reading’
Katie Fforde

‘Readers will adore walking through occupied Paris in the footsteps of the brave. A fabulous story’
Mandy Robotham

‘A tense, heart-in-mouth story about courage in occupied Paris, and secrets’
Gill Paul

‘I felt so passionately involved in Flo’s journey. A GORGEOUS read’
Prima, Book of the Month

‘An engaging novel, strong on character and place, that kept me wanting to know more’
Daily Mail

‘A lovely read, with the descriptions of the 60s jet-set particularly evocative’
Heat

‘A gorgeous, tender debut’
Kate Riordan

‘I loved reading the entwined stories. This book is warm and true, and it pays tribute to the heart and backbone of women who support each other’
Stephanie Butland




Readers adore Sarah Steele’s gripping and heart-wrenching stories . . .

‘An exceptional story . . . One of the best books I have read’
* * * * *

‘A tale of immense bravery and sacrifice . . . Strong women, courage and love. Brilliant’
* * * * *

‘A powerhouse of intrigue, gripping feats of heroism and human resilience in the face of cruelty’
* * * * *

‘A compelling, emotional and heroic homage to the brave people of Naples . . . A triumphant novel!’
* * * * *

‘Intrigue, love, fear, bravery and wonder encompass this story from beginning to end . . . This book is an absolute must read!!!’
* * * * *

‘An exceptionally touching tale about life, loss, family, secrets, separation, desperation, love, tragedy, friendship, the horrors of war, and the power of music’
* * * * *

‘Beautiful, raw, engaging!’
* * * * *

‘This is one of my favourite books of all time . . . Gorgeous locations, full of style and such a beautiful story!’
* * * * *

‘It has it all – love, mystery, deceit and a secret. Five stars all the way’
* * * * *




Prologue

London, March 1964

As the taxi crawled towards the Royal Courts of Justice, Leonora Birch savoured the last moments of calm before she was devoured by the press pack and spat out as tomorrow’s newspaper headline. She turned to her companion, wondering whether they would be making the return journey together later that day. If he were nervous too, Bruce Cato hid it well, the expression behind his untrimmed beard as relaxed as the shabby cream linen suit that had seen better days.

She examined the palm of his bear-like hand, ingrained with decades of paint, tracing the love line that had known they would find one another again. ‘What do you think will happen?’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘The judge refused my bribe, so he’ll probably throw us both in prison.’

She cuffed his arm. ‘How can you joke about it?’

‘My darling Leonora, I joke about everything. As you well know.’

‘But this isn’t one of your games, Bruce. This is real.’ As the traffic slowed, she spotted a newspaper vendor hawking the morning edition. ‘Judgement due in the Battle of Bond Street’, screamed its headline above a photograph of Leonora looking all of her sixty-one years as she was accosted on her doorstep the previous evening.

Why hadn’t she just put a stop to this? Apologised and coughed up the costs, then got out of London to begin her new life with Bruce in Italy? Instead, she had upheld her claims about Sir Edwin Viner, the man who had nearly destroyed her twenty-five years earlier, and now commanded a ferocious legal attack from his prestigious Mayfair art gallery.

The taxi growled onwards until she could make out the cathedral-like façade of the courts, the crowds below waiting for their quarry as photographers perched on stepladders for the best shot.

‘Let’s get the driver to drop us around the back,’ Bruce said.

‘Why should I creep in? It’s Edwin who should be hiding,’ she said as faces pressed against the cab window, a shout going around as she was recognised.

Bruce snorted. ‘Fat chance. Look who’s pulled up in front of us.’

A chauffeur opened the door of the sleek grey Bentley, and a roar of support went up for Sir Edwin Viner and his wife, dressed in a cream suit with matching feathered hat, every inch the debutante model Edwin had plucked from the conveyor belt. How dare a frumpy Pimlico landlady challenge such people?

