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For my mother




Prologue: Then

TONY

He was forced out of the house, backed onto the balcony. Twelve stone steps led down to the patio, but he couldn’t escape because he was pinned against the wooden balustrade. He steadied himself with one hand, raising the other in front of his face to fend off the blows that rained down on him.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry!’ he wailed, as the railing groaned under his weight. The chestnut spindles were old and dry. He’d been meaning to replace them for ages. ‘Please, it wasn’t my fault. I never meant to hurt anyone.’

But defending himself only made it worse. He felt a hard angry shove in his chest. At once there was a cracking, splintering sound behind him. Feeling himself go, he let out a cry. The hand that had been punching reached out to grab him – to save him – but it was too late. He had a dizzying sensation as his body tilted backwards. For a fraction of a second he was suspended in mid-air, mouth open in surprise, arms flailing uselessly. Time stopped, then accelerated. Suddenly his legs flipped over and he tumbled like a circus performer – seeing earth, sky, then earth again before hitting the ground with a dull thud.

Pain radiated through his body as he spun into darkness.

He couldn’t move, couldn’t even open his eyes. A choir was singing a long, high note in his head. He lay there. Thinking. Tasting his blood.

Had they hurtled down the steps to be with him, or had they run away? He couldn’t feel anyone holding his hand, or the heat of their breath on his cheek. There were no words of comfort. Or apology. Perhaps they were glad of what they’d done.

So …

This was it.

The end.

He would not survive this fall. When he was found, everyone would assume it had been a tragic accident. Poor Tony must have been leaning against the rotten balustrade when it gave way; admiring his Tuscan dream – the stone house, the lush garden, the olive grove, the swimming pool he’d dug with his own hands …

They’d be wrong, of course, but strangely, that was okay. He didn’t want a post-mortem, a police investigation, a trial, imprisonment. He’d got away with murder – figuratively speaking – for years, so why shouldn’t his killer? No, this was the punishment he deserved, the correct finale for the drama of his life. What any right-minded audience would expect.

Was that thunderous applause he could hear, or was his brain caving in?

He accepted his fate, although he would have liked a few more years.

Just a few …

A few …

A …




Chapter One: Now

LUNA

The VW groans in protest as we climb into the hills. It’s hot, even for July, but I turn off the air con and open the side window to breathe in the sweet air. I stare straight ahead, determined not to look at the steep drop on the passenger side. It’s a familiar route, but still scary. Ben slows almost to a halt, sounding the horn, as we approach the numerous blind corners and hairpin bends, praying not to meet a local speeding their way down. After a two-day journey, crossing the Channel and driving the length of France, we are very nearly there.

‘Are you okay?’ he asks, glancing across.

I nod. ‘Think so.’

As we approach, I’m filled with a sense of belonging, although there’s not much to belong to in this remote sleepy hamlet. It’s no more than a jumble of old houses centred around a dilapidated church where masses are rarely held. There are no shops or restaurants, and the only bar closed last year. Allegedly nearly a hundred people live here, although you wouldn’t know it. Most of them are elderly and hardly ever seen. There are a few expats like us – British, Dutch, Norwegian, American – but most of them only come for the summer. It’s quiet enough in high season, but in the winter it’s absolutely dead.

We arrive in the small, empty piazza. Nobody’s about. All the shutters are closed. It’s eerily silent, save for the incessant buzz of cicadas. We make a sharp turn and continue upwards for a hundred twisty metres before taking the dirt road that cuts through the olive grove. It’s barely wide enough for the van, littered with jagged stones, weeds, fallen branches, squashed pears and black figs. We slowly make our way along, bumping through potholes, throwing up clouds of dust. The knot in my stomach tightens.

After another hundred metres, the track widens and comes to an end, giving me my first glimpse of Casa Ouida. Ben parks next to Dad’s old Fiat Seicento and I jump out. Pausing for a moment, I gaze up at the weathered stonework, the window frames that could do with a lick of paint, the wild flowers forcing their way through cracks in the paving. I still expect to see Dad standing at the top of the steps, his voice booming across the garden. There you are! What took you so long? Come in, come in! But the front door is closed, and there’s a large brown stain on the flagstones, marking the spot where he hit the ground.

None of it seems real. I can’t believe he’s actually dead, that I’m never going to see him or talk to him again, never hear his laugh or feel the warmth of his hug. That’s why I had to come, to see for myself. If anything remains of Dad’s spirit, it will be here. Maybe I can bottle it, like the oil produced by our olive trees.

‘Luna!’ I turn to see Giovanni walking towards me, his T-shirt damp with sweat. He’s the son of our closest neighbours and old friends, Tommaso and Elena Cescutti.

We embrace, holding onto each other for several seconds before we release. ‘I’m happy to see you,’ he says, flashing me a smile of perfect white teeth. His dark hair curls just above his neck and he has the brownest eyes I’ve ever seen. He is a very attractive man, but I’ve known him far too long to think of him as anything other than a friend.

‘It feels very strange to be back,’ I say.

‘Of course, this is normal. How is your mother?’

I pull a face. ‘Not great. We told her that Dad had died, and she was upset. But now she keeps asking when he’s coming to see her.’

‘What do you say?’

‘Tomorrow, next week, very soon … I know it’s a lie, but there’s no point in telling her the truth over and over again.’

‘So difficult,’ he murmurs. ‘And how is Bella?’

‘She puts on a brave face, but inside she’s very upset.’

‘Say a special hello to your sister from me, please?’ His expression turns serious. ‘Tell her Gio thinks about her all the time.’

‘Okay. Will do.’ Being almost the same age, Bella and Gio have always been particularly close.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t go to the funeral,’ he says, putting his hand to his chest.

‘No need to apologise. I wanted to hold it here, but Bella insisted we brought him back to London. Flights are expensive. You had work to do here, we understand.’ I gesture towards the balcony. ‘Thanks for repairing the railings. That was very kind – and so thoughtful. What do we owe you?’

He holds up his hand. ‘No, no, per favore!’

‘So …’ I say, manoeuvring away from thoughts of Dad’s fall. ‘How are your parents?’

‘They’re well. Papà does very little now, but Mamma still likes to be busy.’ He pauses to weigh his words. ‘Maybe they worry a little about the future. What is going to happen to the land now your father is …’ He tails off, embarrassed.

‘It’s all right. I understand. I’ll pop up later and have a chat with them.’

‘Please. They would love to see you.’

Gio leaves. I go back to the van to help Ben unpack our stuff, my thoughts lingering on the Cescutti family. I’m not surprised that Tommaso and Elena are worried. Casa Ouida and the surrounding land used to belong to Tommaso’s parents. He was brought up in this house. When his parents died, he and his siblings had to sell. Originally they hadn’t wanted to include the olive grove in the sale, but it was a large part of the attraction for Dad, so he insisted. He started out trying to produce the oil himself. As kids, we spent a few October half-term holidays helping him with the harvest – holding up the nets to stop the drupes rolling down the slopes, picking out stray leaves and twigs before they were poured into crates. But work commitments meant that he couldn’t look after the grove properly all year round, and when a plague of olive fly almost destroyed the crop, he gave up. An odd but generous arrangement was made, whereby Tommaso – and Gio since his father’s retirement – worked the grove for free and took all the profits, even though the trees, some of which are seven hundred years old, produce oil of exceptional quality and are quite valuable. Gio also does odd jobs in the surrounding villages – plumbing and electrics, stone walls and fencing – but the uliveto is all he really cares about.

I carry a couple of bags up the steps, resting them at my feet while I unlock the double doors, which open straight onto the main living room. Instead of smelling musty and slightly damp as it usually does after weeks of being empty, it reeks of pine disinfectant and furniture polish. Puzzled, I go to the windows and open the shutters. Warm sunlight floods in, allowing me to see properly.

Not only has the place been scrubbed clean, it’s been transformed. Furniture has been pushed to the walls to give the illusion of space. The patterned Indian bedspread that used to cover the sofa has been replaced with a cream linen throw. Cushions in earthy tones have been scattered on the chairs. There is a new beige rug on the floor. The wooden shelves, usually overflowing with ornaments, half-spent candles and other random tat, have been decluttered. Now only a few pieces of tasteful pottery and Mum’s Venetian glass vase are allowed to sit there. All the family photos have disappeared. Even Dad’s collection of vinyl and CDs looks strangely organised. What the hell is going on?

I run down the spiral stairs and into the gloomy kitchen, unlocking the back door to let in some light. It’s the same here. Everything is spotlessly clean. The stains and burns on the wooden worktop have been sanded away and the surface has been revarnished. Our chipped mismatching crockery, accumulated over decades, has made way for a blue-patterned dinner service. The rickety old table has been laid with a white tablecloth, sparkling cutlery and bulbous wine glasses. A basket of peaches sits on the sideboard. There’s also a bottle of wine from the local vineyard, against which is propped a handwritten card.

Benvenuto, it reads. We hope you enjoy your stay.




Chapter Two: Now

LUNA

I run into the garden, shouting, ‘Ben! Ben! Come here now!’

‘What is it?’

‘You’ve got to see this!’

He follows me back inside, dumping the bags on the gleaming terracotta tiles. ‘Wow!’ he gasps, looking about. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Somebody has taken over the house. They’ve redecorated! Lots of our stuff is missing and there are new things everywhere. Stupid cushions and rugs … It’s like other people live here and we’re the guests. They’ve even left us a bottle of wine, would you believe it?’

He looks bewildered. ‘I don’t understand. Who’s “they”?’

‘How the hell do I know?!’

‘But this is bizarre.’

‘Yeah, tell me about it.’

‘They must have got in somehow. Who else has keys?’

‘Nobody. Just me and Bella. And Dad, of course.’ My heart lurches as I see his key ring still hanging from the hook.

‘I don’t get it,’ Ben says, opening the food cupboards. The dried goods we normally keep here – pulses, rice, pasta and various Italian condiments – have all gone. A bottle of olive oil and a jar of black peppercorns sit neatly in their place. ‘Somebody’s been here and had a clear-out. Elena, perhaps?’

I shake my head vehemently. ‘No. She wouldn’t have done that. Not without asking.’

‘Perhaps she did it as a surprise … to be nice, help out …’

‘This isn’t helping. It’s an invasion! We need to check the rest of the house, see what else they’ve done. You look in the bedrooms, I’ll do the music room.’

Ben goes back upstairs while I run through the brick archway to the darkest part of the farmhouse, where originally the animals were kept. Dad made it his man cave, his private space away from the family, where he composed – or pretended to. I take the key out of the electricity box on the wall and unlock the door, my pulse racing at the thought of what I might find inside.

To my relief, his room is unchanged – there’s the same mess of papers on his desk, the same stack of sheet music in the corner, the filing cabinet is still bulging with old documents, and the small upright piano is reassuringly covered in dust. A few cardboard boxes sit in the corner. Bending down, I see that they contain all the family photos that have been removed from the sitting room. At least they haven’t been destroyed, I think, but it’s a small comfort. I close the door and lock up again, adding the key to my key ring instead of putting it back in the electricity box. From now on, the only person who’s going in this room is me.

Ben runs down the stairs. ‘All the beds are made up with posh new linen,’ he says. ‘And the wardrobes and drawers are empty.’

‘What?! This is insane.’

‘There are towels on the beds in the shape of swans,’ he adds. ‘And brand-new toiletries in the bathroom. It looks like a holiday rental.’

‘Of course, you’re right!’ I gasp. ‘The welcome note, the bottle of wine … They’re not for us, they’re for guests.’

‘Yeah, but how come? It makes no sense.’

We go back to the kitchen. ‘It’s like we’ve been cuckooed or something,’ I say. ‘They must have swooped in the moment Dad died. How the hell did they think they’d get away with it?’ My heart starts to pound, and I’m feeling hot all over.

‘Could Bella have listed it?’

‘No way.’

‘Give her a ring. Ask her what’s going on.’

‘She hasn’t done this. She would have told me.’

‘Well you didn’t tell her we were coming here,’ he reminds me.

‘Yeah, but this is a big deal! I bet you anything she knows nothing about it. This is a crime. It’s theft, or fraud, something illegal anyway. I need to call the police.’

He frowns. ‘Maybe check with her first?’

‘I don’t need to.’ I take out my phone. My finger is poised to punch in 112 when Gio pops his head around the door.

‘Are you expecting visitors?’ he asks.

‘No. Why?’

‘Some people have arrived. Their car is blocking my van.’

We rush outside. Gio scuttles off to the uliveto, leaving us to deal with our visitors. Three adults – two women and a man – get out of the car, followed by two young children. They stretch their limbs as if they’ve been on a long journey and are pleased to have finally reached their destination.

‘Shit … They must be the guests,’ I whisper to Ben. ‘This could be awkward.’

The man looks about forty, balding, with a scrappy beard, wearing shorts and a T-shirt. His pasty skin suggests that he’s British, or possibly German. ‘Ciao!’ he calls as we walk over to meet them. ‘Sorry, I don’t speak much Italian. Parla inglese?’ A Brit, then, with an educated southern accent.

‘I am English,’ I reply stiffly.

‘Hah! I thought you didn’t look very Italian.’

‘Blonde, blue-eyed Italians do exist.’

‘I’m sure. I just meant …’ He breaks off, wiping his sweaty brow with his hand. ‘That was some drive! My heart was in my mouth on those bends. How do you manage in the dark?’ I don’t reply, so he steams on. ‘I guess you get used to it. Sorry, should have introduced myself. I’m Jonathan, this is my wife, Zuri, my sister, Tamsin and’ – he points to the children – ‘these are Aurora and Orlando.’ He holds out his hand. ‘Lovely to meet you, er …?’

‘Luna. Um …’

‘This place looks fabulous. We’re so excited to be here.’

‘I’m not sure how to tell you this, but—’

Zuri – a petite woman with beautiful nut-brown skin and wearing a loose cotton dress, cuts in. ‘Look, I know we’re early, but the drive from the airport didn’t take as long as we thought, and the kids have been pestering the life out of us for a swim. Is it okay if we check in now?’ She smiles at me with the conviction of somebody who’s used to getting what she wants.

‘No. It’s not. Okay, I mean.’

‘Oh.’ Her eyes startle. ‘Are you sure? We won’t get in your way. It’s just that it’s incredibly hot and there’s nowhere round here to get a drink or a snack or even go to the loo. We can’t go all the way down there again. My nerves won’t stand it.’

The other woman – did he say her name was Tamsin? – moves closer, screwing up her face. She’s tall and slim, with long mousy hair, small hazel eyes and thin lips. She looks very similar to her brother. ‘Who are you?’ she asks. ‘The cleaner?’

‘No!’ I reply tetchily. ‘I’m the owner. This is a private house, not a holiday rental.’

Jonathan frowns. ‘This is Casa Ouida, right? There was a sign—’

‘Yes, it’s Casa Ouida,’ chips in Ben. ‘I’m sorry, mate, but it looks like you’ve been the victim of some sort of scam. Or we have. We’re not sure what’s going on. We’ve only just found out ourselves.’

Jonathan huffs. ‘There’s no scam. We booked this property via Airbnb.’ He scrolls through his phone and shows me the screen. ‘See? All confirmed via the correct channels. Paid for in full in advance. The host is meeting us here at four p.m. to give us the keys.’

‘The host?’

‘Yes. Chiara. She’s been great, very helpful.’

‘I’ve no idea who you’re talking about,’ I say. ‘All I know is that this is not her house, so she has no right—’

‘Well all I know is that we’re booked to stay here for four weeks.’ Jonathan speaks slowly, as if I’m stupid or he’s talking in a foreign language.

‘But it’s not a rental, so you can’t.’

‘This is ridiculous,’ he says. ‘I’m calling Chiara.’ He puts the phone to his ear.

Zuri groans. ‘Can the kids at least have a swim while we’re waiting?’

‘No, they can’t. You don’t seem to understand—’

‘She’s not picking up,’ Jonathan says. ‘I expect she’s on her way.’

‘Why don’t you come back later?’ suggests Ben.

‘No. We’ll wait here,’ Tamsin announces, sitting down on one of the garden chairs under the pergola. Zuri joins her. The boy gets a football out of the car and starts kicking it around.

What part of ‘this is private property’ do they not understand?

‘We need to call Airbnb,’ Ben says to me quietly. ‘Find out what the hell’s going on.’

We go back into the kitchen, shutting the door behind us.

‘Oh my God!’ I say. ‘They are soooo entitled. What are we going to do? Call the police?’

‘Not yet. First we need to get our facts straight.’ He goes into his phone and starts scrolling. ‘Yup, it’s listed on Airbnb. “A traditional farmhouse with stunning mountain views, swimming pool and olive grove.” There are lots of photos of the inside. It looks great, actually.’

‘Not funny.’

‘Like the guy said, the host is called Chiara. Seems like she manages several properties in the area.’

‘I don’t understand how this could have happened. It makes absolutely no sense.’ I start crying.

‘Hey, come here.’ Ben embraces me. ‘It’s okay, we’ll work it out.’

‘Sorry, but I can’t deal with this. It’s too much. It feels like I’ve been … violated.’

‘Call Bella. She’s been dealing with your dad’s affairs. She must know what’s going on.’

I try her on WhatsApp, but it rings out. She never responds during working hours, even though she runs her own business and can do what she likes, when she likes. I send her a message instead, asking her to get in touch as soon as poss.

Ben looks up from his phone. ‘The property has a national identification code, so it’s legit. Tony must have listed it, Luna, there’s no other explanation. We know he was worried about the money running out. Your mum’s care-home fees are sky high. He probably thought this was the only solution.’

‘But why didn’t he talk to us about it first?’

I go to the window to check on our unwelcome guests. Somewhat provocatively, they’ve taken their cases out of the car and lined them up at the foot of the steps. Zuri is smothering the children with suntan lotion, while Jonathan stands under the pergola studying his phone. Tamsin walks around taking selfies and snapping photographs from every angle, like she’s some Instagram influencer.

A car trundles down the track, parking behind our visitors’ hire car. A tall woman with amazing black curly hair gets out. She’s wearing ripped jeans and a flimsy leopard-print top.

‘Looks like Chiara’s here,’ I say to Ben.

‘Do you want me to talk to her?’

‘No, I’ll be fine.’ I snuffle up the tears and wipe my face with a tissue, then go back outside. By the time I get there, she’s already deep in conversation with Jonathan, who is gesticulating in an agitated manner.

‘Salve!’ I say, walking down the steps. Chiara squints upwards, shielding her eyes from the sun. ‘Sono Luna. Sono la figlia di Tony. Sei Chiara? Piacere.’

I hold out my hand, and she shakes it guardedly. ‘Yes, I am Chiara. Pleased to meet you,’ she says, immediately switching to English.

‘I’ve just been explaining about the mix-up,’ interrupts Jonathan.

‘Excuse me, I need to talk to Chiara privately,’ I say. ‘Please, come inside.’ I usher her into the kitchen.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘This is embarrassing. The guest is very angry. He says you won’t let them into the property. What is the problem, please?’

‘We had no idea the house was listed, let alone that it was booked out. It was a complete shock.’

She makes an irritated noise in her throat. ‘Antonio should have told you. He said he was going to, but … I don’t know where he is, what he is doing. I send him lots of messages, but he doesn’t answer.’

Ben and I exchange a quick glance. ‘How well do you know him?’ I ask. ‘Is he a friend?’

She shrugs. ‘He found me on Airbnb. We became friends, yes. I helped him with the house, made the application to the Comune …’

Ben gives her a glass of water, and I ask her to sit down. I tell her about Dad’s death. She looks visibly shocked. Tears fill her eyes. She crosses herself and mutters a short prayer.

‘I didn’t know it!’ she says. ‘We had a … how can I say? A discussione … an argument. I expect him to cancel the listing, but I hear nothing from him. For weeks, I send him emails, asking him what he wants to do, but he never replies so I think it must be okay. Yesterday, I sent cleaners to prepare the house. They said he wasn’t there. I never think, not for one moment, that he’s …’ She pauses to take a breath. ‘Mamma mia … Antonio, your father, dead!’ She grabs my hands and presses them tightly. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Thanks. It was very unexpected. We’re still in a state of shock.’

‘Che tragedia!’

‘Yes.’ I release my hands from her grasp. ‘Ben and I are here for the summer holidays, so I’m afraid we’re going to have to cancel the booking.’

Her mouth drops open. ‘No, no, you can’t do that. Cancelling now is impossible. It’s July, everywhere is booked – there will be nowhere for them to go. They are a family. Think of the children!’

‘I can’t help that.’

‘Please, it’s important. You cannot say no. I manage a lot of properties around here, I have a very good reputation. I must not have bad reviews, you know? If you cancel on the day of arrival, there are penalties. Airbnb can suspend the listing.’

Ben looks at me. ‘This isn’t Chiara’s fault,’ he says. ‘It’s not fair to wreck her business or spoil these people’s holiday. Your dad arranged this, it was what he wanted. And the income could be very useful. Particularly while you’re waiting for probate to go through.’

‘I get what you’re saying,’ I tell him. ‘I just don’t want strangers in my house.’

‘That’s going to happen eventually, Luna,’ he replies gently. ‘Casa Ouida will have to be sold. There’s no other way.’

‘I know, but I’m not ready.’ I screw up my face, fighting the disappointment. ‘I was really looking forward to spending some time here. Possibly for our last summer ever.’

‘I know, hon, but we’ve got the camper van, remember. We can go anywhere we like, tour the whole country.’

‘No way. I can’t leave them alone here,’ I counter.

‘Why not?’

‘Because I don’t like their attitude. They were really rude to me when they arrived. And they’re walking around like they own the place.’ I set my jaw. ‘We can park up in the lay-by at the end of the track. That way we can make sure they’re looking after it properly.’

‘Luna, that’s not necessary,’ says Ben. ‘Or practical. Anyway, that’s Chiara’s job, right?’ He glances at her and she nods.

‘If there’s a problem, I’ll deal with it,’ she assures me. ‘You enjoy your holiday.’

I feel like they’re ganging up on me, although I can see the sense in what they’re saying. ‘I’d still rather stick around.’

Her tone hardens. ‘It’s always better if the owners are not here. Easier for the guests to relax, you know? We want them to feel at home.’

