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Prologue

Sixteen years ago, Pensione Three Sisters, Via Bianchi Giovini, Como, Lombardy, Italy

Jade Beretta set a pillow on the bed in one of the Pensione Three Sisters’ guestrooms. ‘I’ll be here to get the breakfasts tomorrow, Gran.’ At twenty-three, Jade felt no need to add, after I’ve spent the night with Leo.

Mairead, her feisty, funny, irreverent grandmother, was slighter and shorter than Jade, with a dandelion clock of white hair above blue eyes that looked as if they’d seen a lot and enjoyed most of it. She was also cheerfully direct, having cared for Jade because her parents couldn’t. Or wouldn’t.

‘No doubt you’ll be with young Leo Sartori? He puts the “handsome” in “tall, dark and handsome”, that one. No wonder you saw him with fresh eyes when he came back to Como taller and better-looking than ever. So I tell Sheenagh.’ Though, at sixty-nine, Mairead was older than Leo’s mother, Sheenagh, by nearly twenty years, they’d long ago bonded over being Scottish women married to Italian men within Como’s busy hotel industry.

‘Gran!’ Jade’s cheeks flamed, though she absolutely would be meeting Leo at his tiny apartment above a shop selling buttery-soft leather handbags when he came off duty.

‘Sheenagh’s thrilled you two are an item, because it’s kept him working at Villa Panorama for two years,’ Mairead continued unabashed.

Sheenagh and Ferdinando owned Villa Panorama, an apricot-coloured hotel with its own gardens on the east shore of the lake. Until nine years ago, it had belonged to Mairead and Jade’s grandfather, Rocco Beretta. Then Nonno Rocco had died, when Jade was fourteen years old. Mairead, overwhelmed by grief, and caring for a heartbroken teenager, hadn’t wanted solo responsibility for the large hotel and its enormous mortgage. She’d downsized to Pensione Three Sisters in the historic centre, with its steep terracotta roof and black wrought-iron balconies, and painted the exterior a delicate rosebud pink. Jade had been glad Gran hadn’t wanted to return to her native Isle of Mull, which she’d always found beautiful for visits, but rural after busy, colourful Como and short on sunshine.

Patting a honey-coloured cushion into place on the snowy pillows, Jade turned the subject away from sexy, sweet, edgy Leo with the grey-blue eyes he’d inherited from Sheenagh. ‘We’ve done well this morning, even with Vittoria and Carlotta off with the summer flu. I’m glad you didn’t catch it.’ Jade reached for the long-handled mop used for buffing floor tiles. ‘Why don’t you go down to cover Reception while Gabriella’s on her break?’ She was deliberately tempting Gran into a more restful job. Bed-changing and cleaning robbed her grandmother of breath, while Jade just considered them part of long, energetic days.

‘Aye, OK. I can listen for the bell while I get our lunch,’ Mairead agreed. Reception duties meant interacting with people, one of Gran’s favourite occupations. If guests chose a pensione for local colour, she was delighted to provide it.

Jade watched her grandmother’s little figure bustle from the room towards the staircase with its gracious wrought-iron bannisters, then shoved back her long, curly ponytail and threw herself into servicing the remainder of the guest-rooms. She finished at 1.30 p.m. and dropped the used bedding into a chute to a utility area, ready for the laundry service.

As she skimmed down the staircase of honey-coloured marble, Mairead’s voice floated up to her from Reception. ‘Pensione Three Sisters dates from the seventeenth century. We have a ghost. A local nobleman’s said to have died here after a duel over a beautiful lassie.’

Jade sighed as she reached the airy lobby and turned towards the polished walnut reception desk beneath the twinkling crystal chandelier. Luckily, the guest, a woman in her fifties wearing red sandals and creased shorts, was grinning. ‘There was no ghost mentioned on your website.’ She sounded English.

Jade sent Gran a reproving look. ‘Because we don’t have one.’

Mairead’s eyes brimmed with mischief. ‘Or he’s learnt to steer clear of guest bedrooms. Mostly.’

The guest exchanged laughing glances with Jade before leaving through the glass double doors and under a square arch to the sunny street, framed for a moment against the opposite building, butter-yellow with dusky blue shutters and balcony railings. Jade hugged Gran. ‘Finished scaring our clientele?’