The cabbie pointed to his meter. ‘That’ll be five shillings. Call it eight, including the valet job my paintwork’s going to need now this lot have had their sticky paws all over it.’ He must have sensed her distress, however, and as she held the money out to him, he shook his head. ‘Second thoughts, you’ve got a tough enough day ahead. Have this one on me.’

Tears pricking her eyes at this small act of kindness, she turned to Bruce. ‘This is it, then. Are you ready?’

‘Ready to get it over with so we can finally carry on with our lives,’ he said, then frowned, stroking her hand. ‘You’re really sure you want to see this through?’

‘As sure as I ever have been about anything.’ She took a deep breath, steadying herself as Bruce leapt out to open her door, hellish chaos breaking noisily into the privacy of the cab.

‘Good luck, Leonora Birch,’ the cabbie shouted as she stepped out on to the pavement. ‘Don’t you let him get away with it.’

The sound of the baying crowd was deafening against the machine-gun click of camera shutters as a galaxy of popping flashbulbs blinded her, reporters pressed so close that she could smell the pints they had drunk the night before, the washing powder their wives used. She glanced once more at Bruce and smiled. ‘Let’s get him.’




1

Tuscany, June 1989

Phoebe stepped off the aircraft steps and on to the sticky black tarmac, cheeks burning and nostrils stinging as the distant terminal shimmered through the heat haze. Beyond lay rolling hills dense with ripening vines and ancient villages, their bell towers ringing out the daily rhythm of this timeless, sleepy region, cradle of the Renaissance and her second home.

Tuscany.

As she walked away from the roar of the cooling engines, she felt London slip from her, shed as a skin from another life. She pulled off her blazer, longing to swap her neat jeans for one of the summer dresses packed in her luggage. Even through the acrid cloud of aviation fuel, she could already smell the tinder-dry grass surrounding her uncle Bruce’s hilltop villa with its medieval watchtower, the mellow oil produced in the Villa Clara olive groves.

It still saddened her that she had only been permitted to get to know Bruce properly when, at the age of eleven, she was deemed old enough to be despatched alone to Italy for school holidays – every school holiday, she noted. Life in the former Hampstead family home had been fraught with the ever-present danger of fierce rows between her parents in the chaotic Edwardian villa until her father’s death three years ago and her mother’s subsequent relocation to Cornwall. Of course Phoebe missed them both, but in truth Bruce Cato had been her primary parent for most of her life, and she the daughter he never had.

She hurried through to the arrivals hall, scanning the crowd for her old friend Stefano, whom she spotted lounging against a pillar in chinos and a linen shirt, floppy dark hair pushed back from his eyes and looking as though he had come from the pool rather than his desk at the law office in Florence. For once Bruce wouldn’t be collecting her from the airport, but she could hardly contain her delight at seeing the housekeeper’s son there in his stead, and ran across to greet him.

‘Hey, Topolino!’ he said, tussling her into a playful hug.

She sighed. ‘Vero?’ Even though she pretended to be irritated at the nickname he had given her when they were children, its familiarity was a kind of homecoming.

‘You were such a little mouse when you first arrived at Villa Clara,’ he went on, slipping into Italian, as they always did when they were alone. ‘How was I to know you would be so bossy?’ And it was true: once Phoebe had settled into life at Villa Clara, picking up Italian as quickly as she picked up a suntan, she had forced Stefano to play anything from wildlife explorer to medieval knights. ‘Nice hair, by the way. I like it shorter.’

‘Really?’ Phoebe said, suddenly embarrassed. The previous week, she had paid a fortune she didn’t have, in order for her long blonde hair to be lopped into a stylish bob, encouraged by her friend and colleague Tilly, on whose sofa she had been sleeping for the last week. After the recent dramas in Phoebe’s romantic life, she had needed a change, and she certainly felt better for it.

‘Reminds me of when you made me cut it off when we were twelve. Boy, I got a hiding from Mamma for that. So, no boyfriend with you this time?’ Stefano asked lightly, taking her suitcase and heading towards the car park.

‘No boyfriend ever,’ she replied. ‘Seems you and everyone else was right about James.’