Do we? I don’t.

‘Okay,’ I say reluctantly. ‘We’ll honour this one booking and see how it goes.’

‘Grazie mille!’ enthuses Chiara, leaping out of her chair. She kisses me on both cheeks, then rushes out to tell the guests.

I hope I won’t regret this.




Chapter Three: Now

JONATHAN

Jonathan unpacks while Zuri takes the kids for a swim. It’s been an odd and rather unpleasant start to the holiday, he thinks. He hates confrontations, but sometimes you have to put your foot down. None of this is their fault. Chiara explained about the owner’s death. He’s sorry for their loss, but why should they suffer just because there’s been a communication breakdown between the family and the host? If people expect holidaymakers to pay good money to rent their homes, they have to be professional about it; honour the contract regardless of their personal circumstances. Thank God Luna saw sense and was persuaded to cave in. Tamsin would have gone absolutely crazy if they’d had to go somewhere else. He doesn’t even want to think about how ugly it could have become. Zuri will pummel you with words, but Tamsin will put a fist in your face.

He has spent most of his life looking after his troublesome twin, putting her needs before anyone else’s, including his own. It’s his duty. She is part of him. Their father disappeared decades ago, and their mother died of cancer when they were teenagers. He’s the last close relative standing, and he feels responsible for her. He also feels guilty that his life has been such a success while hers has been an indisputable failure. At thirty-nine, Tamsin has no partner, no kids, no friends or lovers, no job, no savings, no car, no mortgage, nothing. In contrast, Jonathan has all these things (apart from the lovers, obviously!), including a rewarding career as a financial consultant. He can’t fathom how this has come about, how good fortune has been so unevenly distributed between them, but it has.

He’s subbed Tam a lot over the years, paid for therapy, lent her money, written off her debts – Zuri has no idea of the real extent of it – but it makes no difference. As soon as he gets her back on her feet, she messes up again. He wouldn’t mind if she were poor but happy, but she’s not. Her mental health is terrible. She suffers from depression and mood swings, has sudden violent rages, and days when she refuses to get out of bed or wash or eat.

And then there was what happened last year. The ultimate fuck-up that nobody else knows about. Tamsin had plumbed new depths by getting involved with a piece of shit called Lee Dugdale, a drug dealer who mixed with some very bad people. He beat her up several times – gave her black eyes and bruises all over, stubbed out cigarettes on her arms. She was too scared to go to the police. Jonathan begged her to leave him, but every time she tried, he dragged her back. Then he was found dead at home, stabbed in the chest with his own kitchen knife.

He remembers the call he had from Tamsin when the news broke. She was in a terrible state.

‘What’s your problem?’ he said. ‘The guy was a waste of space. It’s over. Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.’

‘You don’t understand!’ she sobbed. ‘I’m bound to be a suspect. I was at home all evening, I’ve got no alibi. They’ll frame me for murder, I know it. They’ll send me down for life. I won’t last, Jonny. I’ll do myself in. You’ve got to help me!’

So he told the police that he’d gone round to Tamsin’s flat that evening because he was worried about her mental health. It was something he often did, much to Zuri’s annoyance – she complained he spent more time with his sister than he did with his kids – so it was an easy lie to tell. Besides, he was a wealthy, professional, well-educated man. The police had believed him. Zuri had believed him. He’d almost believed it himself.

But now he has this huge secret. It hangs like a weight around his neck, keeping him awake at night. If Zuri ever finds out, she’ll probably divorce him.

‘I’m going to change,’ Tamsin promised after he made the false police statement. ‘I’ll stop the booze, go back to therapy, get my shit together. You’ll never have to worry about me again.’

At the time, he hadn’t believed her, but to be fair, she’s behaved herself since. She’s still unemployed and on antidepressants, but there haven’t been any meltdowns. When she came to him with the idea of going away together, all five of them, he’d started to wonder whether she’d genuinely turned over a new leaf. Hope sprang in his chest.

‘I’ve found this amazing house on the internet,’ she said. ‘Tucked away in the Tuscan hills. We had some great holidays there when we were kids, remember? I thought it would be nice to go back.’

They had indeed spent a few summers in Tuscany, between the ages of about five and seven. He had a vague memory of a trip to the Leaning Tower of Pisa; having his photo taken with one arm outstretched to give the illusion that he was holding it up. And they’d visited the Pinocchio theme park – their father had bought them a string puppet each, which had tangled within minutes and had to be thrown away. There had been a few trips to the beach. Apart from that, he could only remember his parents fighting.

‘It’s exactly what I need,’ Tamsin had insisted. ‘Fresh air, peace and quiet. No temptations. There’s nothing in the village, not even a bar. It’ll be like a retreat. Way cheaper than a month in rehab.’ Which was true. He knew that for a fact. If Zuri checked their bank statements she’d know it too.

It had been a hard sell to Zuri. They usually went to luxurious beach resorts with kids’ clubs and a babysitting service. Now that both the kids are at school, they have to stick to the summer holidays, when it’s often unbearably hot and prices are at their highest. They’d never been away for four whole weeks before, but Tam had insisted she needed that much time ‘to heal’. Luckily, this place was available – discounted because it was a brand-new listing and had no ratings yet. He’s hoping to combine the holiday with a bit of working from home – otherwise known as dashing off a few emails from the side of the pool.

‘You must be kidding. I don’t want to spend my precious holiday with your sister,’ Zuri said when he floated the idea one evening over dinner. ‘I don’t trust her around Aurora and Orlando. It’s not safe.’

‘But she loves the kids.’ He wasn’t sure that was actually true, but she was their auntie, which had to count for something. ‘She’d never do them harm,’ he assured her.

‘You can’t guarantee that. She’s not well.’

‘I know, but she wants to get better.’

‘Wants a free holiday, more like.’

‘That’s not fair. She’s reached out to us – we’ve got to help her.’

‘I thought we were going to try Turkey this year.’

‘I know, I know … but this place is really special. And it’ll be easier to watch over her too.’

Zuri thought about it briefly. ‘I’m sorry, I know she’s a worry for you, but I don’t want to risk it. Tell her it’s not going to work out.’

‘I can’t. It would really hurt her. She’s already had so much rejection – I’m frightened of what she might do.’

‘Don’t use emotional blackmail on me, Jonathan.’

‘I’m not. I just want to help her get back on track. She has no one else, only us. Please, Zuri.’

‘No. You can go there with her, just the two of you, or come away with me and the kids. Your choice.’

He didn’t argue further, just left the issue hanging there, hoping that in time Zuri would relent, which she did. Not so much because she felt sorry for her sister-in-law, but because she didn’t want to look after Aurora and Orlando by herself for a whole month. Who would? They’re not the easiest of kids.

Still, all that’s by-the-by. They are here now. It’s a beautiful place. Miles from bloody anywhere, but safe. Hopefully Tamsin will relax and he can put Lee’s murder to the back of his mind.

He zips up the suitcase and puts it under the bed. Leaving the room, he goes down to the first floor and finds Tamsin in the living room, browsing through the vinyl records and CDs. She turns to face him, eyes shining with excitement, as if she’s about to give him a present. He instantly feels uncomfortable.

‘Well?’ she says. ‘How does it feel?’

‘How does what feel?’

She sighs impatiently. ‘How does it feel to be back?’

‘In Tuscany?’

‘No!’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Well, yes, but that’s not what I meant. How does it feel to be back here, in this house?’

He frowns. ‘What do you mean? I’ve never been here before.’

‘Yes you have. We both have! This is where we used to stay.’

‘When we were kids?’

‘Yes!’

‘Er … we stayed somewhere in the area, but not in this actual house.’

‘We did – we did! Everything fits,’ she goes on, a note of triumph in her voice. ‘It’s exactly as I remember.’

‘What are you talking about? We were like six or seven years old. Nobody can remember that far back.’

‘Well I can.’

‘No you can’t.’

‘I can.’

‘Prove it.’

‘For a start, it’s in the right location. Just beyond the village—’

He holds his hand up. ‘How do you know it’s the right village? Do you remember its name?’ Silence. ‘No. Thought not. There are dozens of them, Tam – crumbling old houses clinging onto the hillside. They all look the bloody same.’

She closes her eyes, as if putting herself into a trance. ‘I can see it all now. We had to drive up a steep twisty track to get to the house.’

‘Everywhere is up a steep twisty track. We’re in the mountains.’

‘It had its own olive grove.’

‘Hardly a distinguishing feature.’

‘Stop blocking me!’

‘What was the name of the house?’

‘I don’t think it had one back then.’

‘Convenient.’

‘But I remember the outside, how strange it was, with the front door on the first floor, and steps leading up to a landing.’

‘It’s a traditional Tuscan farmhouse. Lots of them are like that. Sorry, but you’ve got to be more specific.’

‘The inside is the same. The layout, the spiral staircase, the beamed ceilings, everything. As soon as I saw the photos on the internet, I knew I was right.’ She gives herself a congratulatory hug. ‘I was so excited. I didn’t want to say anything, just in case I’d got it wrong, but the moment we drove up, it all came back to me. It was just the same.’

‘Tam,’ he says, feeling a headache coming on, ‘it’s been a long day. We were up at five, the kids were a pain in the arse on the flight, I had to drive from the airport, which was very stressful, and then there was that fuss over the booking. You’re talking rubbish, but I’m too tired to argue now.’

‘There’s nothing to argue about. It’s the same house. I can feel it.’

‘That’s ridiculous. You’re constructing a narrative to suit—’

‘Don’t you patronise me!’

He counts to five in his head, like he does when he feels angry with the children and has unspeakable thoughts.

‘Okay, so you don’t remember the name of the house or the village, but you know – sorry, you feel – that out of all the houses in all the villages in all of Tuscany that happen to be available as holiday lets, this is the very same place that we stayed in over thirty years ago. Of course it is. Makes complete sense.’

‘You don’t have to be sarcastic,’ she replies. ‘I know I’m right. This is the last place I remember being with Mum and Dad. They split up after our last holiday here.’

‘And you want to relive those happy days?’

‘Not particularly. But sometimes it’s nice to reconnect with your childhood. It wasn’t all bad, you know,’ she adds.

He casts his eyes to the beamed ceiling. ‘You told me you wanted to come here because it was quiet and peaceful, away from distractions.’

‘Yeah. That’s still true.’

‘But it wasn’t the real reason, was it? You lied to me, Tam.’

‘Only because I knew you wouldn’t believe me. I had to get you here first, so you could experience it for yourself.’

‘It’s not the same house, okay? It can’t be.’

She grins annoyingly. ‘You’ll see. The memories will come flooding back.’

‘No they won’t, because they don’t exist!’

‘You don’t have to get so worked up about it.’

‘Please don’t say anything to Zuri about this. She already feels manipulated into coming here. It’ll only make things worse.’

‘No worries. It can be our secret. I’ll add it to the list.’ She winks at him conspiratorially. ‘I like having secrets with you, Jonny. It’s just like when we were kids.’

‘For God’s sake, we’re not kids any more. Leave it out.’

He strides off and shuts himself in the bathroom. This is a big mistake, he thinks as he splashes his face with water. He should never have agreed to this trip. Either Tamsin is deliberately making up shit or she’s not well. It’s going to wreck his marriage if he’s not careful. This is not the house they used to stay in. If it were, he would have recognised it straight away. A memory rises in his throat, sour and bilious. He forces it back down. No, this can’t be the place. Can’t be …




Chapter Four: Then

TONY

‘Hi, Tony!’ chirped Suneeta, the receptionist. ‘How are you today?’

‘Fine, thanks,’ he mumbled.

He signed into the electronic register in the foyer, cursing its slowness to respond. Why couldn’t they just use a pen and paper? he thought irritably.

He wasn’t fine, actually. Not at all. His heart was heavy with duty. He didn’t want to spend this bright spring morning at Hazeldene Court, trying to think of things to say to Linette when she barely knew who he was, let alone what was happening in the world. Yet he still felt compelled to turn up several times a week, and on the days he stayed away, he always made sure somebody else visited.

‘Have one of these.’ Suneeta gave him a copy of the new week’s activities sheet – chair exercises, painting and drawing, flower arranging, puzzles, quizzes and bingo, none of which Linette could do. There was a singalong session this Friday afternoon … God help us, thought Tony. He’d taken Linette to one when she’d first arrived at the home, thinking she would enjoy the music. She had a good singing voice, having trained to be an actress, although she gave up her fledgling acting career when Bella was born and fully embraced being a mum.

He’d heard that people with dementia could often remember lyrics to songs they’d enjoyed in their younger days. Unfortunately, the average age of the residents here was about ninety, and Linette was only sixty-eight, so the songs they knew were from an entirely different era – the Second World War, or Frank Sinatra and the Rat Pack. One afternoon he’d found himself banging a tambourine to ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’, while Linette stared silently at the wall, clenching her fists in fury. That was the first and last time he’d joined in with a group activity. Now he just sat with her in her room, trying to make the time pass as pleasantly – and as quickly – as possible.

He punched in the security code and opened the inner door. Some of the dementia patients – including Linette – tried to escape, so they had to be locked into ‘zones’ for their own safety. Her wandering was the main reason she’d had to go into Hazeldene Court. When she’d first been diagnosed with early-onset dementia, it hadn’t been a problem. It had been frightening, of course, because she knew what was happening, but they had coped well. About a year ago, however, the situation started to deteriorate. Linette became very frustrated and aggressive towards other people. It wasn’t safe to leave her alone in the house. Several times he’d come home to find she’d disappeared, and he’d had to call the police on numerous occasions. She started getting up in the middle of the night while he was asleep and going out in bare feet and wearing only a thin nightie. When she was knocked over by a Deliveroo rider, ending up in hospital with a broken ankle, he knew he couldn’t have her back at home. She needed constant supervision. After looking around, he’d found Hazeldene Court. Linette had protested violently at first, but now she seemed resigned. Or maybe the disease had advanced sufficiently to mean that she no longer remembered the life she’d once had and therefore couldn’t grieve for it.

She was sitting in her usual place, in the big armchair next to her bed. At least she was dressed, which wasn’t always the case.

‘Hello, darling!’ he said with as much cheerfulness as he could muster. She stared back at him blankly. ‘It’s Tony here. I’ve brought you some tulips.’ He held out the bunch he’d picked up from the supermarket on the way here. She didn’t respond. He set them down on the trolley table.

‘How are you feeling? Still got that cold?’

She glared at him. ‘Piss off!’

‘That’s not very nice. I’ve come to see you.’

‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Tony, remember?’

‘No you’re not. Go away.’

She often behaved like this, as if he were a stranger imposing himself on her. It was incredibly upsetting, but he’d learned not to take it personally. He knew it was the disease talking, not her. But even so, it was hard sometimes.

‘Well, actually, I do have to go away soon,’ he replied. ‘To Italy. I haven’t been to Casa Ouida for months. Giovanni has been keeping an eye on it for us. But now I need to open it up after the winter.’

He knew she didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, but he carried on anyway. Sometimes he found it useful to speak his thoughts aloud – particularly if he had a big decision to make, as he did now.

‘The thing is,’ he continued, ‘this place is costing a fortune. Our savings are nearly gone. Not that I mind. You need the best. But I’m going to have to sell the house to raise some cash.’ She appeared unmoved. ‘I might buy a one-bed flat … or maybe I should rent instead? Buying and selling is so expensive. And it would be good to have some flexibility. Then again, London rents are exorbitant. What do you think? Is it time to cash in our chips?’

‘I like chips,’ she replied. At least she was listening.

He stood up and paced about the room. In all honesty, he couldn’t care less about giving up 12 Canterbury Road, a solid Edwardian terrace with a thin north-facing garden. They’d lived there for thirty-three years, mostly but not always happily. They’d brought up their daughters there, hosted countless Christmases, entertained family and friends. But it had never truly felt like home to him.

He’d always spent a lot of time working away, touring the country with stage musicals, sometimes as MD, sometimes just playing piano in the pit. He’d come home in the early hours of Sunday morning and spend one, sometimes two nights in his own bed before going off somewhere else, the pattern repeating itself for months on end.

In his absence, Canterbury Road increasingly became Linette’s domain. She shaped the house in her image, choosing the paint colours, arranging the furniture, designing the garden – and most importantly, making the rules by which the family lived. It had been unreasonable for him to object, so he’d gone along with them. Sometimes he’d felt like a lodger who slept with the landlady.

But Casa Ouida was different. Casa Ouida was his and his alone. The place meant the world to him. Selling it would break his heart. He and Linette had spoken of retiring there, and although that couldn’t happen now, he hoped that when it was all over and he was free, he would still be able to realise his part of that dream. But if the money ran out first and he had to sell both places, he would be devastated. And God knows how he would manage if he eventually had to go into care.

Contrary to appearances, he wasn’t a rich man. He’d bought Casa Ouida with the proceeds of his one and only hit – Castaways in Space, a quirky sci-fi comedy musical written when he was thirty. Its success had been huge but short-lived. Grander, more extravagant musicals soon came along, and Castaways quickly fell out of fashion. He kept hoping there would be a revival, but nobody had shown a scrap of interest so far.

‘So my thinking is … sell Canterbury Road and buy a studio flat,’ he said aloud. ‘Keep Casa Ouida. I’m toying with the idea of putting it on Airbnb. It’ll make some money, and I can still use it when it’s free. What do you think?’

‘I’m hungry,’ she said.

He gave up. ‘Yes, well it’ll be lunchtime soon.’

He came back to the chair and took her hands in his. For once, she didn’t snatch them back. ‘We had some wonderful times at Casa Ouida. I’m so sorry you don’t remember any of them, but I promise you we did.’ Emotion stirred in his throat. ‘The place has been empty all winter. I need to pop over and check things are okay. Bella will come and see you while I’m away. And hopefully Luna will make it down from Manchester.’

‘Bellaluna,’ she repeated, stringing the two names together.

‘That’s right. Bella and Luna, our lovely daughters. I’m going to Italy on Friday, okay? I won’t be long. Just a week, maybe two. You won’t miss me at all. As soon as I’ve sorted things out, I’ll be back.’




Chapter Five: Now

LUNA

I can’t sleep. My body is here, squashed next to Ben on our rock-and-roll bed in the camper van, but my spirit is at Casa Ouida. It drifts from room to room like a restless ghost. I see Jonathan and Zuri lying on my parents’ mattress, sweating beneath a thin sheet; Tamsin tossing and turning in the back bedroom; the children zonked out in the bunk beds. I hope they left the windows open. With luck, they’ll wake up to find themselves bitten all over by mosquitoes. I should have warned them, I suppose. But a little part of me wants them to suffer, as punishment for stealing my house. I know I’m being mean, but I can’t help it. There’s something about those guests I don’t like.

I shouldn’t have agreed to going ahead with the rental. I feel bad now for not consulting Bella first. She hasn’t even read my WhatsApp message, let alone replied to it. I guess she’s too busy. With three kids under seven and an online business to run, it can’t be easy.

Bella and her husband, Karl, sell luxury hampers and pamper gifting sets, mostly direct to consumer, although they also have some corporate customers. Things were going extremely well until the cost-of-living crisis set in. Now they’re struggling to pay the interest on their investment loans. They’re already under a lot of stress – I don’t want to make it worse.

I rise onto my elbows, separating my sweaty limbs from Ben’s touch. Bella has been very difficult to deal with since Dad’s death. We were close as kids, despite the five-year age gap, but we’ve grown apart in recent years. She resents me for ‘fleeing up north’, as she puts it. I come down twice a month to see Mum, but I know she thinks that’s not enough. And now Dad’s gone, she thinks all the responsibility is on her shoulders. I feel guilty about that, but I love my job in Manchester. It’s a great school to teach at and I don’t want to leave.

We need to talk openly and honestly about the future, but every time I start a conversation, she makes some excuse to cut me off. I guess she’s just under too much strain at the moment.

She says she never wants to go back to Casa Ouida, and I don’t blame her. She was the one who found Dad’s body. She’d only just arrived from the airport – it was a terrible shock. For me too. I will never forget that phone call for as long as I live.

Bella had insisted on organising Dad’s funeral, and now she’s sorting out his estate too. She’s taking everything on herself, in typical big-sister style. It’s her way of processing the grief, I guess, filling every single second with activity so that she doesn’t have to remember what happened. I came here to process my grief, but any chance of finding peace has been taken from me. Strangers are staying in my house, sleeping in my bedroom, using my things. It’s not right. I should never have agreed to it.

What if they’re trashing the place?

I pull on yesterday’s T-shirt and shorts and push my feet into my flip-flops. Sliding onto the front passenger seat, I slowly open the door, trying to make as little noise as possible. I needn’t worry too much – Ben is fast asleep, worn out by the driving and the stress of dealing with my intense emotions.

Grabbing a torch, I jump out of the van, shutting the door behind me. I pause for a moment to take in the atmosphere. There’s no light pollution, so it’s very dark. The moon is bright white, and the sky is studded with stars. It takes a few moments for my pupils to dilate sufficiently to see the shapes of trees and bushes. Everything is a tone of grey; it’s as if colour doesn’t exist.

The air is still warm, zinging with life. I start to walk towards the house. I don’t know why I’m going there, or what I expect to find. I just need to see it.

I shine a beam onto the ground ahead of me. The track is dangerous enough during the day, let alone in the middle of the night. There are stones and bits of broken branch scattered everywhere, dips and cracks that will wrench my ankle if I’m not super careful.

I’ve trod this path in the dark countless times before. As a child, I was terrified, imagining snakes and porcupines in my path, wolves jumping out of the shadows and attacking me. I hear rustling in the bushes. It could be a wild boar. I press on, my pulse quickening with anxiety.

Carefully taking the steps down to the garden, I pass the lavender bushes and rhododendrons, the soft rosemary hedge, the old lemon tree. I can’t see them, but I can smell them. The strong, solid shape of Casa Ouida stands before me, the shadowy spears of cypress trees flanking the building on either side. It’s all so familiar to me, even in the dark, and I’m suddenly struck by an enormous sense of longing. This is my home, and yet I can’t go in.

I peer up at the house. A dim light is glowing in the living room upstairs. Did they forget to switch a lamp off before going to bed, or is somebody still awake? I quickly turn off the torch and stop, statue-like, fixing my gaze on the windows.