‘Just about,’ Mairead replied solemnly as she hopped from her stool. ‘I’m hungry and Gabriella will be back any moment.’

Behind the desk, the door to their apartment was marked both Privato in Italian and Private in English. Pensione Three Sisters operated in both languages and Jade spoke English with Gran Mairead’s musical west Scotland accent, and Italian with that of Lombardy. She had the Italian surname of Beretta like Nonno . . . or, rather, Jade’s absent father, Giovanni ‘Joey’ Beretta. As per the Italian norm, Mairead kept the name she was born with: Campbell.

In the kitchen, the BBC World Service played on the radio. In contrast to the pensione’s stainless-steel catering kitchen where they prepared guests’ breakfasts, the apartment kitchen was a cosy cucina rustica with ceiling beams, its wooden cabinets topped with worn white marble, marine-blue tiles surrounding an open hearth and traditional oven. Mairead took rolls from the black iron oven, singing, ‘Food’s ready,’ as she had so often in Jade’s lifetime.

Jade sniffed appreciatively at the aromas of provolone cheese, onions and hot rolls, then seated herself at the scrubbed wooden table before a bowl of salad leaves and a smaller one of tomatoes with basil. Lunch was a relaxed meal, whereas breakfast was snatched before catering to the guests. Breaking open the first roll, crusty on the outside and moist and soft within, she took the first delicious, yeasty bite. ‘I’ll make bread dough this afternoon and leave it to prove till morning.’ That would complete her main tasks for the day, other than welcoming any arriving guests. And admin. Everlasting admin. Gabriella performed the routine stuff, but Jade had taken over most of Three Sisters’ management.

Gran made tea in a pot and then poured two cups. She took a seat opposite her granddaughter. ‘I was listening to the radio a few days ago.’

Jade glanced towards the red, traditional radio on the windowsill by the white pot sink. ‘You? Listen to the radio?’ she joked. Mairead kept sets in the kitchen, lounge and her bedroom.

But for once Gran’s blue eyes were serious. ‘It was a talk about Italian inheritance law. It got me thinking.’ She frowned down at the vibrant red tomato she’d placed on her plate. ‘Joey’s the problem, you see.’

Jade sprinkled her salad leaves with oil. ‘No surprise there.’ To her, her father was no more than a young face on old photographs. Her grandmother’s heart might ache for him, as had Rocco’s, but Jade’s heart dipped whenever she heard his name.

Gran smiled wistfully and her Scots accent thickened. ‘Joey was an irresponsible teenager; Geneva was a young, bored, married woman – and neither of them was fit to bring up the bairn they made.’

Though she and Mairead rarely discussed it, Jade knew the story of eighteen-year-old Joey Beretta leaving Como rather than face up to having got someone else’s wife pregnant. And how Geneva, after later giving birth to Jade, had promptly moved away with a young husband prepared to forgive her affair . . . providing she left baby Jade behind. Jade had no idea where either parent might be now. She scorned those who’d abandoned her as much as she adored the grandparents who’d given her a home in the beautiful city of Como, full of traditional buildings painted in pearly pastel colours. She never referred to Joey and Geneva by anything but their given names, and hadn’t even seen a photo of Geneva. But if Gran wanted to talk about her son, she should be allowed the opportunity. Lightly, Jade asked, ‘Is Joey any more responsible now he’s over forty?’

‘I see no signs of it in his emails,’ Mairead said wryly. ‘Sometimes he only answers mine with fine, thanks or OK, Mum.’ She shook her head. ‘Some folks have learning difficulties, but my son has living difficulties. He’s different. I believe he was sent by the fairies, because he shares all their wild, wandering ways.’

Jade smiled, as she knew she was meant to. ‘I’m sure nobody else’s grandmother talks about ghosts and fairies like you do. Is it one of your flights of fancy that Geneva fell under his spell?’

‘Maybe.’ Mairead’s eyes twinkled. ‘With two wild parents, it’s a miracle you’re so steady. I was telling Sheenagh last week how hard you work at Three Sisters and how much you love Como.’

‘Unlike Joey and Geneva,’ Jade replied. Being unlike her irresponsible parents was an aim with her.