‘I’m glad,’ he said, pausing to push his long, dark fringe from his eyes. ‘I mean glad he’s gone. He wasn’t good enough for you.’

‘And is Jocelyn good enough for you?’ Phoebe would never be best of friends with Stefano’s latest girlfriend, a shiny London lawyer he had met at a conference, but she could at least show an interest.

He shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe for now?’ Stefano’s inability to make relationships last was legendary.

‘I don’t know. But I’m sorry that pidocchio hurt you.’

‘I think you’re being unfair on the common louse.’ Phoebe pulled out her sunglasses. ‘Now, can we please go to Villa Clara? I’m in dire need of a glass of Bruce’s hideous house white and Angelina’s excellent lasagne.’

‘Mamma’s recipe is legendary, for sure,’ he said, leading her towards a silver Lancia parked nearby and opening the passenger door. ‘I can’t stay for lunch, but maybe after dinner I can take you into the village? There’s a fiesta all weekend. We can dance your worries away.’

If only it were that easy. She waited whilst he climbed in beside her, then turned to him. ‘Stefano?’

‘Si?’

‘Is everything OK at Villa Clara? Bruce wrote that he’d been undergoing a few medical tests.’ ‘Nothing to worry about’ had been Bruce’s throwaway comment, but the fact that he’d even mentioned his health led Phoebe to believe there was everything to worry about.

Stefano’s green eyes clouded over briefly. ‘I don’t know for sure.’

‘I sense a but?’

He hesitated. ‘He asked me to update his will.’

‘Really?’

Stefano pressed his tanned hand over hers. ‘Probably just doing his housekeeping – he is in his eighties, after all. I wish more of my clients would. Try not to worry.’

‘Easier said than done. On all fronts.’

‘I’m sorry. You said things weren’t great at the museum when we spoke last week?’

‘They’re really not,’ she said. The idea for the Cato Museum of Artifice had been born five years earlier at Villa Clara, one evening when too much wine had inspired Phoebe and Bruce to imagine a museum of their own. Bruce had been serious, it seemed, signing the lease three months later on a quirky four-storey London townhouse to showcase some of his finely crafted reproductions of Old Masters and a few curiosities he had collected over the years. And yet now Phoebe was coming to realise that the numbers would never add up. The building had recently been sold to an American management consultancy, along with those on either side, and with the rent about to double unless she accepted their offer to buy her out of the lease, the museum’s future seemed uncertain.

‘Need to talk it through?’

‘Only if you can tell me there’s a crock of gold sitting somewhere in Bruce’s estate.’ She watched as he shrugged uncomfortably. ‘Right. Then let’s forget it until I’ve had a chance to talk to Bruce, if that’s OK?’

‘Of course. So, shall we go?’

She nodded. ‘Andiamo.’

He crunched the car into gear and headed out to the trunk road that would take them south to the tiny village of Monteleone and the old villa at the end of a rutted track.

Bruce Cato was in animated discussion with Stefano’s father Marco about where to plant some new lavender bushes when Phoebe appeared beneath the vine-covered pergola. Stefano’s parents had arrived at Villa Clara not long before Phoebe herself began to visit in the early seventies, and while Angelina ran a tight ship looking after the house, Marco cared for the terraced garden that was Bruce’s pride and joy.

An Italianate formal space that defied the blistering heat and provided shady reading corners amongst the gravel paths and low hedges of scented herbs, the garden was where Phoebe had spent long childhood hours whilst Bruce tried to pass on his mastery of watercolour techniques, finally admitting that his ability to create art, if not his love of it, had bypassed her entirely. Beyond the wide bed of dahlias that Bruce insisted on tending himself each summer, until they burst into a blaze of autumnal colours, stood the solid mass of the ancient watchtower, which for six hundred years had warned of intruders, and now housed his art studio.

Angelina had laid two places at the table, where a large green garden salad sat in a wooden bowl beside ruby-red tomatoes and creamy buffalo mozzarella, a cold roast chicken and a condensation-frosted carafe of almost colourless white wine.