Music plays. Only softly, not loud enough to wake anyone up. The sound drifts towards me. I recognise the song immediately – Love’s ‘Alone Again Or’, from the Forever Changes album. Whoever has chosen this has good taste. Love were one of Dad’s favourite bands. ‘Forever Changes is one of the greatest albums of all time,’ he would say, flipping the record over and playing it again from the beginning. It used to irritate us at first, hearing the same songs over and over again, but Bella and I grew to love them. I can’t make out the lyrics from this distance, but it doesn’t matter – I can mouth them from memory.

Tears start to roll down my cheeks as I suddenly remember that Dad’s gone and will never listen to any of his beloved LPs again. It seems strange that one of our guests picked out this album from all the hundreds to choose from. I suppose it’s just coincidence, but I still don’t like it. That’s my father’s music. Turn it off! I want to shout, but I can’t. I shouldn’t be here at all, prowling around like an intruder in my own space. I need to go. Ben may have woken up; he’ll be worried if I’m not there.

I turn round and make my way back across the grass, too fast considering that I can’t see where I’m going. Suddenly my shin makes contact with hard metal. ‘Shit!’ I cry out, unable to stop myself. It’s one of our garden chairs. Somebody must have dragged it out from under the pergola to catch the last rays of evening sun. I turn round, rubbing my leg, looking up accusingly at the window.

A silhouetted figure is standing there staring out. I can’t make out who it is. Can they see me? Possibly. But I don’t want to wait to find out. I run.




Chapter Six: Now

LUNA

Bella calls me in the morning, on her way to work. We’re an hour ahead here, so we’re already up and dressed, sitting on our camping chairs at the fold-up table, drinking coffee and chewing on some very chunky artisan bread.

‘Sorry I couldn’t call back last night,’ she says. ‘I had a bloody VAT return to sort out. It’s impossible to concentrate when the kids are at home. The summer holidays have only just started and they’re already driving me mad.’ She sighs wearily. ‘I haven’t been able to visit Mum all week. When are you next seeing her?’

‘Well, that’s a bit tricky right now …’

‘Why? Where are you?’

I take a breath. ‘We’re in Tuscany. At Casa Ouida.’

‘Oh.’ I picture her tightening her lips. ‘You never said.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I was worried about upsetting you. I just needed to be here, you know, to kind of come to terms …’

‘That’s okay,’ she snips. ‘It’s your place just as much as it is mine.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me Dad had made a load of changes to the house?’

‘Um … did he? I didn’t notice.’

‘You must be kidding. It’s been completely decluttered and neutralised, like one of those makeovers you see on TV.’

‘If you remember, there were more important things going on at the time,’ she responds sharply. ‘I don’t think I even went inside. The police wouldn’t let me stay there. Not that I wanted to. I stayed with the Cescuttis, then came home as soon as I could. Why are you criticising me?’

‘I’m not. I’m just saying, it was a surprise. Then we found out why he’d done it. Believe it or not, Bella, he put the house on Airbnb.’

‘He did what?!’ she gasps. ‘You’re kidding me!’

‘I wish I was. He teamed up with a local “Superhost”. It’s all legit, we checked it out. You can go online and see for yourself.’

‘But Airbnb is so not Dad’s thing. How did you find out?’

‘We were greeted by a welcome note and a bottle of wine. Then some guests turned up.’

There is a brief silence on the end of the line. I take a sip of coffee and wait for her to reply, knowing what’s coming.

‘And you just let them move in?’

‘What was I supposed to do, Bella? They’d paid upfront – it was all confirmed.’

‘You still should have checked with me first,’ she says sourly.

‘There wasn’t time. These people were breathing down my neck. I had to make a decision. I did my best. Anyway, I thought you’d be okay with it, given that you don’t want to come here any more. They’ve booked it for four weeks – the fee is over four thousand euros. There are more bookings after that. It seems to be really popular.’

She falls quiet. I can almost hear her thinking, weighing up the pros and cons. ‘Well, it sounds like it could be a good thing,’ she says finally. ‘We could definitely do with the money.’

‘Dad didn’t mention it to you then?’

‘No. Obviously I would have told you.’

‘I thought so, but with everything, I thought maybe it had slipped your mind.’

‘No. There’s probably stuff about it in his emails, but I can’t access them. I’ve tried all the passwords I can think of, but none of them work.’

‘Perhaps he was going to tell you that weekend when … you know, when you …’ I tail off.

‘Yes, that was probably it,’ says Bella. ‘Not that it matters now.’ She lifts her voice. ‘So, who is this Superhost?’

‘Her name’s Chiara, she’s from Lucca. She came over yesterday and we sorted things out. She didn’t know Dad had died.’

‘Really? That’s odd.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. She seemed very upset when I told her, but … I don’t know. I’m not sure I believed her. It was all very strange.’

There’s a beat. ‘So what are they like, the guests?’ she asks. ‘Are they nice?’

I consider this for a few moments. ‘Not sure. They were very snotty when they first arrived and I said they couldn’t stay. I didn’t warm to them, to be honest, but I expect they’re okay.’

‘I’ll speak to Airbnb and see what we have to do next. Can you send me Chiara’s number?’

‘Why do you need it? I’m right here, on the spot. You’ve just said how busy you are.’

‘Yes, but I’m dealing with Dad’s estate, so everything should go through me.’

‘Okay,’ I reply wearily. ‘Have it your way.’ Bella can be a martyr if she wants to be.

‘So what are you going to do now?’ she continues, with a sudden false breeziness. ‘Come home or go somewhere else?’

‘Neither. We’re staying here.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’ve parked up in the lay-by – you know, opposite the track to the house.’

‘Why?’

‘To keep watch, of course! They’re in our house, using our stuff. Playing Dad’s music.’

Ben shoots a curious glance at me from across the table, and I remember that I haven’t told him about my midnight adventure. He was still asleep when I got back, so I decided not to bother. He would only have told me off, and I get enough of that from my sister.

‘Don’t do that, Luna,’ says Bella. ‘They won’t like it. We’ll get bad reviews.’

‘It’s okay, we’re only staying for a few days!’ Ben shouts.

‘Hi, Ben,’ she shouts back. ‘Seriously, I think you should leave as soon as you can.’

‘I’m not ready,’ I protest. ‘I don’t trust them.’

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ she assures me. ‘Don’t hang around making a nuisance of yourself. Leave them be and go and have a nice holiday somewhere else. I’ll liaise with Chiara going forward.’

She’s shutting me down again, pushing me into the background. I have no intention of leaving, but there’s no point in arguing with her.

‘I’ll send you her details.’ I end the call and turn to Ben. ‘Why is she always so off with me?’

‘She’s not in a good place right now. You need to cut her some slack,’ he says. ‘It must have been traumatic, finding Tony’s body. She hasn’t got over it yet.’

‘True … I just wish she was more open with me. It’s like she needs to play big sister all the time, can’t bear me to see her feeling vulnerable.’ I stare into space, wondering about her. I thought Dad’s death might bring us back together, but it seems to have pulled us further apart.

‘We do need to leave, though,’ says Ben, changing the subject. ‘We can’t sit on the roadside all day, waiting for the guests to do something we don’t like.’

‘I know. I just feel nervous, in case something goes wrong.’

‘They’re paying good money to stay there. It’s up to them how they use the place. They can be messy or tidy. They can take as many showers as they like. If they pee in the pool, they pee in the pool and you can’t stop them.’

‘Don’t! That’s revolting.’

He pierces me with his gaze. ‘What was that about them playing Tony’s music? I didn’t hear any.’

‘It was in the middle of the night. You were asleep.’

‘It must have been loud if you could hear it from inside the van.’

‘I went out for a bit.’

‘You mean you went to spy on them.’

‘No. I needed some fresh air.’

‘Is that where you picked up that bruise?’ He points to my shin.

‘Yes, but it wasn’t my fault. They left one of those metal chairs right in the middle of the lawn.’

‘As is their right. You have to stop this, Luna.’

‘I know, but it’s hard.’

‘Come on, let’s go for a yomp.’

I can’t argue. We pack up the table and chairs and shove them in the back of the van. Ben puts away the breakfast things, while I heave on my hiking boots. We apply sunscreen to our necks, arms and faces, and make sure there are bottles of water in our backpacks. It’s already hot, and once we get beyond the terraces of olive trees, there won’t be much shade.

‘Which way do you want to go?’ I ask. My favourite route is to take our dirt track, then, at the dead end, follow the steep upward path behind Casa Ouida. It’s a shortcut to the road and you can see into the bedroom windows from there.

‘Downwards and across,’ Ben says, wise to my plans. ‘Let’s take the marked path that starts by the war memorial. It’s circular, saves retracing our steps.’

‘Okay,’ I sigh.

We lock up the van and set off. It’s a short downhill walk to the village square. Nobody is about. The church of San Pietro Apostolo is closed as usual, a tatty old curtain mysteriously drawn across its front doors. We trudge down to the war memorial by the long retaining wall that overlooks the road beneath. There are two in the village, one for each world war. We stop to admire the spectacular view.

A tall red-headed man emerges from the path with two grey hunting dogs on leads. I haven’t seen him for years, but I recognise him instantly. It’s Joakim Nilsen, a Norwegian who has lived here for at least as long as our family. His house, a flashy monstrosity with electric gates that is completely out of keeping with the village architecture, is further up the hill, near the Cescuttis’ place.

He stops right in front of us, a look of recognition passing across his freckled features.

‘Hi. You’re Tony’s daughter, aren’t you?’ he says in perfect English. There’s hardly even an accent. ‘Let me guess … it’s Bella!’

‘No. Luna. It’s Joakim, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right.’

‘This is my partner, Ben.’

‘Good to meet you … I was sorry to hear about your father’s death.’

‘Oh. Thanks.’

‘It was very shocking. We were friends, especially when we were younger. I went to some great parties at his place. Those were the days, eh?’ He glances upwards towards the square. ‘This is a strange village. Very closed-minded. The local people don’t like newcomers. We expats have to stick together.’

‘I guess so, although we’re hardly newcomers.’

‘And now what? Are you going to sell?’

‘Possibly. Nothing’s been decided.’

‘It’s a beautiful house. Prime location. Property in Tuscany is still a good investment – you should do well.’

‘I guess.’

There’s a beat. I want to move, but he’s standing right in our way, letting his dogs snuffle at our feet. ‘You had the inquest, ja?’ he says finally. ‘Can I ask, what was the verdict?’

‘Um … accidental death. Head injury due to a fall. The pathologist reckoned he died instantly, but of course we’ll never know for sure.’ I start to feel uncomfortable. Why is he questioning me like this?

‘Accidental death,’ he repeats. ‘Hm … I’m surprised.’

‘Surprised? Why?’ says Ben, a little defensively. ‘The balcony railings collapsed. He didn’t stand a chance.’

Joakim Nilsen pauses to rein in the dogs. ‘Did they ever find the driver of the car?’

‘What car?’ I say.

‘The white Skoda I saw driving away from the village at great speed early on the morning your father died. About eight o’clock. It nearly ran over my dogs.’

‘This is the first I’ve heard of it,’ I say, my mouth going dry.

He tuts. ‘Really? That’s bad. I told the police immediately, and they said they would look into it. But I didn’t get the number and there are white Skodas everywhere. I expect they gave up. Probably decided it was some stupid tourist.’

‘It’s usually the locals who speed,’ I say. ‘The tourists don’t like the bends.’

‘True. Maybe it was a local, then. All I know is that they were going dangerously fast. If someone had been coming the other way, there would have been a head-on collision. That’s why I reported it. As a good citizen.’ He smiles in a rather creepy way. ‘I just thought you should know.’ He yanks his dogs to heel. ‘I must go now – they want their second breakfast. Good to talk.’

‘Yeah …’ I say, still trying to process what he’s just said.

‘You must come round one evening for a glass of wine. You know my house?’

‘The one with the flag?’

‘Exactly. Ciao.’ He shouts something in Norwegian at the dogs and carries on walking up the hill.

‘Jesus,’ says Ben, as we stare after him. ‘What do you make of that?’




Chapter Seven: Now

JONATHAN

It’s too hot to drive to the coast, or to tramp around historical sites. The children are more than happy to hang out by the pool and it’s much easier to supervise them here than on a beach. Jonathan lies on a sunbed, reading a thriller he picked up at the airport. Zuri has set up camp in the shade of a peach tree, dividing her attentions between her phone and the kids, who are splashing about in the water.

Tamsin has gone walkabout. He suspects she’s in the olive grove, looking for the Italian guy who seems to work there. Jonathan has an instinct that she fancies him. Being twins, they sometimes know things about each other before they know them themselves. Her record with men is disastrous, Lee Dugdale being her worst choice ever. By a mile. Maybe a casual holiday romance – with its low expectations and fixed time limit – would suit her. The problem with Tamsin is that she doesn’t do ‘casual’. Everything has to be intense and final – for ever and always, or never again.

A squabble is developing in the pool. As the oldest, Orlando always thinks he should have first go with anything, regardless of whether it belongs to Aurora or she’s already playing with it. The current fight is over her flamingo inflatable. Zuri tries to divert him to the dolphin, but he is insistent that only the flamingo will do. It’s all very tiresome. Jonathan shrinks behind his book, hoping not to be drawn in.

His thoughts drift to last night. Unable to sleep, he’d gone down to the sitting room to listen to some music. He was changing the record when he heard somebody cursing loudly outside, like they’d hurt themselves. He went to the window just in time to see a shadowy figure running away. It troubled him so much, he spent the next hour googling break-ins in Tuscany, frightening himself to death reading accounts of guests being gassed while they slept and waking up to find all their valuables gone. Was that even possible? He suspected the reports might be exaggerated or even invented to discredit rival villas, but it was disturbing nonetheless. Somebody had been watching the house – spying on his family, his precious children. Before going back to bed, he’d checked that all the doors were locked. If the house had had air con, he would have shut the windows as well.

He hadn’t mentioned the incident to either Zuri or Tamsin this morning, not wanting to panic them. Perhaps it had been Luna rather than a burglar. But if so, why on earth had she been snooping around? There’s something odd about her. She seems extremely possessive of the house.

Tamsin often talks a lot of nonsense, but he’s starting to think she could possibly be right about Casa Ouida. They may have stayed here before, or at least somewhere very similar, long, long ago, when they were small. A few memories have started to resurface, triggered by his senses – the play of light across the floor of the sitting room, the damp smell in the corridor on the ground floor, the cool stone walls. When he was reading Orlando and Aurora a story last night, he had a strong feeling of déjà vu – except he and Tamsin were the children, lying in the same beds listening to their mother. It happened again this morning. Orlando was hurtling down the spiral staircase when Zuri shouted at him to slow down and Jonathan had a flashback of himself as a boy doing exactly the same thing and his father telling him off.

Of course there are farmhouses like this all over Tuscany, and no doubt many of them have spiral staircases. Their mother read them bedtime stories every night, so there’s nothing special about that memory either. If Tamsin hadn’t started it, he probably wouldn’t be having any of these strange sensations.

The chances that they did come here have got to be a million to one. It was a very long time ago. The Italian holidays – he’s not sure how many there were – stopped when their parents split up. He and Tamsin were about seven at the time, the same age Orlando is now. Their father disappeared from their lives, and they never saw or heard from him again. Jonathan accepted the situation – he’d been a shit dad and they were happier without him – but Tamsin remained furious on her mother’s behalf. She’s still furious. He suspects it’s what has skewed her relationship with men.

A scream penetrates his thoughts.

‘Orlando hurt me!’ wails Aurora from the pool. ‘He hit me with the flamingo!’

‘An inflatable can’t hurt,’ declares Orlando.

‘Yes it can. Now you’ve broke it.’

‘Broken,’ corrects Orlando.

‘Daddy! Orlando broke my flamingo.’

‘I didn’t. And it’s not your flamingo anyway.’

‘Is too! Yours is the dolphin!’

Jonathan sighs and puts down his book but is pre-empted by Zuri, who leaps up and wades into the pool.

‘Time out, Orlando!’ she insists. ‘You’re coming inside with me.’

‘That’s not fair. I didn’t do anything!’

‘You hit Aurora. I saw you!’ She turns to Jonathan and hisses, ‘Don’t just sit there. Help!’

He groans inwardly. ‘What do you want me to do? You seem to have everything under control.’

‘Look out for Aurora. Make sure she doesn’t have a meltdown.’

‘Okay.’

‘I mean it, Jonathan. You have to watch her.’

‘Yes, yes, I know. Will do.’

Zuri drags Orlando up the steps towards the house. Heaving himself off the sunbed, Jonathan enters the pool. Aurora screeches at him, her face raspberry red.

‘I hate Orlando! He killed my flamingo!’

‘I’ll buy you another one,’ he promises recklessly. They bought that inflatable last year in Greece. Now they’re going to spend the rest of the holiday searching beach shops for a replacement. Kids, eh? He loves them both dearly, but …

Eventually Aurora calms down. She gets out of the pool and runs off ‘to find Mummy’. Jonathan returns to the sunbed and tries to get back to his novel, but the story isn’t pulling him in. Twice the book falls out of his hands. He dozes off, warmed by the sun.

‘Where is everyone?’ He opens his eyes and looks up. Tamsin is standing over him.

‘Um … not sure. Up at the house, I think. What time is it?’

‘Lunchtime.’

‘Really? Have I been asleep that long?’

She sits on the sunbed next to him. ‘Guess what? I’ve been talking to Gio.’

‘Oh, so it’s Gio now, not Giovanni.’

‘He’s asked me out for a drink.’

‘Really? Did you ask him, or did he ask you?’

‘Rude! He asked me.’

‘How come?’

‘I got up really early this morning and went for a walk in the olive grove. I found him there, clearing the ground. We got chatting. I asked him some questions about the house and the family, and he said, if you come out with me on Saturday night, I’ll tell you all about them.’ She quivers excitedly.

‘Is that a good idea? You know, gossiping with the locals. I can’t imagine Luna being too pleased about that.’

‘Who cares? She’s got a sister, by the way. Called Bella. I think she and Gio are quite close.’

He frowns. ‘Be careful about making assumptions. We don’t know the dynamic here.’

‘I do. It’s very interesting. His grandparents used to own the farmhouse and olive grove, but Luna’s parents bought it off the family when they died. That was back in the eighties. Apparently there were some wild parties here in the early days – loud music, alcohol, drugs. The locals weren’t very happy.’

‘Sounds like you don’t need to go on that date,’ he observes wryly. ‘You’ve already got the full low-down.’

She laughs. ‘Oh no, we only scratched the surface. He says his dad knows all sorts of dark secrets about the family.’

‘Dark secrets?’

‘Well, he just said secrets, actually, but it sounded like they were dark.’

‘Don’t get overexcited.’ It was typical of Tamsin to want to dramatise everything.

‘Do you think Luna’s dad might have been some kind of celebrity? The house is full of CDs and vinyl. Maybe he was an eighties pop star.’

‘That would hardly have been a secret.’

‘Suppose not. I’d love a nose around in that room next to the kitchen,’ she continues, in hushed tones. ‘I bet there’s all kinds of fascinating memorabilia in there. Such a shame it’s locked. I wonder where the key is …’

‘No, Tamsin. We’re not doing that. That’s Luna’s father’s private stuff. Chiara told us we couldn’t go in there.’

‘But that’s what makes it so interesting.’

‘No it doesn’t. It’s none of our business.’

‘Maybe our parents knew each other.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘There’s a connection here, I can feel it.’

‘You and your connections …’ He stands up. ‘Right. I’d better go and help with lunch before Zuri gives me the third degree.’

‘You feel it too,’ she says, following him up the steps. ‘I know you do.’

‘No I don’t,’ he lies.




Chapter Eight: Then

TONY

It was late evening when Tony’s plane landed at Pisa airport. He got through security with ease and took a cab to the house. His heart raced excitedly for the entire fifty-minute journey. He couldn’t wait to arrive.

Casa Ouida had been shut up for months. The old wooden door had swelled with damp, and at first his key wouldn’t turn in the lock. Eventually it submitted, and he strode in, slinging his bag onto the coffee table and making a beeline for the drinks cabinet. He poured himself a large whisky, put on some Miles Davis, then sat down in the armchair.

‘Home at last!’ he said, raising a toast to himself.

After a long, peaceful night – he always slept so well here – he rose early, bursting with the energy of a much younger man. He had a lot to accomplish on this trip, and he was eager to get started.

There was no food in the house. He grabbed the keys to the old Fiat, which amazingly started first time, and drove down the narrow dirt track. He reached the road and was about to turn right when he saw Tommaso and Elena walking down the hill towards him. They waved and he groaned inwardly. Now they’d seen him, there was no way he could drive on without saying hello.

Of all the people who lived in the village, Tommaso and Elena Cescutti were the only ones he could remotely call friends, although they had little in common and their relationship was limited due to neither side speaking each other’s language well. Their children had found it far easier to connect – running in and out of their respective homes, swimming in the pool, foraging in the woods. Bella and Gio were virtually the same age, whereas Luna was five years younger – the irritating tagalong. As teenagers, the older two would go into Lucca on the bus and hang around the gelaterias in Via Fillungo or Piazza dell’Anfiteatro. They even had a brief romance. It hadn’t lasted beyond one summer, and to their credit, they’d managed to return to just being friends.

For the adults, the dynamic was far more complicated. It wasn’t just the fact that Casa Ouida and the olive grove had once belonged to the Cescutti family. Tommaso knew things about Tony that no one else did. Over the years, they’d done a lot of back-slapping and drinking grappa together, but he didn’t trust the old man any further than he could throw him, which wasn’t far. Tommaso still had a hold over him. He never alluded to it, but that didn’t mean he had forgotten.

Tony stopped the engine and got out of the car, fixing a smile on his face.

‘Ciao! Buongiorno!’ he called, walking up to meet them. He kissed Elena on both cheeks and shook Tommaso’s hand.

‘Ah, Antonio! You come back,’ said Tommaso. ‘How long you stay?’

‘Not sure. A week, maybe two. Come state? How are you both doing?’

Tommaso shrugged. ‘I’m old. And you?’