‘Aye.’ Mairead fidgeted with her fork, the engraved design worn over years of use. ‘But I sometimes wish you’d send a wee message to Joey.’

Indignant, Jade dropped her spoon. ‘Why the hell would I? He never wanted me and he never asks after me. Sod him.’ Seeing Mairead flinch unhappily, she softened her tone. ‘I was upset when he didn’t come back for Nonno’s funeral, but I was upset for you. For me, facing the father who preferred a lifetime of drifting to visiting me even once would have only made the day worse. And later, when you realised Villa Panorama was too much for you to run alone, Joey left you to it. He literally doesn’t care.’

Mairead’s hand sought Jade’s, warm and strong despite being as slight as the rest of her. ‘Aye, I know. I’m daft enough to love him, despite all his faults. You don’t think I should put up with terse emails between months of silence, but I do it because I’m scared of losing touch with him altogether.’ Her expression grew wistful. ‘Our connection feels as thin as a strand of a spider’s web, but there’s a wee hope inside me that I’ll see my fairy child again.’

And Mairead would never abandon Joey as he and Geneva had abandoned Jade. Swallowing a lump in her throat, Jade patted the older hand in hers. ‘Maybe he is a fairy child. But I think it’s more likely he has attachment disorder.’

Mairead snorted. ‘So how could he attach himself to girls so well?’ she asked drily. Her thin chest rose and fell on a sigh. ‘Anyway, I’ve strayed from the point.’ She paused, then said carefully, ‘I don’t know if you remember, but, when Nonno died, Joey refused his right to inherit a portion of his dad’s estate.’

Realising where this conversation might be going, Jade’s heart sank. ‘Oh.’

‘So.’ Mairead hurried on. ‘I want you to know that I’ve checked with Joey and he’ll do the same again when I die. Mary Smith, my notaio, knows everything, so you won’t have unnecessary worries. Mary’s fantastic – even though she’s English,’ she added, as if all the conversation needed to lighten it was a little Scottish-versus-English rivalry. ‘I’ll arrange my funeral and everything. And,’ she added firmly, when Jade attempted to interrupt, ‘I don’t want you to mourn when I die. Listen to my words, Jade. Or Pensione Three Sisters really will have a ghost, because I’ll return to haunt you.’

Despite the sally, Jade didn’t laugh. She stared at her grandmother, icy dread trickling down her neck. ‘Why are we talking about this? Are you ill?’

Mairead waved the idea away, her dandelion-clock hair catching the daylight filtering through the leaded window behind her in a blaze of silvery white. ‘I’m fine, m’darling. The talk on the radio just got me thinking what needed sorting out.’

Jade allowed relief to sweep away the dread. ‘Then thanks for reassuring me, but whatever you arrange will be fine.’

Mairead’s blue gaze became solemn as it searched Jade’s. ‘Being fair can be difficult.’

Jade’s stomach lurched at the troubled expression in Gran’s eyes. ‘I’d understand if you wanted Joey to get his due. But I’d want to sell Pensione Three Sisters in that case. I couldn’t work with him.’

‘Selling is the last thing I want.’ Ignoring the remainders of the salad on her plate, Mairead rose and padded from the kitchen in her embroidered leather slippers. Soon she returned, carrying a rectangular wooden box, dark with the patina of age. Returning to her seat, she pushed the box over the table towards Jade. ‘Put that in your room.’

Jade stared at her grandmother, disquieted by her strange, sombre air. ‘Why on earth would I do that? It’s your jewellery. And Nonno’s.’ Mairead rarely wore more than the rings Rocco had given her, but Jade knew the box was filled with decades of birthday and anniversary gifts.

‘Because I want it to be yours.’ Then Mairead smiled impishly. ‘I’m too wee to go around dripping in jewels, and another thing the woman on the radio said was not to cling on to possessions once they’re no use.’

Jade stared down at the box. As a child, she’d loved to wind the key underneath and listen to a tinkling version of ‘La Bella Gigogin’, a folk song dating back to when this region, Lombardy, was part of the Austrian Empire. The varnish had worn off the wood around the tarnished brass catch and the tiny lever felt fragile as she flicked it open and lifted the lid. A lump jumped into her throat at the sight of gold and silver necklaces and earrings, neatly stowed. One compartment of blue velvet largely faded to grey held cufflinks and Rocco’s wedding ring. ‘But these are yours.’

