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				about the book

				On an island off the coast of Tuscany, surrounded by olive groves and lemon trees, lies the Hotel Mille Luci. It’s a place people return to again and again, seduced by its languid splendour, the delights that come out of its kitchen and by the easy charm of its owner Valentino.

				Then, into this idyllic setting crashes travel writer Kit. She might seem like any other guest, but she is far from that – and she brings with her a devastating truth that threatens to shake the foundations upon which the hotel is built, and forever change the lives of the people within it.
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				If I can stop one heart from breaking, 
I shall not live in vain.

				Emily Dickinson

				Be not inhospitable to strangers, 
lest they be angels in disguise.

				Inscribed on the wall of Shakespeare 
and Company, Paris

			

		

	
		
			
				

				one

				Kit ran as if there was somebody chasing her. She pounded up and over the Downs, past the kite fliers and the dog walkers and the tiny children rattling along on scooters. She didn’t stop until she reached the edge of the Avon Gorge. As she leant over the wall, the man in the ice cream van peered out, then ducked back inside. Far below her, the mudbanks glittered in the late-afternoon sun. Kit pressed her fingers to her eyes as stars crowded her vision, and waited for her breathing to settle. She checked her watch. Visiting hours began at six o’clock. There was just time to race back, change and compose herself. To practise what she was going to say one more time before going in.

				One question, that was all she had. One question made of five words, and none of them as frightening as those she’d had to learn recently – words like refractory, palliative: the unwelcome vocabulary that had entered the lexicon of their little family. As she left the edge of the gorge and started back towards Clifton, her heart was beating in double time, but it had nothing to do with the speed that she ran at, or the miles she’d covered. The question charged along with her.

				Kit didn’t normally run in the afternoons. She preferred the very early mornings, when the toes of her trainers would turn dark with dew. She’d head for the open sky, the vast stretches of grassland where, in the fragile light, it was possible to believe in the safety of infinity. She felt brave then, armoured, so that when she returned to the still of the house, she could talk to her mum about the things she’d seen. The fox that was so dainty on its feet, eyeing her uncannily long, and not without accusation. The rose light over the river; the way the suspension bridge appeared to rise up, dream-like, mist billowing beneath it. The honeyed blur of a lone retriever as it chased a flock of gulls. It took away the taste of the night, such talk.

				Maybe you could get a dog, her mum had said the other week, and Kit had tried to play along, said it’d be less trouble, a decent swap, in fact, when actually she was thinking that there might come a day when such a companion would be welcome. A chirpy little terrier, perhaps, or a soft-eared spaniel, with a coat you could bury your face in without explanation or apology.

				When her mum had fallen ill, when nothing about it had looked good, Kit had moved back to be with her. A decade ago Bristol had been her university city, and after she’d left, heeding the call of London, her mum had chosen to make it her home – as if she wanted to continue to inhabit the same spaces as her daughter without quite intruding on her independence. So Rosa had moved there in Kit’s footsteps, swapping the crooked rooms of their Somerset cottage for a rented flat high up in one of the wedding-cake white terraces, a once-grand house carved into pieces and left to time: fusty carpet, chipped-paint railings, but with windows big enough to let the sun dance in, and a shared garden to the front with a moat of rose beds. Until a few months ago Kit had been one of the transitory faces in the hall – the daughter who visited sometimes at the weekend, a bag over her shoulder, taking the stairs two at a time as she raced back to her own world.

				She’d been in an airport when her mum had telephoned: Lisbon, waiting to fly to Oslo. Her laptop balanced on her knees, she was having trouble connecting to the terminal’s Wi-Fi, a deadline getting away from her. Her phone rang, and as she answered, she hadn’t been able to stop irritation seeping into her voice. I got the results back, her mum had said, her tone as formal as a schoolmistress’s, her Italian accent barely there; but it was the pause that followed that told Kit what she couldn’t bear to know. In that moment, she’d vowed to move home.

				The motion of her afternoon run stayed in her, and she moved mechanically through a shower, a change, the dragging of a comb through her wet hair. Then she glanced around her, absorbing the contents of her mum’s flat; the life it still had in it. The chalkboard shopping list with bread, milk, tomatoes smudged in pink. The wooden rocking chair and its purple cushion, a library book face down, pages splayed, as if its reader had just got up to make a cup of tea, or answer a ringing telephone.