‘Not too bad, thanks. Very pleased to be here.’

‘I wish the bar isn’t closed. We need to drink together. We go out one evening, yes?’

‘I’d love to.’ He knew it would never happen. Tommaso rarely left the village these days.

‘How is Linette?’ asked Elena.

Tony frowned. ‘Okay. We’ve got her into a nice care home …’ He looked it up on his translation app. ‘Una casa di riposo. She doesn’t like it, but it’s the best place for her.’ They nodded as if they understood. ‘Right, well, I’d better get down to the Esselunga. There’s nothing to eat in the house.’

They said their farewells, and he got back in the car, driving down to the giant supermarket on the edge of Porcari. He hated the place, but you could get everything you wanted there, and the prices were good. There was also a decent café where he could have breakfast.

He ordered a couple of pastries and a cappuccino, and sat inside at a table by the window, overlooking the car park. It wasn’t busy. The tourist season hadn’t started yet, so the customers were mainly locals.

He replayed his encounter with the Cescuttis, noting how reluctant he’d been to tell them about his plan to rent out Casa Ouida. It was almost as if he needed their permission, or at least their approval. In reality, it didn’t matter a jot what they thought. He wiped flakes of croissant from his fingers with a serviette. Oh well, they would find out soon enough. And there was no choice anyway. If he didn’t rent the place out, he would have to sell it, and they would like that even less. He had to do something to raise income. Otherwise, Hazeldene Court would gobble everything up, leaving him with nothing.

He’d already been online and found a Superhost interested in managing the property for him. There had been three people to choose from, two men and a woman. Chiara had been the most responsive, the most enthusiastic. She was also very attractive, if her profile photo was to be believed. They’d had some friendly exchanges via the chat, and tonight she was coming over to see the house and discuss logistics. He’d offered to cook dinner for her – a simple pasta arrabbiata, his signature dish. The Italians didn’t generally eat pasta as a main course, but he wasn’t up to anything more sophisticated.

He finished his cappuccino, then whizzed around the supermarket, throwing items into the trolley without checking too closely, deliberating only at the wine section. Time was getting on, and he needed to go back and spruce the place up a bit. Normally he didn’t even notice dirt, which had always annoyed Linette, but now he wanted to show the house at its best and get the highest rental price he could.

The roads were quiet, and he didn’t meet a single car on the way back up, didn’t have to pull over once. He parked next to Gio’s van, and considered walking down to the olive grove to say hello, but he had some stuff that needed to go straight into the freezer. He was not looking forward to telling his neighbour that strangers would soon be staying at the house, parking their cars in his favourite spot, interrupting him with annoying questions about places to eat or local transport, tramping through the uliveto … though technically it was Tony’s uliveto, not Gio’s.

There was also a possibility that Gio would be offended that Tony hadn’t asked him to manage the property on his behalf. Tony had briefly considered this idea before rejecting it. He and the Cescuttis were too embroiled with each other as it was. And Chiara was a very experienced Superhost, with an impressive rating.

He put the shopping away, then dug out the hoover and shoved it around the sitting room. The place needed a proper spring-clean, but he had neither the inclination nor the time to tackle it now. Chiara wasn’t coming over until this evening, by which time the light would have faded. She wouldn’t notice how dusty it was. He opened all the shutters to let in the air and flicked a cloth over the more obvious surfaces.

Downstairs in the kitchen, he scrubbed a few stains off the cupboard doors and mopped the floor. After lunch, he had a rather delicious nap, then rang Hazeldene Court to check that Linette was okay. She was. His conscience now clear, he set about preparing for the evening – making the spicy sauce and leaving it to simmer, opening a couple of good bottles of red to let them breathe.

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop thinking of tonight as a date. If he’d picked one of the male Superhosts, it wouldn’t have crossed his mind. But here he was, showering thoroughly, trimming his beard and nose hair, flossing his teeth … Preening himself, in hope if not expectation. Chiara had been keen to meet in the evening. He knew it was sexist to assume she might be up for a shag, but he couldn’t stop himself. It was the way he was wired. If Linette were able to understand, she’d forgive him, wouldn’t she?

He hadn’t had sex in a long time. Maybe as much as two years. Apparently some people with dementia lost their inhibitions and became sexually obsessed. Others went off it completely. Linette was in the latter camp. He had accepted it with good grace, but that didn’t stop him missing the intimacy. Just because he was in his late sixties didn’t mean he no longer felt desire.

He was feeling it now as he towelled himself off in the bedroom, thinking about all the times he and Linette had made love on this very bed. Another, more disturbing thought flashed across his mind, but he dismissed it. No, he would not go there. He needed to get himself under control.

He quickly got dressed, choosing a light pair of trousers and his purple ‘muso’ shirt, which featured drawings of guitars amid flurries of musical notes. Luna had bought it for him last Christmas. It was too young for him really, but that was why he liked it so much. And if he were to have any chance with Chiara, who looked to be in her forties, he needed to play down his age.

Just stop it! he scolded himself. This was a business meeting, nothing else.

He heard the sound of a car drawing up outside. She was here. Early, too. For Italians, that was virtually unheard of. His pulse suddenly quickened. Whatever happened this evening, he must let her take the lead.




Chapter Nine: Now

LUNA

I can’t get the conversation with Joakim Nilsen out of my head. He has lived here a long time and is not well liked by the locals. He has a very superior attitude, and the Norwegian flag outside his house pisses people off. Dad tolerated him – he tolerated everyone – but whatever Joakim likes to think, they weren’t friends.

I don’t know anyone who owns a white Skoda. Did Joakim see something significant that morning, or was he just being mischievous? He said he’d told the police at the time, but they never mentioned it to us. I guess they might have told Bella, who chose not to tell me. But either way, the detectives investigating Dad’s death didn’t take it seriously.

‘The guy’s a jerk,’ Ben says. ‘He made it up.’

‘Do you think?’

‘For sure! Tony was a bit of a rogue, but everyone liked him. Nobody wanted him dead. He just fell. Simple as. It was a tragic accident.’

I’m sure Ben’s right. But even so, I can’t stop wondering about it. Over the next couple of days, every time I hear a car beep as it approaches the bend just before the village, I look to see if it’s a white Skoda. It never is. Very few people use this road unless they’re coming here specifically. It’s not on the way to anywhere else. You can drive beyond the turning to Casa Ouida, but it comes to a dead end at the Cescuttis’ place. After that, it’s just forest. It might have been a tourist, I suppose, who came up here by mistake and was cross at having to go all the way down again. Somebody who didn’t realise how dangerous it is to take those hairpins at speed. But at eight o’clock in the morning? It doesn’t make much sense.

‘Seriously, Luna, it’s time to move on,’ says Ben, pushing the rock-and-roll bed back into position. ‘We’ve been here five days and there’s the whole of Italy to explore. The holiday will be over before we know it, and we’ll have to go back to work.’

‘Sorry, but I don’t feel comfortable about leaving yet.’

‘I can’t see why not. Chiara is the host. If they’ve got a problem, they can call her.’

‘Yes, but it’s not her house. We don’t know her. She’s not a friend.’

‘We don’t have to know her. It’s a business arrangement.’

‘That’s what I don’t understand.’ I’ve been thinking about this for the last couple of days, turning it over and over in my mind. ‘Why did Dad go to a stranger when he could easily have asked the Cescuttis to manage the holiday lets? They would happily have done it – for a fee, obviously.’

‘Maybe he wanted to be more businesslike.’

‘Dad? Businesslike? Come on.’

‘Does it matter?’

‘Why didn’t he tell me and Bella? That’s the bit I really don’t get.’

He sighs, having heard it all before. I know it’s pointless wondering about everything when Dad can’t give us the answers, but I can’t stop myself. All I know is that something’s not right.

‘Can we concentrate on practicalities?’ Ben pleads, clearing the little table. ‘We can’t park here indefinitely. Technically it’s against the law.’ I open my mouth to protest. ‘Yes, I know it’s extremely unlikely that we’ll get caught, but … there are jobs to do, like emptying the loo.’

He’s right, of course. It has to be cleaned every few days regardless of whether it’s full, otherwise it smells rank. The tank is full of chemicals, so we can’t just empty it into the bushes.

‘No problem,’ I reply. ‘We’ll do it at the house.’

He frowns. ‘That’s not a good idea. The guests are supposed to have exclusive use of the place.’

‘They don’t need to know! We’ll pick a time when they’re out.’

‘Luna …’ His jaw tightens as he tries to maintain his patience with me. ‘Let’s just go to a campsite. We need more water, and I badly need a shower. We both do. Soon we’ll have to do some washing. It’ll be far easier at a proper—’

‘No. I’m staying here.’

‘This is ridiculous!’

We hear the sound of a vehicle coming down the track. I jump out of the van in time to see our guests’ hire car swing into the road. I stand in front of it, waving at them to stop. The tyres skid to a halt, throwing up a cloud of grey dust.

Jonathan opens the driver’s window. ‘Morning! Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you to be there. Is everything all right?’

‘Yeah, yeah. How about you?’

‘We’re good, thanks.’ There’s a beat. ‘Was there something you wanted?’

‘Yes,’ I say, only just thinking of it. ‘We should swap phone numbers. In case there’s a problem and you need to get hold of us.’

He frowns. ‘I thought we were supposed to go through Chiara.’

‘Normally, yes, but we’re right here and we know the house inside out. It makes sense.’

‘Okay.’ He takes his phone from the glove compartment and we share contact details. ‘You’re staying here, then?’

‘Yes, for now.’

He glances towards the camper van. ‘It can’t be very comfortable sleeping in that thing. Especially not in this heat.’

‘We usually pitch a tent,’ says Ben, joining me, ‘but there’s no room here. Anyway, wild camping’s forbidden in Italy.’

‘Is it? Never appealed to me, to be honest. I like my home comforts.’

Zuri leans across. ‘The house is wonderful, by the way. We love it.’

‘Yes,’ says Tamsin from the back seat, where she is wedged between the kids. ‘We could stay for ever.’

I feel myself stiffen. ‘Looks like you’re off out for the day.’

‘Yup. The kids have been nagging to go to the seaside.’

‘Where are you heading?’

‘Cecina,’ says Jonathan. ‘Do you know it?’ We shake our heads. ‘It’s about an hour and a half’s drive, according to the sat nav.’

Tamsin groans. ‘Can we get going? It’s stifling back here.’

‘Have a nice time,’ I say.

‘Thanks. See you!’ The window closes and the car moves off, disappearing around the next bend.

I turn to Ben. ‘How perfect is that? They’ll be gone for at least four or five hours. We’ve got loads of time to dump the waste, fill up the water, have a shower … We can use the pool. I’m desperate for a swim.’

‘No, no, we can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘That’s not the deal.’

‘It’s my house, Ben!’

‘Actually, it belongs to your mother now.’

‘Oh, so you think I should ask her, do you? Shall I just ring the care home and—’

‘You don’t have to be arsey about it.’

‘You’re the one being arsey.’

We glare at each other furiously. It’s rare for us to argue, but the situation is getting the better of us.

‘Okay. We’ll dump the waste and fill up with water,’ says Ben, breaking the stony silence. ‘But we shouldn’t use the bathrooms, or the pool.’

‘Relax! Nothing bad’s going to happen.’ I climb into the driver’s seat. ‘Are you coming or what?’

I unlock the kitchen door and walk into the cool space. The place looks immaculate, far cleaner than when we stay here. I open the fridge and survey its content – cold meats and cheeses, salad stuff, yoghurts, a pack of beers and some bottles of white wine. There’s nothing much in the cupboards, and the freezer is empty save for a multipack of kids’ lollies and a bag of ice cubes.

Ben comes in carrying the toilet tank. ‘Everything okay? They haven’t wrecked the place then?’

He takes the tank to empty into the downstairs loo. I fill two large water canisters from the tap, heaving them out of the sink and onto the draining board.

Ben comes back. ‘Great. I’ll just put the tank back, then I’ll come and fetch those.’

‘See? It was easy, wasn’t it?’

‘I guess.’

‘I’ll see you at the pool.’

‘Luna …’

‘Come on! They’ll be gone for ages. What have we got to lose?’

I grab my swimming things from the van and run down the steps, eager to get in the water as fast as I can. If it wasn’t for Gio, who must be around because his van is parked up, I’d be tempted to jump in naked. But I put my bikini on to be safe.

The water isn’t freezing, but it’s cold enough to make me gasp. I swim to the other end, then turn around and lean against the side, throwing my head back and letting my legs waft just beneath the surface. They feel disconnected from my body, as if they might float off by themselves at any moment.

The sky is a brilliant blue and there’s not a cloud to be seen. I’ve been looking forward to this moment for weeks. When those bloody Airbnb people turned up, I thought I’d missed my chance. It feels so good to finally be here. I can feel my muscles loosening, my head clearing. Thoughts of Dad rush into my brain, and suddenly I miss him like never before.

I wish he was here right now, sprawled on a sunbed, reading a book or listening to music on his headphones. He loved lying out in the sun, even though we all told him he would get skin cancer. Given what happened, it’s just as well he didn’t take any notice. None of us know what fate has in store for us. You have to live for the moment, do what you want. This is what I want.

Ben comes down the steps, wearing his swimming shorts, a rolled-up towel under his arm.

‘Hooray!’ I shout. ‘You’ve succumbed!’

‘Yes, couldn’t resist it.’ He drops his towel onto the nearest sunbed and jumps in with a noisy splash. ‘Oh, this is nice.’

He swims over and presses his body against mine, giving me a wet, chemical-tasting kiss.

‘See? I told you it would be okay. We’re not doing any harm.’ He puts his hand inside my bikini top and caresses my breast.

‘Careful. Gio’s around.’

‘It’s okay. Relax …’

After our swim, we lie on the loungers to dry off. I apply some sunscreen, close my eyes and let myself drift into a soft, dreamy sleep. I’ve got three restless nights in the camper van to make up for.

Time passes. I start to feel hungry.

‘We’d better leave,’ says Ben.

‘They won’t be back for ages yet.’

‘Even so.’

‘Okay.’ I heave myself off the sunbed. ‘I need a shower first.’

He frowns. ‘I thought we’d agreed—’

‘My hair is sticky. I need to wash it. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I don’t disturb anything.’

I pick up my clothes and go back into the house. I could use the downstairs bathroom, but it’s gloomy and a bit mouldy. The shower on the second floor is much nicer. I go upstairs, trying not to leave any telltale drips on the floor.

I put my head around the door of Mum and Dad’s bedroom. Jonathan and Zuri are sleeping here now. If we carry on with the Airbnb, there will be dozens more strangers using this bed. It’s a weird thought. I don’t like it.

My feet pad across the floorboards. I open the wardrobe and stare at the neat row of clothes, Jonathan’s on one side, Zuri’s on the other. She has some beautiful dresses. I run my fingers over the fabric. It feels expensive. These people have money. I wish I knew more about them.

I shut the wardrobe door and turn my attention to the dressing table. Zuri’s make-up and skincare products are neatly lined up – none of your cheap high-street brands here. I pick up a bottle of Baccarat Rouge and gently squirt some perfume onto my wrist. The smell is intoxicating. I’d better get out of here before Ben comes to find me.

Leaving everything just as I found it, I go into the bathroom and turn on the shower. It’s only when I step in that I realise I’ve forgotten my shampoo. There is a fancy-looking bottle in the plastic basket hanging over the screen. Must be Zuri’s, I think. She won’t miss a few drops, surely. I pour some onto my palm, then massage it into my hair, scrubbing vigorously with my fingers. It feels so good to be properly clean again.

There’s a loud knock on the door. ‘Hello? Who’s in there?’ It’s a female voice.

Shit. Surely they can’t be back yet. Why didn’t Ben warn me?

‘It’s Luna!’ I shout, turning off the shower. I’m going to have to style it out, behave as if I’ve done nothing wrong. ‘Won’t be a sec!’

I dry myself as quickly as I can, pick my soaking-wet bikini off the floor and wring it out over the shower tray. Then I open the door.

It’s Tamsin. ‘Hi!’ I say. ‘Gosh, that feels better.’

She looks me up and down. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

‘Having a shower.’ I tighten the towel wrapped around my body and smile cheekily.

‘You can’t just walk in and use the place, you know.’

‘Er … I think I can.’

‘We’ve paid top whack to rent this place out. We were told we would have exclusive use.’

‘And you have! But there’s no shower in the van, and we were both getting a bit stinky.’

‘That’s not my problem. My brother will be furious when he finds out. Is that Zuri’s shampoo I can smell? You’re even stealing her products!’

‘I forgot my own. It won’t happen again … Where are the others, anyway? I thought you’d all gone to Cecina for the day.’

‘I don’t like the seaside. Jonathan dropped me off in Lucca so I could do some sightseeing. I got a taxi back. Not that it’s any of your business,’ she adds.

‘Look, I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have done it. It’s all been such a mess. I know it’s not your fault, but this has been really difficult for me. My father only died six weeks ago. I was expecting to be spending the summer here, sorting out his stuff. I had no idea about the Airbnb.’

‘Like I said, not my problem.’

God, this woman gets up my nose. ‘Thanks for the compassion, much appreciated,’ I snip. ‘I’ve told you it won’t happen again, but if you’re really unhappy, I suggest you leave, and I’ll give you your money back.’

‘Oh no. We’re not leaving,’ she says. ‘Not until we’re ready.’ The menace in her voice cuts me like a knife.




Chapter Ten: Now

JONATHAN

‘You’re not going to believe what happened to me!’ declares Tamsin, marching down the steps to greet them. Jonathan looks up at her wearily. They’ve only just arrived back after a stressful day at the beach and a horrendous drive, and he’s not in the mood for one of his sister’s outrages. But Tamsin never picks up on the vibe. There is only ever one drama, and she is always at the centre of it.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘Won’t be a minute …’

She stands there watching as he and Zuri remove the beach bags and the limp inflatables, bottles of water and the remains of their picnic, ferrying everything into the kitchen before tackling Orlando and Aurora. The kids fell asleep about five minutes after leaving Cecina, exhausted by the sun and playing on the sand. They are too heavy to carry up those awkward stone steps. They will have to be woken up, and it’s one hundred per cent certain that they will be fractious and vile.

‘Lucca was packed,’ Tamsin continues. ‘And so hot. After about half an hour trudging behind parties of tourists, I called it a day and got a taxi back.’

‘That’s a shame,’ he murmurs.

Zuri isn’t even pretending to listen. She opens the back passenger door and leans in. ‘Orlando … Aurora … Wake up, darlings, we’re home.’ He hears groans of protest.

‘The camper van was parked up here,’ resumes Tamsin, oblivious. ‘At first I thought they’d come to do the cleaning. I went inside to say hello, and guess what? Luna was having a shower. In our bathroom!’ She waits for a response, but there isn’t one. ‘She stole your shampoo, Zuri!’ A very drowsy Aurora emerges from the car, staggering across the courtyard like a newborn foal. ‘Can you believe it? She wasn’t at all sorry. She said if we didn’t like it, we could pack our bags and get out.’

Jonathan frowns. ‘Really? She actually said that?’

‘Yes – more or less. She was so rude. I nearly told her to eff off, but I managed to keep my temper. Just.’

‘Jonathan? Can you help?’ Zuri says irritably. ‘Orlando’s refusing to budge.’

‘Yeah, sure. Hang on a sec, Tam.’ He runs to the car, climbing onto the back seat. Orlando growls at him. ‘Come on, matey, let’s get inside. I expect you’re hungry.’

‘No, I’m not. Leave me alone.’

‘You can’t sleep here all night.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because the mosquitoes will eat you.’

This seems to do the trick. Orlando shuffles himself out of the car and into the house, while Jonathan locks up.

‘She had a wet bikini with her,’ Tamsin continues. ‘I think she’d been in the pool. It’s not on. We should complain to the Airbnb host. Ask for some money off the rental.’

‘We don’t need to go that far.’

‘But we’re supposed to have exclusive use!’

‘I know … but there was that mix-up over her father’s death – not our fault, I know, but she could have refused to let us stay and she didn’t. This is a fantastic house. Everyone loves it.’ He smiles at her appealingly. ‘The holiday’s working, Tam, let’s not spoil it.’

‘But it’s not right!’

‘No, it’s not. If you like, I’ll have a quiet word with Luna. I’ll say you’re upset and would like an apology.’

‘Huh! Don’t bother.’

‘Okay then, let’s move on and try to forget about it. She was probably embarrassed about being caught. I’m sure it won’t happen again.’

‘It will if we don’t put our foot down.’ She pushes her lips into a sulky pout. ‘It’s not fair. I’ve had a horrible day. I was waiting and waiting for you to come home.’

‘You were the one who decided not to come with us.’

‘You were gone ages. Why were you so late?’

‘Because we were having fun.’ He pauses at the open door. ‘Come inside. Zuri’s going to cook some pasta. I’ll open a bottle of wine. Everything’s going to be fine.’

Jonathan makes sure Tamsin stays off the subject of Luna for the rest of the evening. He made light of it earlier, but actually he’s quite concerned. The camper van has been sitting in the lay-by at the end of the track for five days now. Watching them. There’s no other way to get out of the village, so Luna and Ben know all their movements. Of course that’s why she flagged them down this morning, to find out how long the mice had to play. She shouldn’t have used the bathroom or swum in the pool, and he doesn’t like the idea of her snooping around the house. Hopefully she didn’t rummage through their personal belongings. He reminds himself to check that their passports are still there.

It’s Saturday morning. Zuri is doing yoga and Jonathan’s playing lifeguard at the pool with the kids. Tamsin has gone for ‘a nose around the village’. She’s still going on about having stayed here before and wants to find some locals who remember them. Good luck with that, he thinks. Tamsin doesn’t speak a word of Italian. Anyway, he’s not sure he wants to revive memories of his mother being rushed off to hospital in an ambulance.

And it’s probably not even the same village.