‘Sit, sit,’ Bruce said to Phoebe, lowering himself into his seat with the help of a walking stick. Although the once-black hair and beard were now snowy white, his tanned, freckled arms were strong and dark eyes still roguish. ‘Tell me your news,’ he said.

She started with the easy stuff: a few pieces she was considering for the museum, in the unlikely event that she could find the funding; how she was moving back into the Notting Hill flat soon, now James had moved out; how her mother had managed to fall out with half the village over a postcard-sized scrap of land.

‘Your mother could fall out with herself,’ Bruce said, ripping off a chunk of rosemary-flecked focaccia. There was no love lost between Bruce and Phoebe’s parents, which saddened her. Bruce had played a small part in some court case in the sixties, in which his word stood against that of Sir Edwin Viner, acquaintance of her parents and pillar of the London art world. Phoebe’s parents had picked their side, and in the way that only siblings can, the brothers had nursed an ice-cold grudge for over a quarter of a century, leaving Phoebe stranded in the middle. ‘Why do you think I’ve always stayed out of the way here?’ he added.

‘Because you wouldn’t live anywhere else?’

‘Exactly. The world comes to me, and I don’t have to endure any more wet English summers.’

Phoebe looked at him, noticing the slight catch in his breath. ‘But you’ll be back in London to visit the museum? I need your help with that empty room we’ve not curated yet,’ she said, trying to sound positive about their joint project, even though the truth was far from positive.

He shook his head. ‘My travelling days are over.’

He was tired, she could see, his lightly imparted news perhaps more serious than he was letting on so far. ‘Because of the tests you mentioned in your letter?’

‘Maybe. But you don’t need me at the museum. Trust yourself, Phoebe. Besides, I’m done with London.’ Phoebe watched as a twinge of sadness crossed his face. ‘Too many memories.’

‘What sort of memories?’ Phoebe asked gently, pouncing on a rare moment of candidness.

‘We thought we could change the world back then,’ he said, staring out across the gardens.

‘When?’

‘The sixties. Was there any other time? We tried to turn the Establishment on its head with our miniskirts and pop music, our marches and protests, but nothing has changed. Strikes everywhere you look, and nothing gets through Parliament without a bunch of landed gentry in long red dresses saying so.’

‘Still the revolutionary?’ Phoebe asked, smiling.

He sat back, wincing slightly. ‘Only in spirit. If you want to make a dent in the Establishment, you need a very sharp stick and a very thick skin.’

This was a Bruce she had not seen before: deflated, tired, a smaller version of himself, and Phoebe knew she really did have to worry about him. ‘Like when you challenged Edwin Viner?’ she asked, hoping to re-energise her uncle by poking at the hornets’ nest she had never quite been able to reach. There was an injunction in place, she knew, but surely it didn’t extend to his closest relative?

‘Viner?’ he spluttered, topping up his wine. ‘Even if I were allowed to, I’m not wasting our time together talking about that crook. I want to focus on things that bring me joy rather than peptic ulcers. And speaking of peptic ulcers, tell me what happened with Shameless.’

Phoebe rolled her eyes at the nickname Tilly and Bruce had given James during a recent visit to Villa Clara. She’d protested at the time, but she had to admit, he’d lived up to his name. Phoebe had met James at her first job as an apprentice curator at the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. James had done various internships at auction houses where his parents knew the board, but there was always a reason it hadn’t worked out: he wanted to experience the art market from the bottom up; he wanted to be an artist himself; he wanted to go travelling. Or the truth: that he was killing time until he got his inheritance. ‘It didn’t work out,’ she said, wincing at the understatement. ‘Same old story,’ she explained to Bruce. ‘Girl falls in love with boy, boy moves in with girl, who discovers he is sleeping around . . .’

‘I’m sorry. Want me to set my London gangster friends on him?’

‘You don’t have any gangster friends,’ she laughed.

He narrowed his eyes. ‘Are you sure?’