				The hospital was an ominous hulk of a building, its outward appearance promoting no certainty of bright futures. Kit wished for flower boxes at the windows, or a fluttering flag, some visual manifestation of optimism. On the way in she paused at the revolving door, waiting for a man and his little daughter to pass through it. The girl was curled into her father’s neck, her face hidden, and was sobbing noisily. Kit hoped she was crying because she’d been denied the promise of pizza again for tea, or because she’d wanted a toy from the hospital gift shop, or any other small, but no less bitter, disappointment. Their eyes met, hers and the man’s, and she gave him the closed-lip smile that visitors always swapped in the halls – the look that said, This is hell, but here we all are, because where else can we be?

				Inside, the nurses greeted her. Anne, with the Kirby grips and the clumpy shoes, and Roksana, with purple-streaked hair and a smile so kind it could split you in two from across a room. Kit adopted the same falsely bright tones she always did, though for whose benefit she didn’t know. They were doing the best they could, perhaps that was why. They all were. But the question that had chased her over the Downs gave her away. It felt desperate, grasping; slipping her facade. It had no place among the gentle fortification of cards and flowers and paperback novels. Nor did it sit with the sweet and sonorous music she shared, passing an earphone – Here, Mum, you’ll like this. It had taken her by surprise, this sharp desire to suddenly know, and shocked her too. For to ask was to acknowledge, however implicitly, that her mum’s time had all but run out. Kit hesitated in the corridor, feeling her conviction already fading.

				As a small girl, maybe five or six, she had asked about her father. Because someone in the playground had stared at her as if she was crazy when she said she didn’t have one. That’s impossible! That bird over there has a father. That dog. So she’d asked her mum outright, as they sat across from one another at teatime, twirling spaghetti. I hate to admit it, her mum had said, in a tone that was uncomfortably distant, but I never knew him very well. And he turned out to be . . . not very nice. Not very nice at all. And then he died before you were born, so . . . She’d drifted then, and it had felt an act of cruelty – even so young, Kit had been sensible to that – to attempt to bring her back.

				So she’d stayed kind. Until she was leaving for university, that last night at home, in the garden of their old cottage, Deer Leap; the place Kit had been brought to as a baby, Tuscan soil still in the tread of her mum’s shoes. They were up late drinking sparkling wine, their bare feet aching with cold, as bats had swept overhead. Everyone says that university is about figuring out who you are, she’d said, but . . . I’m never going to know, am I? Not really.

				She’d felt the heat of Rosa’s look, and for once, instead of it quieting her, it stoked her flame.

				‘Is it because you’re ashamed,’ she’d said, ‘that you didn’t love him? Italy’s Catholic, right? And back then I guess randomly sleeping with someone you didn’t really know was considered . . .’

				Rosa had been very still. In the gloom of the garden, Kit hadn’t been able to observe her expression. She’d floundered on.

				‘Because, you know, that wouldn’t matter to me, Mum, it wouldn’t matter to anyone these days. People sleep with more or less total strangers all the time, and if you get pregnant that’s just unlucky, and . . .’

				Her voice had tailed off as she’d looked at the shape of her mum, and she had rubbed her nose, for it had started to prickle as if in warning.

				‘Or . . . was he married?’ she’d edged.

				‘Not that you’d ever have known it. He certainly had me fooled.’ Rosa’s voice had been thick, choking in on itself.

				An affair. She’d never have pictured her mum as the slighted other woman, somebody tempting but not sufficient. She seemed too uncompromising for such a role. Kit had wanted to say, Did he know about me? Even if she’d been just a bump beneath a dress, a love child, the strange fruit of a moment of madness, had he known, before he’d died, that there was a baby on the way?

				‘He already had a child,’ Rosa had gone on, ‘and . . .’