He lies back on the sunbed. After the exhaustion of yesterday, he has no appetite for any more day trips. The kids are fine with just the pool – all they really want to do is splash around and squabble over toys. Ideally they’d also like some tacky souvenir shops, an exorbitantly priced ice-cream bar and some fast-food outlets, but the village is blissfully devoid of such evil distractions. He loves the lack of amenities, but Zuri lusts after farmers’ markets and artisan bakeries, where the traders insist you taste the food before buying and put your purchases in specially printed paper bags. He thought Tuscany would be bursting with such places, but so far they’ve done all their shopping in supermarkets. Either they’ve come to the wrong part of the region, or the locals like to keep the best places hidden from tourists.

Having said that, Gio is taking Tamsin to a wine-tasting festival tonight in a medieval hilltop village about twenty kilometres away. Sounds like exactly the sort of thing he and Zuri would have loved to do before having kids. He feels a pinprick of jealousy. Gio is taking his van, which Jonathan thinks is a bit risky. What’s the point of going to a wine-tasting festival if you don’t taste the wine? Is he going to spit it out? It seems unlikely. Tamsin certainly won’t. She’ll guzzle it down until she’s so pissed she can’t stand up straight. But at least she won’t be driving back.

Presumably Gio is used to navigating these treacherous roads in the dark, and in various weathers, but even so … What are the drink-driving laws in Italy? Jonathan wonders. Perhaps he should have a word with Gio before they go out. No, that would be stupid. Tamsin would go crazy. Best leave it. They’re grown up. It’s up to them what they do.

Even so, he can’t stop worrying about it on and off all day. He seems to worry about everything lately.

‘Don’t cook for me,’ says Tamsin, breezing into the kitchen at supper time. She is wearing full make-up and has spent a long time tonging her hair into soft, bouncy curls. The white skirt she’s wearing is ridiculously short, the hem of it fringed so that it looks as if she’s simply wrapped a scarf around her hips. She has a skimpy top on, and no bra underneath. The shape of her nipples is very obvious and makes Jonathan feel uncomfortable.

‘You’ve got to eat. It’s a wine festival, right?’ he says. ‘You need to line your stomach.’

‘Gio says there’ll be tons of food stalls.’

‘Now you tell me,’ mutters Zuri, who has just emptied a ton of farfalle into a pan of boiling water.

‘I wasn’t to know, was I?’ Tam rolls her eyes like a teenager. ‘It’s only pasta, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Please don’t keep swearing. There are children in the house.’

‘I know, but they’re not right here. They’re upstairs in your room, bouncing on the bed. Just like we used to, eh, Jonny?’ she grins.

Zuri doesn’t realise how specific she’s being. ‘Jonathan? Can you go and stop them?’ she says wearily. ‘That bed is ancient – it won’t take it.’

‘Okay.’ He drags himself to his feet. Why is it his turn? He’s been on parent duty all day and he’s had enough.

A car horn beeps outside. ‘That’ll be Gio,’ says Tamsin. ‘Have fun. See ya later. Don’t wait up.’

‘We won’t,’ Jonathan assures her as she flies out of the kitchen door.

After dinner, they put the kids to bed, then go into the garden with a bottle of Chianti, dragging the metal chairs across the lawn to find the best place to watch the sunset. The air is sweet, the sound of the cicadas so loud it’s almost deafening. The Apennine mountains to the west are backlit with an orange glow, while the plain below has turned smudgy and mysterious. He can no longer distinguish between the olive groves and the dotted vineyards, or point out famous church bell towers, or frown at the swathes of plastic greenhouses.

They drink and chat, avoiding various difficult subjects. Jonathan wonders whether the fragments of memory that have been swirling around his brain all day are real or whether he’s made them up. He finds it very unsettling, like he doesn’t trust his own mind.

‘I’m going to have to go in, I’m being bitten to death,’ complains Zuri.

‘Me too.’ He points the empty bottle at the grass and shakes out the last drops of wine, then they go back inside. It’s not late, but they both seem ready for bed.

Zuri goes to sleep quickly, but he lies in the darkness yawning yet unable to drop off, fretting like the parent of a teenage girl. It’s after midnight, Tamsin should be back by now. He plays games on his phone to keep himself awake, does a few Italian lessons on Duolingo with the volume down, even checks his work emails … He casts his mind back as far as it will go to those Tuscan holidays, trying to summon up evidence that will either corroborate or refute his sister’s claims. But the memories are too vague, too slippery. It’s like trying to catch a single hair floating in water.

At about 2 a.m., he hears a vehicle pull up outside. Thank God. He sits up in bed, ears pricked, ready to identify and catalogue the sounds. Two doors sliding open. Drunken giggles (Tamsin) and low-voiced murmurs (Gio). Doors closing with a dull thud. Footsteps up the path. More giggles. Some conversation he doesn’t hear properly. They seem to be heading up the stone steps to the main entrance. He left the key for her under the top flowerpot, as instructed.

Tam and Gio are in the sitting room now, which is directly beneath them. Why has she invited him inside? It’s very late. Surely their date is over. He listens, trying to picture their actions from the dialogue and sound effects rising through the floorboards. Music starts to play, a track he doesn’t recognise. Is that necessary? Does she want to wake the rest of the house?

After a few minutes, the music is turned off. He breathes a sigh of relief, then waits for sounds of Gio’s departure. Instead, he hears two sets of shoes on the metal steps of the spiral staircase. Two. She’s bringing the guy up to her room. This is unbelievable. If she wakes the kids with her orgasmic shrieking, Zuri will hit the roof.

Pulling a T-shirt over his boxers, Jonathan leaves their bedroom and feels his way along the dark corridor to her room. He knocks urgently.

‘Tamsin! Tamsin!’ She doesn’t answer. He puts his ear to the door, listening to the thumps and groans, his sister cackling with laughter. ‘Tam! I need to speak to you! Don’t make me come in!’

Suddenly the door opens. She stands there defiantly, her naked body wrapped in a fluffy white guest towel. ‘What?’

‘You can’t do this.’

‘Do what?’

‘This!’

She looks at him in mock astonishment. ‘You mean I can’t have sex with someone?’

‘No! I mean, yes, if you have to. But not here, in this house. Orlando and Aurora are in the next room. If you wake them up—’

‘We won’t. We’ll be quiet.’ She glances back over her shoulder. ‘Ish.’

‘Can’t you go to his place?’

‘No. He lives with mummy and daddy.’

‘Then do it in his van, or in the garden.’

‘We’re not animals.’

‘Just get him out of here. Now. I mean it, Tam. Before Zuri finds out.’

‘Like I give a shit.’

‘You’re such a bitch,’ he says as she shuts the door in his face.




Chapter Eleven: Then

TONY

He hurried down the steps to meet her.

‘Hi, you must be Chiara!’

‘Buonasera!’

She shut the car door with a broad smile. He walked towards her and bravely went in for the air-kiss.

‘Piacere de conoscerla.’ Pleased to meet you. He’d been practising his greeting for hours.

‘Piacere,’ she replied.

‘Benvenuta a casa mia.’

‘Ah! Parli italiano!’

‘No. Solo un po’.’ He put his thumb and forefinger together to indicate just how small his knowledge of the language was. And he wasn’t being modest either. ‘Do you mind if we talk in English?’

She smiled again. ‘For me, it’s good. I need to practise.’

‘Phew! That’s a relief. Thanks.’

‘What a beautiful place.’ Her hand swept across the courtyard. ‘The views are incredible. And you are so private. I love it.’

He flushed. ‘You think guests will want to come?’

‘Sì. Of course. Why not?’

She really was gorgeous, even more attractive than in her profile photo. Her mid-length hair, which was jet black and naturally curly, had been scooped off her face, revealing a straight nose, full lips and a pair of deeply set brown eyes. She was wearing quite a lot of make-up and clearly liked her bling. There was a gold chain around her neck and gold hoops in her ears. Her clothes were a little flashy too – a white top with sparkly trimmings, cut-off white trousers, and gold sandals with a heel. Her style was as different from Linette’s as could possibly be. Linette had never completely thrown off the hippy look from her youth – she rarely wore make-up and preferred loose-fitting, comfortable clothes. He’d never seen her dress sexily, not once. Which was a shame, he thought, as she’d always had a good figure.

‘So, Antonio. Please, can you show me the house?’

He hastily took his eyes off her. ‘Yes, of course. This way.’ She followed him up the steps. ‘This is the main entrance. Most of the time we go in and out through the kitchen downstairs. It’s easier. But it’s nice to sit up here too. We’re west-facing, so we get amazing sunsets.’

She turned to look at the dusky purple mountains before they went inside. ‘The photos will be beautiful.’

They stepped into the sitting room. He saw her carefully painted eyebrows arch with surprise. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘This is … not what I expected. Very unusual. Very … creative.’

‘Very cluttered, you mean.’ She didn’t seem to know the word. ‘Too much stuff.’

‘Yes. Maybe.’

‘I don’t want to get rid of anything. It’s my home. These things have been accumulated over many years.’

‘I understand. Some guests love to see the character of the owner. Others prefer something more … neutral.’

‘You mean anonymous, like a hotel.’ He’d stayed in hundreds of places like that while on tour; global chains whose decor was identical regardless of the location. It could be very disorientating. Sometimes he’d woken up and not had a clue where he was.

‘I thought Airbnb was the opposite,’ he said. ‘Didn’t it start out with people staying with families, getting to know the culture?’

‘Yes, and some people still want that. But most like to have the accommodation by themselves. And they prefer the decoration to be modern and elegante.’

And clean, he added silently. ‘Well, I don’t mind tidying up a bit, but I’m not going to empty the place and whitewash the walls.’

‘There’s no need for that. Just a few changes. New cushions, a different rug …’ She chewed her ruby-red lips. ‘Don’t worry, I will make it perfetto.’

‘I’m in your hands,’ he said, instantly regretting his choice of metaphor. ‘Ahem! I’m sorry, I should have offered you a drink. What can I get you – G and T? Wine? Something soft?’

‘I don’t mind, you choose.’

‘Okay.’ He made to go down the spiral staircase. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Not yet.’

‘It’s pasta. I hope that’s okay. It’s the only thing I can cook.’

‘Pasta is fine,’ she said. ‘I’d like to see the rest of the house first. And the pool. You know, before it gets dark.’

‘Good idea. Makes sense. Do you want to see the kitchen?’

She followed him down, her heels clipping on the iron steps. He poured them two large glasses of Chianti. She accepted hers readily and didn’t remind him that she was driving. He wondered whether that was significant. It was such a long time since he’d had an ‘encounter’, he no longer knew how to read the signs. Her manner was very open. She was smiling a lot and kept looking at him, dare he even say undressing him with her eyes? He guessed she was about twenty years younger than him. Was that too big an age gap? Although he’d always been considered a good-looking man, his hair had gone grey and there were bags under his eyes. Some women liked older guys, especially if they had money, or gave the impression that they did.

Oh well, only time would tell. As Chiara made appreciative comments about the traditional kitchen – ‘So cool. Lots of space’ – he reminded himself that his priority was renting the house out, not getting his leg over. Although he wouldn’t say no to both, were he offered the chance.

He led her down the corridor to the music room. It was intoxicating, standing so close to her. He could smell her heady perfume, feel her hot breath on his face. He wanted to touch her, but it was too soon. They needed more alcohol inside them for a start. And he needed to be sure she wanted it. He was not a predator.

She peered into his den, frowning briefly at the overstuffed bookcase and the pile of papers on his desk, the piano covered with music. ‘Keep this room locked. Nobody needs to go in there.’

They went back upstairs, carrying their drinks. He showed her the bedrooms next. She thought the bunk beds were charming, ideal for children. And she judged the spare room to be a good size, asking him whether he would consider replacing the double bed with twins. ‘Flexible sleeping arrangements are popular,’ she said. ‘A sofa bed in the sitting room would also be a good idea.’

‘Maybe … I’ll think about it,’ he replied, not wanting to spend the money.

Finally they reached the master bedroom. Her eyes flicked over the floral duvet cover, the bottles of perfume and cleanser on the dressing table, Linette’s dressing gown hanging on a peg behind the door. ‘You’re married,’ she said, a statement more than a question.

‘Well, yes …’ He paused, not wanting to explain that his wife was in a care home, suffering from dementia. It would make him sound heartless and be such a turn-off. He sent up a short prayer for forgiveness from a God he no longer believed in, and said, ‘I’m sorry to say she, um … passed away.’

‘Oh no!’ Chiara clasped her hand to her chest. ‘Che tristezza! I’m so sorry, Antonio. When did this happen?’

‘A few months ago. I, um … haven’t had a chance to sort out her things yet.’

‘No, of course not. Oh, now I understand. This is your special place, your home in the sun. Now she is gone, and you don’t want to live here on your own any more.’

‘Yes,’ he replied, although Chiara was wrong. He very much wanted to live here on his own, full-time, until the day he died. It was only his duty to Linette that was stopping him.

‘Why don’t you sell?’

‘Oh, I could never give up Casa Ouida,’ he said. ‘I love it too much. There are so many memories here. My daughters love it too.’ He stopped short of telling her about his grandchildren. It was so ageing. ‘Are you, er … married?’

‘Divorced. I have just one son.’

He tried not to look too pleased at this news.

‘Hm …’ Chiara sat down on the bed. ‘So why do you want to Airbnb?’

‘Well, I could do with the extra income, to be honest. And I’m not here very often. Always so busy with work.’ I wish, he thought. He hadn’t had a proper commission in years.

‘What is your job?’

‘I’m a musician. A composer.’

‘Ah. So the piano …’

‘Is for my work, not just for pleasure.’

‘I love music,’ she said. ‘Please, will you play for me?’

‘I’d love to. Maybe after dinner?’

‘Of course.’

‘You haven’t seen the garden yet. Or the swimming pool.’ He nodded at her empty glass. ‘And we need another drink.’

The next morning, he woke early, as he always did. It took him a couple of seconds to register that she was there, lying naked next to him, her abundant curly hair spread across the pillow, lips slightly parted as she breathed in and out. She smelled of perfume and wine and sleep. Not a dream then. It had actually happened.

He lay on his back, stroking himself gently as he remembered the various steps in the dance that had led them to bed. The evening stroll before dinner to admire the olive grove and the swimming pool, the gentle teasing about his cooking, their eyes meeting across the table as he opened the second bottle of Chianti. Then the private recital – playing some of his best compositions while she leaned on the piano, tipping her head from side to side in time with the music, applauding every piece and shouting ‘Bravo!’

After the mini concert, he suggested they go back upstairs to the sitting room – a useful stop on the way to the bedroom. The sun had long since set, so there was no view to gaze at. He closed the shutters and turned on the lamps. Poured them each a glass of grappa. She sat next to him on the sofa, their skin touching. He extended his arm and put it around her shoulders, like they were teenagers in a cinema. She turned to face him, lifting her chin so he could kiss her. That first kiss sent an electric charge through his body. He had to hold himself back from swallowing her whole like a python.

They had ‘fooled around’ on the sofa for a while. She removed her top and bra and sat astride him. Her breasts were large and soft, the nipples dark. When she undid his belt, he thought he was going to explode. He was desperate for her to touch him, and yet he knew that if she did, he wouldn’t last long enough to satisfy her.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ he murmured, taking her hand.

In the bedroom, they stripped each other naked, then fell onto the bed, devouring each other. She took him in her mouth and …

He called a halt to the remembering. This wouldn’t do; he was getting overexcited, and she was still asleep.

Sliding off the bed, he put his trousers on and padded down to the kitchen to make some coffee. His body was tingling with well-being, and he felt years younger. My God, he’d needed that – not just the sex, although that had been remarkably good, but also the intimate contact, the feel of skin on skin, the peace of lying in her arms afterwards, bathing in the afterglow. Maybe this was the start of a new relationship, maybe it was a one-night stand. He didn’t know, and right now he didn’t care. He felt happy. It was as simple as that.

He filled the moka pot and put it on the stove to heat up. He would not feel guilty for betraying Linette, he would not. She had effectively left him long ago, physically and mentally. He didn’t recognise the woman at Hazeldene Court any more than she recognised him. It was too late to feel guilty now, anyway, not after the other betrayals, which to be honest were far worse than this one night of passion.

‘Buongiorno,’ he said softly as he entered the bedroom carrying a tray. He put it on the dressing table, then opened the shutters. Lavender-tinted light flooded in.

Chiara opened her eyes and let out a languorous sigh. ‘Buongiorno, Antonio. Come va?’

‘Bene. Molto bene, in fact. How are you?’

‘Very good.’

‘I’ve made coffee.’

‘Perfetto.’

She sat up and he passed her a tiny cup. He took off his trousers and got back into bed.

‘Last night was wonderful,’ he said, thinking about a repeat performance.

‘Yes, it was.’

‘I’m so glad you stayed.’

‘I had to. You gave me too much wine.’

‘You drank it!’ There was a beat of silence.

‘What’s the time, do you know?’

‘About a quarter past eight.’

‘Cosa! I have to go. Sorry.’ She leaped out of bed and started rummaging around for her clothes.

‘Why? It’s Sunday. Surely you’re not working.’

‘I have to get back before Sebastiano wakes up.’

He started. ‘Sebastiano?’

‘Yes. My son. He lives with me and doesn’t like it if I stay out all night. Usually I’m back before he wakes up.’

‘Oh. Right. How old is he?’

‘Twenty-four.’ He can’t hide his reaction. ‘Yes, it’s not normal. But he has a lot of mental health problems, you know? He doesn’t like me to have relationships. He worries that I will get hurt again.’

‘You mean he’s jealous.’

‘Maybe … It’s complicated. Sorry, I don’t want to talk about it.’

She seemed genuinely in a rush, nervous about not getting home in time. He didn’t much like the sound of this Sebastiano, but he supposed they could work around him.

‘Chiara …’ he began. ‘Last night—’

‘Sorry. I have to hurry,’ she said, running down the stairs. ‘No time to talk.’

He followed her into the sitting room. ‘Not even time for a kiss?’

She pecked him on the cheek. ‘You want to go ahead?’

‘Um … sorry? Ahead with what?’

‘Airbnb. You want me to be your co-host?’

He laughed. ‘Of course. And more. I’d love to see you again. If that’s all right with you?’

‘Certamente! Call me later, okay?’ She flung open the door. ‘Ciao!’

‘Ciao!’ He stood on the balcony and watched her skip down the outside steps then get into her car and speed away. The sweet morning air filled his lungs and his heart sang. He’d never felt more alive.




Chapter Twelve: Now

LUNA

Getting caught using the shower wasn’t my finest moment, I accept that. Ben told me not to do it, but I wouldn’t listen. It was bad luck, that’s all. If Tamsin hadn’t come back so early, nobody would have known. She was so rude too, behaving as if she was the owner and I was the intruder. It’s my house, my shower, yet I was the one who had to grovel and apologise. It’s not fair. I hate it. I want our house back.

‘We need to leave,’ says Ben on Sunday morning. ‘Before something else goes wrong.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m going to book us into a campsite for tonight.’

‘No, not so soon.’

‘We’ve been here nearly a week, Luna. I’m going stir-crazy.’

‘We can go tomorrow. I just need a bit more time.’

‘To do what? Piss off our guests even more?’

‘No … I haven’t seen Tommaso and Elena yet. I need to tell them we’ll be putting the house on the market.’

‘You’re just stalling for time.’

‘No I’m not. Gio asked me to talk to them.’

There’s a pause. ‘Okay,’ he concedes. ‘We’ll go tomorrow.’

‘Can we make it Tuesday?’

Our negotiations are interrupted by the sound of my phone ringing.

‘It’s Bella,’ I say.

Ben grimaces. ‘I’m going for a walk.’

I swipe into the call. ‘Hi. How’s it going?’

‘Where are you?’ she demands.

‘Having breakfast outside the camper van.’

‘Yes, but where’s the camper van?’

‘Um … same place.’

‘I thought you and Ben were going touring.’

‘We are. Tuesday.’

‘Huh. All right for some,’ she snips. ‘I wish I could swan about in the sunshine doing nothing.’ I don’t respond to the jibe. ‘I suppose it’s just as well you’re still lurking around. I need you to get a document for me. It should be in Dad’s filing cabinet.’

‘Oka-ay.’ That means another trip to the house. Our guests are so going to love that. ‘What document?’

‘The deed of sale for Casa Ouida. Look for the words atto di compravendita, or rogito. It’ll be in Italian, obviously, but there should be a translation.’

‘Fine. Why do you need it?’

She pauses. For a few seconds all I can hear is the screeching soundscape of children’s TV. ‘I had a meeting with the probate solicitors on Friday,’ she continues. ‘I’m afraid Dad’s affairs are in a total mess. We’ve been looking high and low for his will. I’ve been through the house, and the solicitors have searched the registry, but it doesn’t seem to exist.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. He hated bureaucracy. And he would have thought he was too young to think about dying.’

‘You’re right. He never accepted that he was getting older.’

‘Does it make much difference?’ I say. ‘I mean, everything goes to Mum, doesn’t it?’

‘No, that’s the problem. As they weren’t actually married, she’s not legally his next of kin.’

‘I used to find it rather sweet when they said they didn’t need a bit of paper to prove they loved each other.’

‘Huh. Well, Mum could use that piece of paper now. They transferred Canterbury Road and all their savings into his sole name a few years ago, when Mum was still capable of making legal decisions. To make it easier in the long run, I suppose. They never imagined that he might die first. Now she’s got nothing.’

‘Oh no, that’s awful … What about Casa Ouida?’

‘I’ve no idea. That’s why we need the deed of sale, to see who owns it.’

‘I’ll pop over this afternoon.’

‘As soon as you can, please.’

‘Actually, I was going to call you today—’

‘I don’t have time to chat, Luna, we’re off to the in-laws for Sunday lunch, which to be honest I could do without. It’s a long way to go and the kids never eat the food – it’s so embarrassing, like it’s my fault they don’t like her cooking. I’d rather stay at home and give them chicken nuggets. I’ve so much to—’

‘Please, Bella. This is important. It’s to do with Dad’s death.’

Her breath catches. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I bumped into the Norwegian guy, Joakim Nilsen – remember him?’

‘Of course. Arrogant tosser.’

‘Well … he told me he saw a white Skoda driving away from the village on the morning Dad died.’

There’s a beat. ‘So?’

‘It was going dangerously fast, like the driver wanted to get away from the scene as quickly as possible.’

‘What scene? What are you talking about?’