Gently, Mairead took out Rocco’s fede ring, the clasped hands signifying the joining of two people. ‘Aye.’ For an instant she nestled it beside her engagement and wedding rings, one with a cluster of diamonds and the other with the same stones set along the band. Then, gently, she laid it back in its compartment. ‘I want you to have them. Please, Jade,’ she added, as Jade tried again to protest. She gave one of her mischievous grins, despite tears swimming in her eyes. ‘I’m going to live until I’m a hundred and fifty, and I’ll never remember where I put them.’

Jade closed the box, slipped her arms about Mairead’s narrow body and hugged her tight, enjoying her grandmother’s talcum-powdery scent, wishing hard that she would live for all those years. ‘I’ll keep your jewellery box if you really want me to. And thanks for telling me that I won’t have to worry about Joey. Is that everything off your mind now?’

Mairead’s arms tightened around her, strong with love and caring. ‘Aye. I wish you a happy life, Jade.’

 

Late that evening Jade skipped along paved streets between the gracious buildings, admiring ornate plasterwork around doorways and scrolls of wrought iron at windows. Shops or restaurants occupied ground floors, but, above, the colours of the buildings were from a pastel palette of peach, cream or muted blue, or green, or perhaps a more earthy beige or terracotta – dignified, but pretty. Leo’s tiny apartment, however, where cooking, eating, relaxing and sleeping happened in one space, was in a building of natural stone. The interior was graced with mouldings and tall doorways, reminders that once his home had been a part of a grander one, and Leo’s cream-coloured sofa and double bed stood on a chessboard of brown-and-white porcelain tiles.

Shaking out her long chestnut hair, she let herself in the wooden outer door and then ran up the tiled stairs armed with a bottle of Oltrepò Pavese red wine and an eager smile.

Leo turned from the stove as she let herself in to the appetising aromas of cream and garlic, and opened his arms, brown hair slipping over his forehead despite a fresh haircut. ‘Ciao, bella.’

Depositing the wine onto a surface so she could slide into his embrace, she wound both arms around his neck. ‘Buonasera, handsome man.’ Though they could converse in either Italian or English with equal ease, for several minutes they let their kisses, and the press of their bodies, do the talking. Leo was strong and he was so tall that he made Jade feel her one metre seventy-eight was small.

At a hissing from the hob, he had to disentangle himself. ‘Dinner!’ Stirring the sauce briskly with his right hand, he lowered the heat under the pasta with his left, casting her an apologetic grin. ‘Pour the wine, cara. I thought we’d eat early, like Brits, to leave us the evening to enjoy.’ He winked.

Warmth tingled through her as she envisioned hours spent in the bed against the opposite wall, its sheets invitingly white and fresh. ‘Sounds good.’ Recovering her breath, she reached past him to extricate the corkscrew from a fat, yellow utensil pot.

They ate from white plates at his small glass table, twirling fettuccine and sipping wine that glowed like liquid carnelians. He entertained her with a story of a guest at Villa Panorama misplacing her dentures, speaking between bites, his bare legs hairy against hers beneath the table. His bright eyes gleamed like polished metal when he laughed. Here in northern Italy, close to the Swiss border, blue eyes weren’t unusual, even among those without a British parent. His brother Massimo had brown eyes, though, like their dad, Ferdinando.

‘You’re buzzed about something.’ She reached out to touch his cheek. He’d probably shaved this morning before leaving for work, but now gentle stubble grazed her fingertips.

Ruefully, he arched an eyebrow. ‘I planned to tell you later.’

His air of suppressed excitement made her put down her fork. ‘What? Is there a celeb at the hotel?’ Como city was the travellers’ gateway to Lake Como and, occasionally, a personality made an overnight stop at Villa Panorama, when staff would joke that the guest was on their way to George Clooney’s villa. Only trusted staff and family members were permitted to supply room service to the honoured visitors sequestered in the luxury suites on the topmost floor, accessed discreetly via an exclusive lift. When Rocco and Mairead had owned the hotel, the top floor had been for storage or live-in staff, and the lift had been the service lift, but Sheenagh and Ferdinando had completely transformed both.