‘With you, I’m never sure about anything.’ And it was true: for all his joking, Phoebe would not be surprised to discover Bruce had known the Kray twins.

‘Get yourself a chap who’s not afraid to earn his own living next time. Or better still, find yourself an Italian who knows how to treat a woman.’ He smiled. ‘You might not even need to look that far.’

Bruce had long hinted that she and Stefano should be together, but she brushed his comment aside. ‘I think I might take a break, to be honest,’ she said instead. ‘It was exhausting keeping up with James and his awful friends. They actually pitied me because I work for a living. Good riddance.’

Bruce laughed. ‘I met a few of those back in the day. Called themselves hedonists in the twenties, bohemians in the thirties, and now they’re just plain old spoiled brats. Well, at least you have the museum. So tell me, did you manage to chase up that fake Fabergé egg? I heard that instead of a portrait of the Tsarina hidden inside, there’s a rather terrifying Russian clown with a striking resemblance to Rasputin. I was thinking it could go in the Bloomsbury Room.’

She hesitated. This was her moment to explain about the books that didn’t add up, the falling footfall and rising rent, the American management consultants; to tell him she’d had enough. ‘Maybe,’ she said instead.

He looked deflated. ‘Well, you decide where it goes. Your museum, after all.’

‘Bruce . . .’

He frowned. ‘I don’t like the sound of that tone. Are you about to spoil this lovely lunch?’

‘I don’t want to, but I need to talk to you. The museum is struggling,’ she said, deciding to simply come out with it. ‘Really struggling.’

‘I can help with that. Who do you think will get this money-gobbling place and my enormous debts when I go?’

‘I don’t know. Who?’ There were parts of her uncle’s life she knew nothing of, other than a brief, disastrous marriage in the fifties to a woman with a temper equal if not superior to his own. She looked at him now, still raffishly handsome but with no obvious love interest, other than the professed infatuation with Angelina, whom Marco offered to exchange for the Alfa Spider. Where did he disappear off to on his long, solitary drives every day or so? What, or who, was running through his mind when he sat alone with a cigar on the terrace late at night after everyone had gone to bed?

‘You will get the villa, you silly woman,’ he said. ‘And if I could give it to you now, I would. All I want is for you to be happy. But you’re clearly not. You walked in here like a wet Sunday afternoon in February.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She looked up at him. ‘I’ve had an offer for the lease on Bedford Court.’

‘An offer?’

‘The Americans who bought the building want to redevelop it.’

‘But we can’t let them. We must fight.’

‘Not we. Me. I’m the one at the coal face every day. I’m the one supplementing the coffers with—’ She stopped suddenly – he didn’t need to know she had begun dipping into her savings to pay Tilly. ‘I just know I’ve done as much as I can.’

He sighed. ‘And the collection?’

‘I’d have to sell it.’

‘Even the not-Vermeer?’ He suddenly slammed his glass down on the table. ‘No, that is yours, Phoebe. I painted it for you, not the museum. You are never to let that work go. Promise me.’

‘Of course. I promise.’

‘And Tilly? I hate to think of her talent going to waste. She’s been a huge asset to the museum.’

‘She would find something else – as you say, she’s brilliant.’ And it was true: Tilly was not only Phoebe’s best friend in London, but a fearsomely capable second-in-command at the museum. ‘It might not come to that. Miracles do happen.’ Phoebe leaned across and took his hand. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘And I didn’t mean to snap. I haven’t . . . well, I haven’t been myself of late. Speaking of which . . .’ He felt in the pocket of his shirt and pulled out a small bottle of tablets, knocking back two with the rest of his wine. Even beneath his deep suntan, she could see his colouring was a little sallow.

‘Bruce, please tell me what’s wrong.’

He stood, pushing his chair aside. ‘Come. It’s a beautiful afternoon. Let’s take a walk. I want to show you the vines – there should be a bumper crop this year. Then let’s have a drink in the studio, where Angelina can’t badger us and we can talk frankly.’
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