‘Joakim thought it was suspicious. He reported it to the police, but he didn’t catch the number so they couldn’t follow it up, and there’s no CCTV for miles. Did the investigators mention it to you?’

‘No. It’s the first I’ve heard of it.’

‘Oh … that’s odd.’

‘Not really. They probably decided it was irrelevant. Joakim Nilsen is a troublemaker – he’s well known for it.’

‘Yeah, but …’ I’m still reluctant to let it go. ‘What time did you arrive that day?’

‘Just before two. You already know that.’

‘If the driver of the Skoda was involved, that was a long time for Dad to be lying dead on the ground.’

‘What do you mean, “involved”? It was an accident.’

‘I know, but it’s strange, don’t you think? Nobody drives through the village – it’s a dead end.’

She launches into another tirade. ‘Don’t do this to me right now, Luna. It’s not fair. I can’t deal with it on top of everything else. You weren’t there, you didn’t see what I saw, you don’t wake up in the middle of the night sweating—’

‘I’m sorry, I just thought—’

‘No, you didn’t “just think”, in fact you never think, you just crash right in.’ She lowers her voice to a whisper. ‘I’m sorry. The business is going under and Karl’s in denial – between you and me, he’s being utterly useless. The kids are on holiday for six bloody weeks, I’m the only one available to visit Mum, and I’ve got to sort out Dad’s estate …’

‘I’ve offered to help.’

‘… so please forget about the stupid Skoda and find me the house deeds, okay?’

She ends the call, leaving me feeling simultaneously sympathetic and annoyed with her. It’s always the same with Bella. She takes far too much onto her shoulders, then complains that nobody helps her. You can’t win.

Things have been tough for me too, but she never considers that. Teaching in a large comprehensive school is stressful and exhausting. I visit Mum as often as I can, but it’s hard when we live two hundred miles away. Dad’s death left me reeling – it was so shocking and unexpected. I didn’t come here to ‘swan about in the sunshine’, but to try to come to terms with the loss. Not that there’s any chance of that with a bunch of strangers living in my house.

Hot with indignation, I grab my house keys and set off along the dirt track. It would be good to get this over and done with before Ben comes back from his walk. He’ll only object, and I can’t bear the thought of another argument.

The hire car is parked up next to Dad’s old Fiat. Gio’s van is there too, which is surprising as he doesn’t normally work on Sundays, and there’s not much to do in the olive grove at this time of year either. It’s the waiting game. The hard work has been done, and all that’s left is for the olives to ripen.

As I approach the house, I hear the sound of raised voices coming from inside. Female voices. Zuri and Tamsin are arguing with each other. I can’t make out exactly what they’re saying, but Gio’s name is shouted a few times. Surely they’re not rowing about the parking.

I stay rooted to the spot, not knowing whether to carry on or retreat. I don’t want to be accused of eavesdropping, but Bella will only have a go at me if I don’t at least look for this document. Maybe I should come back later …

Before I have time to decide, Tamsin storms out of the house, thumping down the stone steps in a furious temper. She halts when she sees me and our eyes lock.

‘What are you doing here?’ she snarls. ‘Just snooping, or have you come for another shower?’

I’m not going to rise to that. ‘Is everything okay?’ I reply coolly.

‘Oh yes, we’re all having a wonderful time.’ She marches past me, taking the side path towards the olive grove.

I knock loudly on the kitchen door. Nobody comes, so I open it and enter, as is the custom round here. ‘Hello!’ I call. ‘Anyone there?’

Jonathan runs down the spiral steps. ‘Luna!’ He smiles at me, but I can tell he’s uncomfortable. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Hi … Sorry if I’m interrupting. It’s just that I need to get into the music room.’

‘Oh. Can’t it wait?’

‘Not really. I need to find some important documents to do with my father’s estate. It’s urgent. My sister’s insisting.’

‘Okay, I’ll um … tell Zuri.’

‘Thanks so much. I won’t be long.’

‘No worries. We’re hanging out here today.’

‘I’m sorry about Friday, by the way. I shouldn’t have used the bathroom. I was just a bit desperate for a shower. I did apologise to Tamsin, I hope she passed it on. Anyway, it won’t happen again.’ I jangle the bunch of keys. ‘We’re moving to a campsite. I just need to find this document, then I’ll be out of your hair.’

Jonathan goes back upstairs. I walk down the corridor and unlock the music room door. Inside, it’s the usual mess – nothing has changed since I was last here a week ago. Why would it have? Nobody’s been in here. The air smells stale. There are dead flies on the terracotta floor. I open the shutters and let the light in, although it doesn’t make much difference. This room has always been gloomy, tucked against the side of the hill.

I drop into Dad’s chair – the leather seat feels warm, as if he’s just vacated it. Memories flood in. I can see him working on a new score, pencil in hand, or puzzling over his paperwork, cursing at bills for roof repairs and pool cleaning, a mug of strong coffee in hand, or more often a glass of Chianti. A wave of grief suddenly washes over me, and for a few seconds I can’t breathe.

I gather the papers on top of the desk into a pile and set them to one side. The drawers are stuffed with odd, random items – pencil shavings, boxes of staples, a magnifying glass, dried-up felt pens, half-used notebooks, publicity leaflets for music concerts and local festivals.

I go to the old metal filing cabinet. There are some suspension folders here, but nothing is labelled. I rifle through the files – a mishmash of handwritten notes, lyrics for abandoned songs, invoices from the local garage, endless small receipts, letters from the Comune, and finally a large brown envelope with the words Casa Ouida scrawled on the front in Dad’s handwriting.

I quickly empty it onto the desk. There are a lot of documents here, all in Italian. Several are stamped, giving them an official look. I think this must be what Bella wants. I stuff everything back into the envelope, close the shutters and leave the room, locking the door behind me.

Zuri is in the kitchen, chopping tomatoes. ‘Hi,’ she says, looking up. Her eyes are red, as if from crying. ‘Found what you were looking for?’

‘Yes, I think so. Sorry for disturbing you.’

‘That’s okay. I’m sorry about your father. I should have been more sympathetic the other day, but I was so stressed out with the kids …’

‘Honestly, it’s fine. I would have been the same.’

She smiles. ‘Would you like some home-made lemonade?’

‘Yes, I’d love some. Are you sure you don’t mind?’

‘They’re your lemons. And I found the recipe in one of your cookery books.’

‘My mother’s the cook, not me.’ Was the cook, I correct silently. She loved buying ingredients from the market, following the traditional Italian recipes to the letter. She produced some delicious meals, but they never tasted completely authentic. There was always some magic element missing.

Zuri puts down the knife and goes to the fridge. ‘Tell me what you think.’ She pours a glass from the jug and hands it to me. ‘Tamsin says it’s too sharp, but I think it’s just right.’

I take a sip, wincing slightly. ‘Well it certainly is sharp, but it’s very refreshing. Tastes just like Mum’s.’

‘That’s all I needed to know.’ I feel us warming to each other, drawn together by our dislike of Tamsin perhaps. Or am I reading too much into it?

‘Is, er … everything okay?’ I ask tentatively.

‘Yes, fine.’ It clearly isn’t.

‘Only I heard arguing earlier.’

Zuri tenses. ‘Really? I’m sorry you had to hear that. It was a private matter between me and Tam.’

‘I don’t mean to intrude, only I heard Gio’s name being mentioned. Just in case you’re wondering, he isn’t an employee – he’s a neighbour and family friend. The olive grove belongs to the house, but Gio manages it. He’s used to coming and going as he pleases.’

‘Hm …’

‘If that makes you feel uncomfortable in any way, let me know and I’ll have a word with him.’

‘No, please don’t. It’s …’ She breaks off. ‘It’s nothing. Nothing you can help with, anyway. But thanks.’

‘Right. I must go.’ I put down the glass. ‘Thanks for the lemonade. See you.’

I go back outside, my eyes smarting at the sudden bright sunshine. What an odd encounter that was. Zuri was really going out of her way to be friendly. There’s definitely something going on between her and Tamsin. I didn’t mishear. The argument was about Gio. I need to talk to him about it.

As I walk down the path, I realise I haven’t set foot in the uliveto since I arrived. When we were children, it was our playground. We used to play games among the trees and muck about with the ground nets – much to the adults’ annoyance. Now the grove is very much Gio’s territory.

I weave my way through the rows of gnarled, ancient trees, their silvery green leaves shimmering in the sunlight. I’m just about to call out Gio’s name when I see him ahead of me, partially obscured by branches. He’s with Tamsin. She’s leaning against a trunk with her dress hitched up to her waist. Gio is pressed against her body, locking her in a steamy embrace.

So that’s what the row was about, I think, quietly tiptoeing away.




Chapter Thirteen: Now

JONATHAN

It’s lunchtime. Jonathan pulls a very reluctant Orlando and Aurora out of the swimming pool and shepherds them back to the house, where Zuri is waiting for them. She has laid out a feast on the long table under the pergola – mozzarella and tomato salad, white Tuscan beans in olive oil, thin slices of prosciutto and pungent porchetta sausage, locally made pecorino cheese, crusty bread … There is home-made lemonade to drink, and white peaches for dessert.

‘My God, you’ve been busy,’ he says as they sit down.

She shrugs. ‘Not really … Do you know where Tamsin is?’

‘No. Haven’t seen her since this morning. Shall I text her to say lunch is ready?’

Zuri shakes her head. ‘Don’t bother. I don’t care whether she comes or not.’

Jonathan doesn’t argue. He helps himself to food, while Zuri puts a hunk of bread and some prosciutto on the children’s plates. He adds some tomato and chunks of cucumber in the vain hope of getting some vitamins into them. How come his children are such fussy eaters? he thinks. At Orlando’s age, he scoffed everything in sight.

‘I’m sorry about all this,’ he says.

‘It’s not your fault. She’s uncontrollable.’

‘Who’s uncontrollable?’ asks Orlando.

‘Nothing,’ Jonathan replies quickly. ‘Eat your ham. It’s delicious.’

He hates it when Zuri and Tamsin fall out. Not only does it create a horrible atmosphere, it tears him in two. Both of them expect him to be on their side, which is impossible. Tam is always the one in the wrong. He still feels responsible for his twin sister’s bad behaviour, even though he’s powerless to do anything about it.

Despite Jonathan’s entreaties, Gio stayed the night. Zuri was up early to see to the kids and bumped into him on his way to the bathroom. Embarrassed, the poor guy got dressed in seconds and beat a hasty retreat. But Zuri went ballistic. She marched into Tamsin’s room and told her she was a whore, which was a bit over the top in his opinion. His sister always uses attack as her best form of defence, and within seconds the women were screaming at each other. Jonathan tried to calm them both down – ‘for the sake of the kids’ – but they ignored him. Quite frankly, he was relieved when Tamsin stormed out of the house.

‘Planet Earth to Jonathan,’ says Zuri, cutting into his thoughts.

‘Sorry. Did you say something?’

‘Just need some backup.’ She throws a glance towards the children. ‘All they’ve eaten is bread. Now they want ice cream. I’ve said only on condition that they have a peach.’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Mummy’s right. Eat some fruit first.’

But the kids are tough negotiators. Soon it’s half a peach, then two pieces, then one mouthful, which is spat out and left on the side of the plate.

‘Ugh! It’s yucky,’ declares Orlando. ‘But I tried it, so can we have ice cream now?’

Jonathan knows they should stay firm, but then there’ll be a tantrum, and he’s had more than enough of those for one holiday. ‘Okay, but just a small portion.’ Zuri huffs and rolls her eyes. ‘I’ll fetch it,’ he says, gathering a few dirty items of crockery to take back to the kitchen.

It’s blissfully cool in here. He puts the salads in the fridge and takes the tub of Sorbettiera from the freezer. As he digs into the soft, creamy gelato, he notices a bunch of keys on the counter.

He takes two bowls back to the terrace. The kids eat feverishly, as if they haven’t had ice cream for years, when in fact it’s been less than twenty-four hours. They fling down their spoons in unison and jump up from the table.

‘Don’t go far,’ calls Zuri. ‘Stay where we can see you.’

‘No swimming yet!’ Jonathan adds. ‘You’ve got to digest.’ He turns to Zuri. ‘Looks like Luna left her keys behind.’

‘Did she? Oh dear, that’s my fault. I gave her some lemonade, we got chatting.’

‘About what?’

‘Nothing much … Do you want to give her a call? She might be looking for them.’

‘Yeah. I’ll clear up first.’

‘Okay. I’ll take over with Orlando and Aurora.’

He gathers the rest of the plates and bowls and goes back to the kitchen. There’s no dishwasher here, so he’ll have to wash up, which he’s not used to. He piles everything next to the sink and turns on the hot tap, running his fingers under the stream of water as he waits for it to warm up. His eyes keep wandering to the bunch of keys. He scorned Tamsin’s desire to have a nose around the owner’s study, but now he feels curious. And it’s not like he’d be breaking in …

He wants to know about the house and the family who live here. The feeling that he’s been here before hasn’t gone away. If anything, it’s grown stronger. It’s as if he’s living in some half-forgotten dream – images flash before his inner eye, sounds echo in his head. A smell will start a memory in motion, but he’ll only be able to grasp a fragment of it before it runs away and hides. Last night he walked into the kitchen and had a sudden vision of his mother as a young woman, standing at the sink washing fruit. It vanished just as quickly, and this morning he couldn’t conjure the memory at all.

Of course, it could easily have been another sink in another kitchen in another farmhouse. If Mum was still alive, he could have rung and asked her. Sorted the matter there and then.

He dries his hands and picks up the keys, weighing them thoughtfully in his palm. How easy it would be to unlock the door and let himself in. It’s not like he’s going to steal anything or vandalise the place. As long as he puts everything back where he found it, there’ll be no harm done. Luna will never know.

He walks down the corridor and stands outside the study. He tries several of the keys on the ring before one effortlessly slips into the lock. As he turns the handle and pushes the door open, a thrill of excitement runs through his body. He doesn’t usually do this sort of thing. Tamsin’s the rule-breaker, not him. At least, that used to be the case …

At first sight, the room is a disappointment. It’s small and appears to be full of junk. There’s a large mound of paperwork on the desk, which he doesn’t want to sort through in case it’s in some kind of order. He opens the filing cabinet. It’s crammed with what look like handwritten musical scores, publicity leaflets and programmes for musical shows. Tamsin guessed right. The guy who died was involved in the music industry, a composer by the look of it.

He’s about to leave the room and lock up when he spots a plastic crate of framed photographs sitting on the floor in the corner. He crouches down and starts to sift through them. There are lots of photos of Luna and her sister at various ages, and a few fuzzy group shots taken around the dining table or by the pool. Nothing very interesting or illuminating.

Then his eye catches a photo set in a silver frame, the image faded with age and sunlight. He picks it up and takes it to the window for a closer look. A man stands alone, beaming at the camera. He’s dressed in a black sparkly jacket and a bow tie, proudly clutching what appears to be an award. He looks about thirty, several years younger than Jonathan is now. His shoulder-length feathered hairstyle puts him slap-bang in the middle of the eighties.

Jonathan’s heart starts to race, his body responding before his brain can make sense of what he’s looking at. He stares at the soft brown eyes, the slightly bent nose, the strong jawline – the same features he sees every time he looks in the mirror. And he realises with a jolt that he knows this man, although he hasn’t seen or heard from him for many years, not since he was a child. He looks up at the large framed poster on the wall, for a musical called Castaways in Space. The design is very retro, very eighties. In small letters beneath the title it says: Music and lyrics by Anthony Gladen.

And in a flash, it all makes sense. Because Anthony Gladen – or ‘that bastard Tony’ as their mother used to call him – is their father.




Chapter Fourteen: Now

JONATHAN

Thoughts crowd around him, all demanding his attention at once. This is their father’s house. Is it an extraordinary coincidence, or did Tamsin already know? Is this why she booked Casa Ouida? Why she’s been dropping huge hints, trying to make him remember? He wouldn’t be surprised if she’s set this whole thing up. She’s been playing a game with him, waiting to see how long it would be before the penny dropped. Tamsin has always been super competitive. It’s one of the big downsides of being a twin.

Surely she didn’t plan this.

But maybe she did.

Jonathan takes the photo and exits his father’s study. His father. He hasn’t used that phrase in a long time. He swirls it around his mouth. It tastes unfamiliar and not altogether pleasant.

He closes the door but leaves it unlocked so that he can go back inside for further exploration. Nobody will bother to try the door, but if they do, he’ll blame Luna for not locking up afterwards. He puts her keys back on the kitchen worktop, then runs upstairs to his room, where he sits on the bed and tries to control his rapid breathing. It’s hot up here, even with the shutters closed. Beads of sweat glisten on his upper lip.

The name Gladen is very familiar to him. It’s on their birth certificates. But for as long as he can remember, he and Tamsin have been known by their mother’s name, Summers. Jonathan has never wanted to be a Gladen. He has never wanted anything from his father, to be honest. The bad memories are enough.

If this is his father – and he’s pretty certain it is – it’s too late for any kind of reunion. The man’s dead. There’ll be no opportunity to ask him why he abandoned his children when they were so young. Why he never saw them again. Why he didn’t send their mother any money, or even a birthday card or Christmas present. Why he broke her heart. No chance for him to explain himself or apologise.

Perhaps he left the family because he had an affair with Luna and Bella’s mother. How old is Luna? he wonders. Younger than him, certainly. He’s thirty-nine now. He remembers he was about seven when his parents split up, which would put Luna at around thirty perhaps? That figures. Bella must be her younger sibling.

The sudden realisation that these women are his half-sisters blows his mind. Three sisters! One is more than enough.

He has to find out how much Tamsin already knows. He hides the photo under the mattress, then composes a text.

Hi Tam. Where are you? We need to talk. It’s urgent.

PS don’t say anything to Zuri.

She’ll like that, he thinks, pressing send. But to his annoyance, she doesn’t reply.

Tamsin doesn’t make an appearance until early evening, bouncing up the steps from the olive grove and finding him and Zuri sitting in the garden, basking in the last patch of sun. She looks different. Her skin is luminous and her eyes are shining. There’s a smile on her face and grass stains on her dress, which is quite badly creased. She must have spent the afternoon having sex. Lying on the ground or up against a tree. With Gio, presumably. His sister’s behaviour never fails to shock him.

Although Orlando and Aurora stayed by the pool and didn’t go anywhere near the olive grove today, he is still cross with Tamsin for risking it. She and Gio could easily have been seen. He’s also cross that she didn’t answer his message.

‘Hi, y’all,’ Tamsin says cheerfully, as if nothing’s wrong. ‘How’s things?’

‘All good,’ he replies before Zuri can answer. ‘We’ve had a lovely quiet afternoon.’

‘Excellent … Are we eating out tonight, or shall I cook? I don’t mind. Really. I know it’s my turn.’ It’s the closest to an apology they’re going to get.

Zuri splutters. ‘You, cook? You must be in a good mood.’

‘Hey, I’m not so bad,’ Tamsin protests. ‘I used to cook for myself all the time when I was a student.’

‘Yeah, like twenty years ago.’

She smiles at Jonathan pointedly. ‘Some help would be nice.’

‘Of course.’

‘I’m going to have a shower first.’

‘Hot and sweaty?’ asks Zuri, unable to resist the dig.

‘Yes. As a matter of fact, I am. Very hot. And very, very sweaty. See you in a bit, Jonny, okay?’ Her eyes tell him that she got his message and is up for a chat.

He manages to wait ten minutes before putting his shirt on and walking back up to the house. Retrieving the photo from under the mattress, he goes down to the kitchen, takes a beer from the fridge and pops off the cap. He leans against the worktop, the picture in one hand, bottle in the other, staring at the image as he drinks. The likeness between him and his father is so strong, he wonders whether Luna has noticed it herself.

A dead father … two new sisters … The implications of his discovery are enormous. Like, really enormous. His stomach swirls with alcohol and nerves.

Luna’s keys are still sitting on the worktop. Shit. He forgot to text her about them. He slides the photo between two cookery books, then takes his phone from his back pocket and starts to compose a message. A fresh thought interrupts him.

What if Tamsin doesn’t already know? He doesn’t have to tell her. Doesn’t have to tell anyone. He could lock the study and forget any of it happened. He’s got to think carefully, because once he pushes the button and the story begins, there will be no stopping it. Maybe they’ll all live happily ever after, or maybe it’ll end in tragedy. He has no idea what the universe has in store for them.

Does he need this in his life right now? More to the point, does Tamsin need it? She might be smiling today, but generally she’s not in a good place. Her life is horribly unstable. She has no anchor – apart from him. Will she be thrilled to find that she has two sisters, or hate them for taking away her father? How might she cope with the fact that he’s dead, with all hope of reconciliation lost? Then there’s Luna and Bella to consider. None of this mess is their fault. Do they know they have half-siblings? Are they going to welcome them with open arms or tell them to get lost? The last thing Tamsin needs in her life is more rejection. He’s not sure he wants to deal with the fall-out. Then again, it would be a heavy burden to carry alone. And people have a right to know the truth, don’t they?

Tamsin walks into the kitchen. Her hair is wet, falling loosely onto her shoulders. She has changed into shorts and a T-shirt. They were only born seven minutes apart, and yet she seems so much younger than him.

‘Okay, so what’s this about?’ she asks. ‘If you want to lecture me about safe sex—’

‘No, no, nothing to do with that. It’s something else. Something pretty extraordinary.’

‘Oh … okay.’ She looks intrigued. ‘Is it all right if I start cooking?’

‘No. You need to sit down for this. I’ll get you a drink.’ He pours her a glass of white wine, and they take seats at the small round table in the corner.

‘Come on then. Spill the beans.’

He takes a deep breath. ‘Why did you pick this particular place?’

‘Um … because I wanted to go back to this part of Tuscany and the house was available for the whole month, which nothing else was.’

‘That was the only reason?’

‘No. It looked familiar … I felt drawn to it. Like it was meant to be.’ She laughs. ‘I’m absolutely convinced it’s the same place we used to go to, you know. This kitchen is exactly the same. I remember those red gingham curtains and—’

He cuts her off. ‘Okay. Just to be clear. When you booked it, you had no idea who the owner was.’