‘Celeb? No.’ Leo’s eyes shone with excitement.

Jade made a series of wild guesses. ‘You’ve won the lotto? You’re going to play for AC Milan? Or drive for Ferrari F1?’

Leo tilted his head, as if solemnly considering these options, before giving way to her curiosity. ‘You remember I shared a house in Edinburgh with Bryce? He’s working at a big, new events centre now.’

‘Is he coming over?’ It didn’t seem madly exciting to her, but Leo had spent his university years living with his friend so it might be big news to him. He’d even taken advantage of Bryce’s contacts to spend a couple of summers working at the Edinburgh Festival rather than coming home to Como sunshine and prosperity.

Leo shook his head, then took a gulp of wine. ‘He’s recommended me for a job! I applied and took a video interview. And it’s mine if I want it.’

For a second, Jade shared his jubilation. ‘That’s fantastic. But won’t your parents mind you leaving Villa Panorama? Where’s the events centre?’ Then she noticed the spark of apprehension in his eyes and her heart pitched. ‘Oh. Bryce doesn’t live in Italy . . . the job’s in Scotland.’

‘England,’ he corrected her, taking her hand. ‘A swanky place outside Birmingham. It’s owned by a big chain so there will be opportunities to progress.’ His eager words began to trip over one another. ‘The venue isn’t open yet. They’re recruiting. There are loads of roles you could apply for too. We could live together in the city. What do you think?’

Jade’s tongue felt frozen to the roof of her mouth.

He squeezed her fingers and laughed awkwardly. ‘Sorry if I’ve taken you by surprise. I’m excited. It’s all happened so quickly – literally over two days.’

Her mouth refused to smile back. She had to swallow before her words would come out. ‘I’m not going, Leo.’

His brows, darker than his hair, sank slowly over eyes that no longer shone. ‘Without even seeing what roles are available for you? Are you annoyed that I didn’t tell you about my application and interview? I’m sorry. It happened fast.’ He gave her hand a tiny shake. ‘Come on, Jade. We’re twenty-three and there’s a big world outside of Como. I know it’s fantastic here,’ he added hastily. ‘It’s beautiful and historic, but it can’t grow because it’s hemmed in by mountains and the lake. It can’t change, because nobody wants it to. I want to experience places that are developing instead of always traditional and controlled. Something different.’

Unwelcome images of concrete and glass buildings soaring twelve or more storeys above crowded motorways slid into her mind. She licked dry lips. ‘I’d let myself forget how ambitious you are,’ she said huskily. ‘You went to uni when I didn’t. But I suppose I thought. . .’ She freed her hand to lift her wine glass, shaking, to her mouth. Just this morning, Gran had said that Sheenagh hoped Jade would be enough to keep him in Como. Pain seared her heart to realise that she wasn’t. First Joey, then Geneva. And now Leo.

He leant forward as if that would help him understand, his body heat reaching for hers across the table. ‘I should have talked to you before I went applying for jobs.’ His gaze was guilty, and though he was twenty-three, the same age as Jade, today he felt younger – or at least less mature. All the time he’d been a student and working at Villa Panorama – only until something better came up, it now seemed – Jade had been living real life, gradually easing the pressures of Pensione Three Sisters from Gran’s shoulders to her own.

She tried to smile, though her wobbling lips wanted to turn down at the corners instead of up. ‘I won’t abandon Gran.’

A frown had replaced his earlier laughter and light. ‘Surely Mairead wouldn’t hold you back?’

Now he felt like a stranger. She shoved back her chair, rising unsteadily. ‘I wouldn’t give her the choice. I’m all she’s got. Leaving her – leaving Como – would feel like wearing my skin inside out.’ She turned towards the door.

Leo jumped up, towering, loud and incredulous. ‘You’re not even staying to talk?’

Jade cast a last look at his bed across the room. All day she’d been picturing herself there, her limbs tangled with Leo’s, his mouth on her skin. But that was before. Before she realised how naive and foolish it was to expect Leo Sartori to stay in Como. With her.

She shook her head and quietly let herself out – of his apartment and his life.

She’d never trust so readily again.
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