				It had taken a moment for Kit to realise that her mum was crying. Rosa never cried. Not ever. She was as consistently featured as a portrait in a gallery. Twelve years on and Kit could still remember the precise feeling of regret, the guilt that had shot up and down her body in hot spears. From the woods behind she’d heard the sharp clap-clap of a pigeon’s wings, and it was as though it was the sound of the topic being released, startled, flapping, making its break with noise and flight. Never to return.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she’d said, in barely a whisper. Then, louder, ‘I won’t ask again. I promise.’

				In the years that followed, whenever she needed to caution herself, to give pause and consider the consequences of an action, Kit would remember that feeling: the folly of pretending you had the faintest clue what it was like to be somebody else.

				She pushed open the door. Rosa turned to her and lifted a hand, and Kit waved back, her eyes burning.

				Her mum’s face had always been sculpted, her cheekbones high, her brow arched, but now she was only gaunt. A pea-green silk scarf, loosely arranged at her neck, offset the shocking paleness of her skin. Her lips, too, were defiantly bright. She’d always worn lipstick; Rose for Rosa, she used to say, not dusky pink but fierce red. She’d snap out a mirror and apply the colour in deft strokes, never needing to correct a smudge or start again. Lately, Kit had found it hard to look at her. Other times all she wanted to do was gaze, drinking up that very second, that minute, that certain graspable moment.

				Rosa was the kind of woman who’d always turned heads, caused conversations to falter. In the untamed Somerset countryside she’d cut an unlikely figure, with her blue-black hair that was sleek as feathers, her bright lips and pristine wellington boots. Battle dress, she’d called it, as she swept on mascara and polished her shoes, even if she was just going out to gather blackberries, or pick daffodils at the end of the lane. Later, on the streets of Clifton, she’d been luminous. But it was never for men, the care she took. For all those who’d knocked at her door with lavish bouquets and murmured promises, she’d never let any of them in. It must have killed them, and how teenage Kit had laughed about it, lying back on her bedspread, bicycling her legs in the air, thinking of all the men in the West Country, hearts blown wide open by her untouchable mum. And how she’d once wanted to look like her! Kit had always felt herself a pale imitation: smaller, slighter, hair that curled in the rain, eyes a liquid blue. You look, her mum had told her one day, exactly like my grandmother did as a girl. But what relief she’d felt, to know that it wasn’t him she took after. That her mum didn’t have to look at her and be reminded of what she’d lost; what she’d never really had.

				‘The sun hurts my eyes but I refuse to have the blinds drawn,’ said Rosa now. ‘Not on a day like this. Spring sunshine, it’s the best kind.’

				Her tone was light, bright and unnaturally giddy. Did the drugs do that? Kit made a mental note to ask the nurses. She went to her and hugged her as tightly as she dared.

				‘You could wear shades. Movie-star style.’

				‘Perhaps just lower them a little, would you, darling? Just a little.’

				Kit went to the window, glad of the occupation. Outside there were trees in blossom, puff-headed with pink flowers, rude with health. It was the worst time to ask. It was the only time. How would it be to know?

				She flicked the blind, and a ladder of light fell across the bedspread.

				‘Mum,’ she said, not quite turning, ‘what was his name?’

				The revolving doors spat her out, and she stumbled. Swore. A cluster of smokers turned to look at her, then quickly away again. Kit stood rooted, unsure which direction to go in. People came and went. Cars passed. It seemed to her remarkable that, outside the hospital, the world was as she’d left it.

				She stared down at her hand. The strange collection of letters, scratched in biro, rising like a sudden birthmark.

				‘Thank you,’ she had said, moments ago, curling her fingers around her palm, impossibly grateful. ‘Thank you.’

				‘All these years,’ Rosa had said, her voice sounding as though it belonged to somebody else as the words bumped into one another, ‘it was important to me to believe in what we had. The life . . . I’d made for us here.’

				‘What we have, Mum, not what we had.’

				‘Oh, don’t cry, darling girl, never cry.’

				But she was, and she couldn’t stop. She’d just held her mum’s hand, and silently willed her not to go anywhere. To stay, always. When Rosa spoke again, Kit almost didn’t hear her. She had to ask her to repeat it.

				Kit. He didn’t die.

				Then her mum had lain back against the pillow, her eyes closed, spent by what it took to say it twice. Spent by what it took to say it at all.
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