‘No. Why would I? Everything went through the Superhost woman. Chiara. What’s this about, Jonny? You’re being really odd.’

He gets the photo out and lays it on the table. ‘Recognise this man?’

She starts and blinks. ‘Um … yes, I think so.’ Her voice rises in question marks, as if she can’t believe what she’s looking at. ‘It’s Dad, isn’t it?’

‘Yup.’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘I found it in the study.’

‘The study? Here?’

‘Yes. Luna left her keys, so I had a snoop.’

She raises her eyebrows. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because you were busy screwing the gardener.’

‘I still don’t understand. How come—’

‘You’re right, Tamsin. We did stay here. Several times. This is our father’s house.’

‘Fuck …’ she murmurs.

‘You promise me you didn’t know? You haven’t set this up? Because if you’re playing games …’

‘Stop it, Jonny! Of course I didn’t know. Can’t you see how shocked I am? This is incredible news.’

‘Yeah.’ He puffs out his cheeks. ‘As you know, the guy’s dead, so it’s too late for revenge’ – he glances at her, only half joking – ‘but there’s Luna and Bella. Our half-sisters! Isn’t that crazy? I’ve no idea if they know we exist.’

‘Probably.’

‘Not necessarily.’

She frowns. ‘Could be awkward.’

‘Very. Who knows, though? Maybe they’ll be cool about it.’

‘Unlikely. I don’t get the impression Luna’s good at sharing, do you?’

They fall silent for a few moments, pursuing their own thoughts.

‘They’re not going to believe we didn’t already know about this when we booked,’ Tamsin continues.

‘But it’s the truth.’ He looks at her hard. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Yes! I already said. Why don’t you believe me?’

‘Because …’ Because you’ve told so many lies in the past. ‘It’s such a coincidence,’ he says instead.

‘Not really. I told you, I felt drawn to the place.’ Tamsin tops up her glass from the bottle and drinks it down. ‘We don’t want Luna to feel ambushed. If we tell her now, she might chuck us out.’

‘We can’t have that.’

‘No, it would be disastrous. We’ve got to tread very carefully.’

‘Agreed. So what do we do?’

‘Nothing yet. We bide our time. Do some more research.’ Her eyes are sparkling with excitement. He’s not sure why, but he feels slightly afraid of her. ‘What we really need,’ she goes on, ‘is for Luna and Ben to piss off so we can have free run of the place. Aren’t they supposed to be going on holiday?’

‘I get the impression he wants to go, but she doesn’t want to leave us alone.’

‘We need to make her feel like she can trust us.’

‘How?’

‘Go on a charm offensive, Jonny. Tell her how much you love Casa Ouida. Invite her and Ben for dinner or something.’

‘Really?’

‘Why not? Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’

‘They’re not our enemies.’

‘You know what I mean. We mustn’t say or do anything until we’ve got all our ducks in a row. And you mustn’t tell Zuri either. Not yet.’

‘I can’t not tell Zuri!’

‘She’ll spoil it, Jonny. She’ll tell Luna.’

‘Not if I ask her not to.’

‘She won’t listen. You know what she’s like. For now, this has to stay between the two of us, okay?’

‘Okay,’ he says reluctantly.

Tamsin rises, picking up the framed photo of their father. ‘I’ll hide this in my room,’ she says. ‘It’ll be safer there.’

He opens his mouth to protest, but she has already gone. He’s not sure how this has happened, but it seems she has taken control.




Chapter Fifteen: Then

TONY

The date of his flight home came and went, but Tony remained at Casa Ouida, enjoying the warm spring weather, seeing Chiara as often as he could. He had no desire to return to his dull and difficult life in London.

After a couple of days, Bella rang to ask why he hadn’t visited Linette. ‘The care home said they were expecting to see you on Sunday,’ she said, ‘but you didn’t turn up.’

‘I’m sorry, darling, but I’m stuck in Tuscany,’ he lied. ‘The roof’s leaking. I can’t leave until I’ve got it fixed.’

‘Surely Gio can sort that for you,’ she replied irritably. ‘We need you here. I can’t visit Mum every day, it’s too much.’

‘You don’t have to go so often, Bella.’

‘Yes, I do.’ She let out a sigh. ‘She seemed very down yesterday. She didn’t mention you by name, but I think she misses you – unconsciously.’

‘Please don’t try to make me feel guilty. I need this break.’

‘I thought you had to stay to fix the roof.’

‘I do. I also need to recharge my batteries.’ Although since meeting Chiara, they’d been fully charged and some. But he wasn’t going to mention that.

‘Luna’s too far away to be of much help,’ his daughter rattled on. ‘If you’re not here, I feel under more pressure to visit, and it’s not easy when I’ve got orders to fulfil.’

‘I promise I’ll be back as soon as I can. Sorry, darling, got to fly, some workmen have just arrived,’ he lied.

As it happened, he did have things to do. Chiara was coming over today to help prepare the house for photos. He wasn’t quite sure what she had in mind. He’d been trying to have a bit of a clean and tidy-up in anticipation, but he hadn’t got very far. There didn’t seem much point. The house was what it was – ingrained with dirt and charm. If guests were put off by the photos, so be it. He’d never been good at compromising.

His fingers were itching for the piano. He rejected the hoover and went down to the music studio. A song was cooking. He could feel the notes bubbling beneath the surface, almost ready to come to the boil. It had been a long while since he’d written a new tune. Although he insisted that he worked freelance, effectively he’d been retired for years.

He sat down and lifted the lid, brushing his fingers affectionately over the keys before starting to play the chord progression that had been running through his head since last night. All he needed now was the melody to go over the top of it. Chiara would be the inspiration for that. They’d spent six incredible nights together so far, each one more romantic and intoxicating than its predecessor. She was the perfect fifth to his bass note, regardless of whether he was in a major or minor key. Musically that was as close as you could get to falling in love.

But he’d lied to her about being a widower, which was not good. He felt bad about that on Linette’s behalf too. The poor woman didn’t deserve to be killed off prematurely. If the fling with Chiara developed into a proper relationship, he would have to confess and pray that she would forgive him. He suspected that Italians were less fussy about this sort of thing than the English, although maybe that was just wishful thinking.

Anyway. Compared to the lies he’d told Linette, this one barely registered on the scale. He’d realised a long time ago that he had a natural talent for deceit, in the same way that some people had double-jointed elbows or could roll their tongue. He never consciously set out to cheat the women he loved – it just happened. Now, after years of good behaviour with not even a one-night stand, he was doing it again. Maybe it was because he was at Casa Ouida, where so much of the subterfuge had previously taken place.

Without warning, the past rushed into the room and leaped upon him. He saw faces, heard voices … Disorientated and a little panicky, he rose from the piano stool and went outside to gulp in some fresh air. The sun was shining, everything looked real and present. But the memories kept coming, and he couldn’t hold them back.

He saw Jonathan and Tamsin charging around the lawn with water pistols, screaming as they splashed about in the paddling pool, chasing butterflies through the olive grove. He heard them counting to a hundred as they played hide-and-seek among the trees. Ready or not, here I come!

He and Fiona had brought the twins here every summer, usually just before his annual holiday with his ‘proper’ family. He would go on ahead for a couple of weeks, telling Linette that he needed some time by himself to compose. Not that he ever got to work. The twins were too much of a handful. Their personalities were quite distinct, but they were extremely close. Tamsin was generally the more aggressive – she fought over toys and whose turn it was – but when Jonathan’s temper was roused, he could be violent. One time Giovanni pushed Tamsin over and Jonathan attacked him, biting him on the arm. Tony discouraged the twins from mixing with Gio in case he said something to Bella (the two were great friends), but the little boy always hung around, eager to play. After the biting incident, Elena kept her son away. She strongly disapproved of Tony’s secret family. The only reason she didn’t tell Linette was because Tommaso forbade it.

Looking back, it was hard to believe how he’d got away with it. Throughout his adult life he’d clung to the principle that ‘what you didn’t know couldn’t hurt you’, and as a result, his relationship with Linette had survived. No confessions or revelations could hurt her now, poor soul. She was safe.

If Linette had ever suspected that Tony was playing away from home, she had never challenged him. Maybe she hadn’t wanted to know the truth. As a former actress herself, she’d known only too well what went on among the theatre crowd. Everybody had bed-hopped in those days; he’d been no exception. The affairs had been short-lived and had come to an end when the show had folded. That had been the unspoken deal. What happened on tour stayed on tour. People were generally very grown up about it, and there were rarely extended runs or repeat performances.

Then he wrote Castaways in Space and their lives changed completely. It had started life in a fringe venue in south London, where it had sold out and received ecstatic reviews. A big producer came on board, and it transferred to a small theatre in the West End, where it played for three years. It was even taken to New York, enjoying an eighteen-month run off-Broadway.

After years of living with Linette in bohemian poverty, the money poured in. Tony felt sexy and powerful. People in the biz wanted to talk to him about his next project. He floated over theatreland, looking down on his adoring public, who knew all the words to his songs and applauded until their hands were sore. He was living the dream.

Then he met Fiona.

She was a recent drama-school graduate, tall, fine-featured, with pale skin and long blonde hair. Desperate to act. She worked as an usherette in the theatre where Castaways was playing, looking for opportunities to mix with the backstage crew, or talk to the actors, walking the tightrope between being pushy and useful. Tony knew what she was up to, and he didn’t blame her for trying. She was a sweet girl, and it was incredibly hard to get your first break.

It was meant to be a casual flirtation – a one-night stand, a few weeks’ fling at the very most. She wasn’t meant to get pregnant the first time they had sex, for God’s sake. He was already living happily with Linette; Bella was only two years old. They’d recently bought their London house, and he was about to close a peach of a deal on a place in Tuscany.

‘Are you sure you want to go ahead with this?’ he asked her. ‘It’s going to wreck your acting career before it’s even begun.’

‘I don’t care about the acting,’ she replied, which he didn’t believe for one second. ‘I only care about us.’

But there was no us.

‘I’ll support you financially, but I’m not leaving Linette,’ he told her straight. ‘And I’m not giving up Bella either.’

She assured him she understood; that she would share him and not cause trouble. The news that she was carrying twins – TWINS? – was quite literally a double blow. Twins were hard work, especially if you were on your own. He couldn’t desert her. But he couldn’t desert Linette either.

Fiona gave up ushering and he rented a two-bed flat for her in north-west London. Thankfully, he could afford it. But leading a double life was time-consuming. He went to see her during the day when he was supposed to be composing, and invented meetings in other parts of the country that necessitated overnight stays. His work undoubtedly suffered.

But he genuinely liked being with her – she was very affectionate and undemanding. Different to Linette. When Jonathan and Tamsin were born, his heart completely melted. He loved all his children. He wanted to be with all of them all of the time.

As the years went by, his deceptions became more elaborate. He never managed to replicate the success of Castaways and struggled to keep up with the expenses of his secret life. He thought about jumping ship several times, or even cutting loose from both families. In the end, it was Fiona who pulled the plug. They parted on very bad terms. The last time he saw her was right here in this garden …

He pushed the memory away. No, he would not go there. Not today. Not any day, if he could help it. He swiftly redirected his thoughts to the present. He had no idea what Fiona was doing now, where she was living, whether she’d found a new partner. As for the twins … he hoped they were happy and had successful careers. He wondered whether they were married and had children of their own (more grandchildren – eek!), whether they were musical or couldn’t sing a note, whether they looked like him, whether they ever gave him a second thought. They would be forty next year. Forty! He was slightly disappointed that they’d never tried to find him, but he understood. He’d made no attempt to contact them either. It was probably for the best.




Chapter Sixteen: Now

LUNA

‘I don’t think Gio should be shagging our Airbnb guests,’ I say to Ben as we wait for our pizzas to arrive. ‘It seems kind of … unprofessional.’

Ben drinks his beer while he considers his response. He’s dragged me out to Pescia, one of the few towns nearby. We’re sitting outside a restaurant in Piazza Mazzini, our table wobbling on the uneven flagstones of the medieval market square. It’s Sunday evening, and only tourists seem to be out and about.

‘He’s not an employee,’ he reminds me. ‘You don’t have a right to object.’

‘It makes me feel uncomfortable, that’s all.’

‘I know you and Bella have always been close to Gio …’

‘Bella more than me, especially when we were kids.’ I remember how I used to tag along with them, trying to join in with their games. ‘He was like a big brother to me.’

‘But he’s not your actual brother, is he?’ continues Ben. ’He’s just a family friend. His love life has nothing to do with you. Just as your love life has nothing to do with him.’

‘I know that, but—’

‘If he wants to hook up with Tamsin, or any other Airbnb guest, that’s his business.’

I hesitate, unable to work out exactly why it’s bothering me so much. ‘I think I should talk to him about it.’

‘Don’t you dare. The guy is in his forties, unmarried, still living with his parents. The average age of people in the village must be over seventy. For God’s sake, let him have some fun.’

‘But it’s affecting the holiday. I’m sure that’s what Zuri and Tamsin were rowing about earlier. The atmosphere was really toxic.’

Ben shrugs. ‘All the more reason for us to go away. Out of sight, out of mind.’

‘I suppose you’re right.’

‘There’s no suppose about it.’

I trace a pattern in the condensation of my beer bottle. Ben has had a lot of patience with me up to now, but I can tell it’s running out. Yet I don’t want to leave. I want to stay close to Casa Ouida. If I could explain why, perhaps he would understand and support me. But I can’t. It’s a gut feeling. Something is wrong.

‘Forget about Gio for a moment. Are you going to call Bella or what?’

I press my teeth against my bottom lip. ‘Now’s not good timing, she’ll be getting the kids to bed.’

‘Don’t worry about that. She’s gagging to know who owns the house.’

‘I don’t want it to end in a row.’

‘Do it, Luna. Get it over and done with.’

Bella answers after only a couple of rings.

‘Hi. Any luck?’ she asks immediately. ‘Did you find the rogito? The deed of sale?’

‘Yes. It was all there, in a brown envelope. Including the translated version.’

‘Well done.’ She waits. ‘So? I presume you’ve read it.’

‘Sort of. It’s very dense.’

‘What does it say?’ There’s a breathless excitement in her voice, as if she thinks she’s won a prize.

‘Well … it’s pretty clear that the house is in Dad’s name only. Mum isn’t mentioned anywhere.’

‘Oh! Really? That’s great, makes everything so much easier.’ She breathes out. ‘Thanks, Lu. Can you scan copies and email them to me straight away, please?’

‘I don’t have a scanner.’

‘Go to a copy shop, then.’

‘It’s Sunday evening. Everything’s closed.’

‘Fair enough. Take photos of all the pages and WhatsApp them across. I’ll whizz through them once the kids are in bed.’

‘I don’t have the folder with me.’

‘Why not? Where are you?’

I count to five silently, suppressing my irritation. ‘In Pescia, at that nice pizzeria in the main square, remember? Dad used to bring us here.’

‘Okay, fine. Do it tomorrow morning. Soon as poss. The solicitors need to see it.’

The waitress arrives with our pizzas. Ben indicates whose is whose and she plonks mine down in front of me. I stare at the oozing cheese and the extravagant slices of pepperoni, my appetite suddenly evaporating.

‘Anyway, have a good evening.’

‘Bella?’

‘What? I can’t chat.’

‘Don’t you think it’s odd that the house isn’t in their joint names?’

‘Not really. Dad bought it with the royalties from Castaways in Space – as a present to himself. Mum loved it too, but it didn’t mean as much to her as it did to him.’

‘He certainly spent a lot more time there. Sometimes he’d come on his own for weeks. He used to say it was the only place where he could be creative.’

‘It doesn’t matter what the reason was, we need to move on,’ Bella says, as if she’s chairing a business meeting. ‘To be honest, it’s just as well Mum’s not a joint owner, and that there’s no will. It makes it way simpler for us to sell the houses.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘We’re the only beneficiaries, so we just divide everything equally between us.’

‘Hang on. We can’t just cut her out.’

‘She can’t make any legal decisions anyway, because of the dementia.’

‘I understand that. But she’s still alive!’

I’ve never thought much about my inheritance, certainly never budgeted on it. And when Mum was diagnosed at only sixty-two years old, I assumed that all the family’s assets – property, savings, investments – would eventually end up in the pockets of care homes. It was Dad I was more worried about. I imagined him outliving her by many years. What if all the money was used up? I thought. How would he manage on just the state pension?

‘We can’t keep the money, Bella,’ I resume. ‘It’s Mum’s by right. She and Dad were together for over forty years.’

‘Yes, but legally—’

‘I don’t give a toss about legally. Hazeldene Court costs two thousand a week. It has to be paid for somehow.’

Ben gives me a warning look and points at my pizza, which is getting cold. This is the conversation I was dreading. Even though I can’t see Bella’s face, I know it’s twitching. She’s not a mean person, but she’s complained before about her inheritance disappearing before her eyes. Unless she’s able or prepared to look after Mum at home – which she isn’t – there’s no way to stop that. Mum’s only in her sixties; she could live for a long time yet.

‘Social services will have to step in, I guess,’ she says after a pause.

‘What? They won’t pay her fees – they’ll send her to some grotty local-authority place. This is our mother we’re talking about.’

‘Don’t guilt-trip me, Luna. It’s not my fault things are a mess. If Dad was that bothered about providing for Mum, they should have got married, or he should have made a will leaving everything to her.’

‘Of course he was bothered. He just assumed he would survive her.’

‘No, he was being his usual bohemian self. But you can’t live outside the system and then expect it to kick in after you’ve gone.’

‘He wasn’t deliberately living outside the system – he was just disorganised. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, we can easily put it right.’

‘We shouldn’t have to put it right.’

‘You’re sounding so hard,’ I say. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ she bristles. There so obviously is. ‘I’m just stressed.’

‘I’m sorry you’re pissed off with all the work, but it doesn’t change anything. We can’t keep the money from the house sales. It has to be put aside for Mum’s care-home fees. We can take out a bridging loan or something until probate comes through.’

‘You can give your share to Mum if you like, Luna, but I need mine. I’m sorry – it’s just the way it is.’

My patience finally snaps. ‘Okay, fine! Do what you want. We’ll sell up, and you keep your share and do your fancy kitchen extension or buy a bigger house—’

‘That’s not what I need the money for.’

‘Whatever it is, it can’t be more important than keeping Mum at Hazeldene Court.’ She doesn’t respond. ‘What’s wrong, Bella? Is it the business? I know things haven’t been going too well … Are you in debt?’

‘Yes, of course we’re in fucking debt!’

‘Shit … How bad?’

‘I can’t talk about it. And please, please don’t say anything to Karl. He’ll go mad.’ She sounds close to tears.

‘Okay. I’m really sorry that you’re struggling, and I’d love to help, but it’s still Mum’s money, and morally we have to give it to her.’

‘First thing is to put both houses on the market,’ she replies briskly. ‘Send over the documents for Casa Ouida, please. As soon as you can.’




Chapter Seventeen: Now

LUNA

I spend a sleepless night in the VW, replaying the argument with Bella over and over again in my head, trying to feel less angry and more sympathetic. I knew their hamper business wasn’t doing as well as they’d hoped, but she and Karl must be in major financial difficulty for her to want to keep her share of the money. I find it hard to believe that she’d act so selfishly. But then she’s been in a bad way ever since Dad died. I loved him to bits, but she idolised him. When we were younger, he only had to click his fingers and she would drop everything and come running.

He’d begged her to come over that weekend, on her own. He had something very important to tell her, he said, that could only be done face to face. Worried that he might be seriously ill, she relented. But she arrived too late. We still don’t know what the big news was, and I guess we’ll never find out.

Dad’s unexpected death has put us both in a difficult position. We have no instructions to follow; no dying wishes to carry out on his behalf. We’re just bumping along together in the dark, feeling our way, trying to do the right thing. Although as my big sister, Bella seems to think she should be in the lead. I don’t want to fall out with her; she’s all I have left. I’m sorry that she’s in financial trouble, but that doesn’t mean I think she should steal Mum’s inheritance. Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do to stop her.

I’m still in a bad mood the following morning. I feel powerless over the situation with Bella, I hate the fact that there are strangers at Casa Ouida, and camping in a lay-by without facilities nearby is no fun.

‘Everything’s been spoiled,’ I say to Ben, angrily buttering toast made from bread that should have been thrown away two days ago. ‘This is probably our last summer here, and I can’t even stay in our own house.’

‘You could refuse to sell,’ he suggests.

‘No, I daren’t. It’ll cause even more conflict. I’m not going to make my own sister take me to court. Bella wants out, she wants the cash. She’s done with Casa Ouida. I don’t think she’ll ever come back. It’s too upsetting for her.’

‘I’m sorry, Luna.’ He reaches out and holds my hand.

‘It’s not your fault,’ I sniff.

‘Sometimes you just have to walk away.’

‘I know, but it’s so hard. I had my happiest times here.’ Tears well in my eyes. ‘Why did he have to go and die like that?’

‘The railings were in bad condition, he should have repaired them ages ago. It was an accident waiting to happen.’

‘Hm …’ I grunt. ‘I keep thinking about what Joakim Nilsen said too, about that car he saw speeding away on the morning of Dad’s death.’

Ben pulls a face. ‘What about it?’

‘Well, you know … I know it sounds crazy, but what if it wasn’t an accident? What if he was pushed?’

‘He wasn’t. He just fell,’ Ben says.

‘I know but I can’t help thinking … Maybe he was in some kind of trouble and that was why he asked Bella to come and see him.’

‘Stop, stop, this isn’t going to help. You need a break from Casa Ouida, from the village, from everyone. The sooner we get away the better.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘I fancy the Maremma coast, a small campsite among the pine trees …’

‘Yeah, you’re right, I do need to get away. This isn’t working out. I should never have agreed to letting the Airbnb thing go ahead. I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain about staying here. It’s just made things worse.’

‘It’s okay … understandable. We could go today if you like.’

‘Maybe. There’s something I need to do first.’

He sighs. ‘What’s that?’

‘I need to pop up to the Cescuttis’ place and tell Tommaso and Elena that we’re putting the house on the market. I don’t want them finding out from other people.’

‘Okay. But you can’t tell Gio he’s not allowed to see Tamsin.’

‘I know that! I want to ask him to check on the place while we’re away.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘In fact, I could give him my house keys.’ I jump into the passenger seat and open the glove compartment, but they’re not there – which is odd, because that’s where I always keep them. I look in the back of the van, under the growing pile of dirty washing, in the pockets of my shorts, under the rock-and-roll bed and the front seats.

‘Shit,’ I say. ‘I think I must have left them at the house.’

Ben grimaces. ‘Really? Are you sure?’

‘Yeah … I remember, Zuri offered me a lemonade. I must have put them down to drink it and forgotten to pick them up again. I’m going to have to go and collect them.’

He tuts and looks skywards. ‘This is so not going to help with the ratings …’

‘You think I want to see them again after the row with Tamsin? Of course I don’t. But I need those keys.’

‘Just be nice. And apologetic.’

‘Yes, yes, I will.’

Leaving Ben to clear away the breakfast things, I start walking up the dirt track, cursing myself for being so stupid and forgetful. I set my face in a cheerful mask, practising a polite greeting in my head. When all’s said and done, I don’t want to fall out with these people. Falling out with my sister is bad enough. And it’s not their fault that the situation is so difficult and complicated. Ben’s right. If we’re going to continue with the Airbnb for the time being, we need good reviews.

‘Hi!’ I say brightly, seeing Jonathan running down the stone steps with a large beach bag. ‘Going out for the day?’

‘Yes. I’ve been persuaded to go to an aqua park.’ He pulls a face. ‘Not my thing at all, if I’m honest, but we’ve stayed at home for a few days, and the kids need a change of scenery.’

‘Oh! Hello, Luna,’ says Zuri, emerging from the kitchen door. She looks slightly embarrassed. ‘You don’t mind if we borrow this, do you?’ She lifts up a bright blue cool box that I recognise. ‘I’ve made a picnic. Eating out’s so expensive, particularly when the kids are so fussy.’

‘No, fine, go ahead. I’m glad I caught you, actually.’

Zuri blinks at me. ‘Why? Is there a problem?’

‘No, no, it’s all good. Just that I left my keys behind yesterday. When you gave me that glass of lemonade. Delicious, by the way,’ I add.

‘Oh yes! I found them. I told Jonathan to text you.’

‘I forgot,’ he says stiffly.

‘Jonathan!’

‘Sorry.’

‘But I specifically told you—’

‘It’s okay,’ I cut in. ‘All my fault. I’ll just grab them before you lock up.’

Zuri waves her hand towards the house. ‘There’s no rush. Tamsin’s staying behind. She doesn’t do aqua parks, apparently.’

‘Nor do I,’ Jonathan mutters.

‘I know,’ clips Zuri, ‘but you’ve got no choice.’ She shouts up the steps. ‘Orlando! Aurora! Turn those tablets off and come down NOW or we’re not going!’

‘Have fun,’ I say under my breath as I cross the lawn, heading for the back door.

Inside, the kitchen is spotless, with no trace of recent picnic preparation in sight. No crumbs, no dirty butter knives, no scraps of salad that have fallen to the floor. How does Zuri do it? I wonder.

My keys are there, sitting on the gleaming kitchen counter, but not in exactly the same place that I left them. I guess she had to move them for cleaning. I pick them up, relieved to have them back in my hand.

‘Oh. It’s you. Back again so soon?’ Tamsin sweeps down the spiral staircase, challenging me with her eyes. She’s wearing nothing but a light dressing gown, and her hair is tousled with sleep. An image of her writhing around in the olive grove with Gio instantly springs into my mind.

‘Yeah, sorry to disturb you,’ I reply coolly. ‘I came to pick up my house keys.’ I hold them up. ‘I left them behind yesterday.’

‘Oh. Did you? Sorry, we didn’t notice.’

Liar, I think.

‘Not to worry, my fault. There’s a lot going on right now.’

‘Sure. Gio told me about your father. He said he fell off the balcony or something.’

‘Yes.’ Damn Gio for telling her our business, I think.

She carries on. ‘Jonathan and I lost our mother when we were fourteen, so we know what it’s like.’

‘Gosh, that must have been tough.’

‘You must have a lot to do with sorting out your father’s estate.’

‘Actually, my sister’s doing most of it.’

‘Oh yes. Your sister. Gio told me about her. Is she older or younger than you?’

‘Older,’ I reply, wondering why she’s so interested.

‘Older?’ She sounds surprised.

‘Yes. By five years.’

Her eyes widen. ‘Five? Gosh …’ She seems to be calculating something in her head. ‘Is she your full sister or half-sister?’

‘Full … Sorry, why are you asking?’

‘No reason. It’s just that it’s such a big gap. What year were you born?’

‘Nineteen eighty-nine,’ I reply, my tone becoming tetchy.

‘Hm … two years after us.’

‘Sorry? I don’t see—’

‘Jonathan and I were born slap in the middle of you and your sister. What’s her name again?’

‘Bella.’

‘Oh yes. Beautiful Bella.’ She stops. A faraway expression spreads across her face.

‘Um … just remembered. I need to get something else out of the music room.’ I don’t. I just want to make sure it’s locked. I make to go past her, but she blocks my way.

‘Tell me about your father. What was he like?’

‘What?’ Why on earth does she want to know about Dad?

‘We’re staying in his house,’ Tamsin continues. ‘I want to get a feel for his personality.’

‘Um … well, he was great,’ I reply. ‘A bit eccentric, but very creative. He made things fun. Didn’t care what other people thought – he was very much his own man. I admired him for it.’

‘And what was his relationship with your mother like?’

I pause, taken aback by her directness. ‘Sorry?’

‘Did your parents have a happy marriage?’

‘Very happy.’

‘Is she still alive?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was this his bolthole? You know, his secret hideaway. The place he came to get away from everyone.’

‘He came here on his own to compose sometimes. But it’s always been very much a family home.’

‘Really? That’s so interesting.’

‘I should get on,’ I say. ‘I’ve interrupted you too much as it is.’

I make another attempt to get past her, and this time she moves aside, as if satisfied that she’s creeped me out enough.

As soon as she’s gone back upstairs, I go to check the music room. The door is unlocked. My pulse quickens. I know I locked it behind me yesterday. I was really careful to do so. They must have let themselves in and had a snoop around, presumably leaving it unlocked so that they could have another snoop whenever they felt like it. These people. What do they want?

It’s my fault. I left temptation in their path. There’s nothing like a locked room to spark people’s curiosity. I step inside, casting my gaze about. It doesn’t look as if anything’s been disturbed. Nothing appears to have been taken. But the atmosphere’s different. Contaminated. I’m certain they’ve been rummaging around in my father’s private life. That’s why Tamsin asked me all those personal questions. She was trying to join the dots, fill in the gaps …

How dare they poke and pry? Just because they’re paying money to stay here doesn’t mean they have a right to know everything about us. I want to run back upstairs and tell Tamsin to pack everyone’s bags and get out. But I know I can’t. For a start, she’ll only deny it. And Ben will be really cross with me if our first rating is one star only. We need the money for Mum, so we have to put up with this shit.

I back out of the room, locking the door behind me, then leave the house as quickly as I can.




Chapter Eighteen: Now

JONATHAN

‘So … what’s going on?’ asks Zuri as soon as the kids are playing happily on the mini water slides.

‘Nothing.’ He adjusts his bottom on the plastic seat. It cost a fortune to get into this aqua park – couldn’t they at least provide comfortable loungers for the adults?

‘Don’t lie to me, Jonathan. You and Tamsin have been acting strangely ever since we got here. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. She’s up to something.’

‘Okay … I’m not supposed to tell you, but I hate keeping secrets from you, and you have a right to know.’ He puffs out his cheeks, not knowing where to start.

‘Now you’re worrying me.’

‘You’re not going to believe this, but Tam and I stayed at Casa Ouida when we were kids. Two or three times, we think.’

She raises her eyebrows. ‘Really? The actual same house?’

He nods. ‘Our father owned it.’

‘Your father?!’

‘Yeah. We didn’t realise it at the time – we were too young. To us it was just a holiday home.’

‘How extraordinary.’

‘That’s one way of putting it.’

‘But how did you find out? I guess he must have sold it at some point.’

‘No, that’s the thing, he didn’t sell it. He held onto it after he and Mum split up. Looks like he met someone else, married, had two kids …’

Her mouth falls open. ‘Oh my God. You mean it’s the same family? Luna is your half-sister?’

‘Mind-blowing, isn’t it?’

‘Utterly. And you had no idea before you came here?’

‘Of course not. It was a complete shock.’

‘What about Tamsin?’

‘She didn’t know either.’ He looks out across the swimming pool, pretending to check on the kids.

‘Are you sure? She was the one who “found” Casa Ouida. She virtually insisted we book it, remember? Even though it was in the middle of nowhere, miles from the sea.’

‘She recognised the place from the pictures.’

‘She definitely didn’t know your father still owned it?’

‘No.’ His cheeks flush pink, the back of his neck prickles. He remembers this feeling from when he and Tamsin were kids. She was continually getting into trouble – nicking money from Mum’s purse, losing her temper and breaking things, picking fights with other kids. When she was caught, she always denied it, and he felt obliged to back her up because that was what being a twin meant. But they haven’t been kids for a very long time. And telling Zuri has just made him realise that of course Tamsin bloody knew.

‘Sorry, but I don’t believe that,’ Zuri says. ‘It’s too much of a coincidence. She must have tracked him down beforehand.’

‘I asked her, and she said she hadn’t.’

‘She’s lying, Jonathan.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘She planned this from the start, I’m sure of it. She probably already knew that he was dead.’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘Oh Jonathan, why are you so gullible when it comes to her?’

‘I’m not.’

Zuri pauses. He senses her running this new data through that magnificent brain of hers, assessing the implications, working out how they should respond.

‘Does Luna know who you are?’ she asks, breaking her own silence.

‘No. Not yet. Tam doesn’t want to tell her until she’s got the full picture.’

‘Meaning what?’

He sighs. ‘To be honest, I don’t know. Just more background info, I guess. She’s scared that if Luna finds out now, she might take it badly and chuck us out.’

‘I wouldn’t blame her if she did. We’re here under false pretences.’

‘Not really.’

‘Yes, Jonathan, we are. Tamsin has engineered this. You might believe she’s innocent, but nobody else will.’

‘I know how it looks,’ he concedes. ‘But I genuinely think …’ He tails off, unable to find the end of his sentence.

Zuri huffs. ‘Frankly, I don’t get it. You both hate your father. Why the sudden interest in him now?’

He turns his gaze to the pool, hoping for a distraction. But the kids are not upset or in any kind of danger. Orlando is playing on the dolphin-themed climbing frame, while Aurora is making friends with another little girl in the shallows. He can’t imagine his children not wanting to have anything to do with him, but you never know how life will turn out. He and Tamsin were at a similar age when their father walked out on them. Not that he would ever do such a thing …

Zuri is right. They do hate their father. Or did. She knows the full history of their childhood – living with a loving but emotionally needy mother whom they were terrified of hurting. They shared her feelings of rejection; were angry on her behalf as well as their own. Having a relationship with the man who was the source of all this pain was out of the question. Even when Mum died of cancer, he and Tamsin remained loyal and had no impulse to try to find him.

At least that was how Jonathan had felt about it. He’d assumed Tamsin had felt the same. But maybe she had tracked him down via the internet. As a professional composer, he probably has some kind of public profile, a list of credits if nothing else. Jonathan knows so little about the private man that was Tony Gladen. He was always a taboo subject in their household. Asking the simplest factual question was regarded as an act of betrayal, so they kept their mouths shut.

‘We have to leave,’ says Zuri, slicing into his thoughts. ‘Straight away.’

‘Hm …’

She looks deep into his eyes. ‘I know he was your biological father, but that relationship was severed a long time ago. And now he’s dead, so sadly it can never be repaired. Leave the family alone. It’s their house, their life. You can’t just waltz in and take over.’

‘Nobody’s suggesting that. But clearly it’s a sensitive issue, so we’ve got to tread carefully.’

She snorts. ‘Tamsin? Tread carefully? Give me a break.’

They return home at the end of the day, frazzled by the heat, stomachs roiling with winding roads and too much ice cream, hair sticky with chlorine, each exhausted in their own way. Tamsin is waiting for them, dancing around impatiently, as if they are late arriving for a special occasion.

‘I need to speak to you,’ she hisses as soon Jonathan gets out of the car.

‘Not right now.’ He takes their beach bags from the boot. ‘I have to see to the kids.’

‘Can’t Zuri do that? This is urgent.’

‘Just calm down, Tam. I’ll come and see you as soon as I can.’

‘I’ll be waiting in the sitting room. Bring a bottle of wine. You might need it.’

He makes Aurora and Orlando a bedtime snack – hunks of bread spread with Marmite (specially brought with them from England) and mini yoghurts. The kids are tired and tetchy, falling out with each other over the slightest thing. He and Zuri work solidly together – she gives them a quick bath, then he takes over for stories while she tidies up the kitchen. His mind wanders as he reads out the all-too-familiar words. He dreads talking to Tamsin. When she finds out that he’s told Zuri, there will be hell to pay. But he’s promised his wife that from now on, she will be part of the conversation.

As bad luck would have it, the children fall asleep halfway through story number two. There’s no delaying this torture any longer. He grabs a bottle of Chianti and three glasses, then collects Zuri. They enter the sitting room together.

Their solidarity is not lost on Tamsin. She shoots an accusing look at Jonathan, but he doesn’t react.

The sun is starting to go down, bathing the mountains in a pink glow. It’s beautiful, but they’re not here to discuss the view. His stomach clenches, as if Tamsin has put her hand inside him and tied a knot in his intestines.

‘I’ve told Zuri,’ he says.

‘Obviously.’

‘This situation affects all of us,’ Zuri adds.

Tamsin’s eyes narrow at her. ‘Not really. Just me and my brother. But if you want to listen in, that’s fine. Just keep your opinions to yourself, okay?’

‘What are you playing at, Tam?’

‘Hey, Zuri!’ he dives in. ‘Please, let’s not argue. Let’s have a drink.’ He pours out three glasses of wine and hands them round, then joins his wife on the sofa.

‘I spoke to Luna today, Jonny,’ Tamsin says pointedly.

‘Oh … You told her who we were?’

‘No, of course not. I was just fishing. And you won’t believe what I found out. I mean, I always knew our father was a cunt, but it’s way worse than I imagined.’ She takes a gulp of wine. ‘Bella is three years older than us, while Luna is two years younger than us. They are full sisters. I checked. Which means our delightful father was already married to their mother when he met ours. He had another baby – Luna – and carried on being married after he split with Mum.’

The news hits him like a tidal wave. It pushes him under for a few moments, and when he comes back up, gasping for air, he finds his world has utterly changed. ‘We were his secret family,’ he says.

‘That’s right. It’s the opposite to what we thought. Mum was his mistress, and we were the second-class bastard kids.’

‘You’re right. It is worse than I imagined,’ he says. Zuri reaches out and squeezes his hand. He squeezes back gratefully.

‘Of course, it all makes sense now,’ Tamsin goes on.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s why we have very few memories of him living with us. Because he didn’t.’

Pieces of the past that have never fitted together suddenly fall into place. ‘You think Mum knew he had another family?’

‘She must have done,’ snaps Tamsin. ‘That’s why she put up with it. She had no choice.’

He thinks about his mother. She hadn’t been a strong woman, and Jonathan had resented her for that, feeling that as the only male in the household, he was somehow responsible for her. Now he has to look at her again in this new context, reframe the past, come to a different understanding.

‘Do you think Luna and Bella know they have half-siblings?’ he asks.

Tamsin shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Doubt it somehow. He was obviously a very devious man.’

There’s a beat. ‘So … what do you want to do about it?’

‘Nothing. Not yet.’

‘You – we – can’t carry on staying here,’ says Zuri.

Tamsin swings round to face her. ‘No? Why not? We booked it, paid for it upfront.’

‘It’s deceitful. If you want to have any meaningful relationship with your sisters in the future, you need to tell them now. Otherwise you should say nothing and get out.’

‘Zuri’s right,’ Jonathan says.

‘I don’t want a meaningful relationship with them,’ scoffs Tamsin, ‘or any relationship for that matter. They’re our enemies.’

He groans. ‘No they’re not. You just said yourself they probably have no idea …’

‘Okay, but we can’t be friends. It will make the situation too complicated. If we have to go to court—’

‘Go to court?’ he echoes, incredulous. ‘Why on earth might we have to go to court?’

Tamsin rolls her eyes. ‘To get what’s rightfully ours.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I’ve been looking it up on the internet,’ she continues, her excitement heightened by the alcohol. ‘Illegitimate children have as much right to inherit as legitimate ones, and in Italy they have forced inheritance, which means it doesn’t all automatically go to the surviving spouse but is shared between her and the kids. All we have to do is prove paternity.’

‘No, Tam,’ he cries. ‘Let’s not go there.’

‘The place is swarming with DNA material. I found a load of hair in the shower drain. Some of it must belong to him.’

‘You can’t just nick people’s DNA,’ mutters Zuri. ‘It’s against the law.’

‘Okay, so what? I’m just saying the evidence is here if we need it. Living relatives can also be asked to give samples for matching purposes. If they refuse, the courts can order an exhumation.’

His blood runs cold. ‘What?! Are you kidding? You’d make Luna dig up her own father? I can’t believe you’re saying this.’

‘It’s an option. If the family won’t cooperate.’

‘No, no, no. I’m not getting involved in this. He wrecked Mum’s life and didn’t give a shit about us, Tam. After they split, he never came to see us, never got in touch. I don’t want his money.’

‘That’s easy for you to say, you’re rich. I have nothing.’

‘That’s your own fault,’ says Zuri quickly. ‘Jonathan has worked his guts out to get where he is today. He deserves everything he has. You had the same opportunities but you chose not to take them.’

Tamsin glowers. ‘I didn’t have a choice. I had abandonment issues. My father fucked my life up.’

‘No he didn’t. You did that yourself!’

Jonathan’s heart drops into his stomach. This is exactly what he wanted to avoid. ‘Hey, both of you, stop this now.’

Tamsin smashes her wine glass against the table. She raises it above her head, its newly jagged edge glinting in the evening sun, pointing at Zuri.

‘Take that back,’ she repeats. ‘Or I’ll ram this into your face.’

‘Oh grow up,’ says Zuri, somewhat ill-advisedly.

‘Put it down, Tam,’ Jonathan says. ‘Please. This is silly … For God’s sake, put it down.’

She throws it instead, narrowly missing his bare feet. Then she picks up a vase – it’s rather beautiful, perhaps Venetian – and flings it onto the floor. Shards of coloured glass go flying, one of them embedding itself in his leg.

‘Jesus, Tam! Calm down. You can’t do this! It’s not your stuff!’

‘Yes it is!’ she cries. ‘It belongs to me. All of it!’ Another ornament – an old-fashioned china shepherdess this time – bites the dust.

‘Do something, Jonathan!’ shouts Zuri, who has barricaded herself behind the dining table. ‘Stop her before she attacks the kids!’

But he can’t stop her. She’s on the rampage, grabbing pictures off the wall and hurling them to the floor, pulling records and CDs off the shelves, creating a mad obstacle course in her wake. The precious vinyl cracks under his feet as he tries to reach her, blood running down his leg. He lunges at her with an inept rugby tackle, but she squirms from his grasp, running to the other side of the room, where there are more pictures, more ornaments, more glassware. Her face is bright red and her eyes are glittering. It’s as if she’s on fire, burning from within. He’s seen her like this before. She won’t stop until she’s destroyed everything in her path.

‘I know you’re upset—’ he begins as she picks up a small stone sculpture and hurls it at his head. There’s no time to duck out of the way. The object makes contact with his right temple, sending him crashing to the floor.




Chapter Nineteen: Then

TONY

Tony watched as Chiara parked her shiny new car next to his decrepit old Fiat. She’d been busy with work and Airbnb clients, so they hadn’t seen each other for days. He skipped down the stone steps to greet her. They embraced passionately, falling into a long kiss. The smell of her perfume reminded him of their nights together, and his penis immediately sprang to life. Embarrassed that she might feel it, he extricated himself. She hadn’t come for sex – although hopefully that would happen at some point over the weekend – but to transform his house.

‘Look at you!’ he cried. ‘Sei bellissima!’

‘Antonio! I miss you so much.’

‘Me too.’

‘I have everything we need. Everything!’’ She flung open the boot and pointed to a cluster of IKEA carrier bags. He hated IKEA, so did Linette. They’d only been once, many years ago, to a massive store just off the North Circular. It had taken half an hour to find a parking space, and then they’d got trapped inside the maze of cheap furniture and kitchen equipment. They’d picked up some wine glasses and a whisk, but the checkout queues were so long they’d abandoned their trolley and escaped. Linette would have a fit if she knew what he was doing. It felt like a double betrayal, of their relationship and her good taste.

He picked up as many bags as he could carry and took them inside. Chiara sat on the floor and unpacked them, exclaiming at the cushions, throws, bedlinen and tableware with delighted surprise, as if they were a present from him rather than items she’d just chosen herself.

‘How much did all this cost?’ he asked

‘Only one thousand one hundred and twelve euros. It’s okay, you can do a bank transfer.’

He tried not to gulp. Was this expenditure really necessary? He already had bedlinen – it was true that the sheets were bobbly and the patterned duvet covers were faded with countless washes, but did that matter? His towels were rough and threadbare in parts, but they still dried you perfectly well. He also had plenty of crockery. Okay, so they were an amalgam of various sets they’d bought over the years, and the chipped plates should have been thrown away years ago. The mugs were coffee-stained, and the frying pan was no longer non-stick. But suddenly every worn, mismatched item in the house – every pillowcase, cereal bowl, tea towel, serving spoon – seemed of great value. They represented a word or a phrase or a paragraph in the long story of his life here.

Now he was supposedly writing a new chapter. Did that mean he had to erase everything that had gone before it? Perhaps it did. He didn’t want to fall out with Chiara – they’d only just got together, and so far it was going incredibly well. So he let her go from room to room, shoving his memories into bin liners and replacing them with anonymous Swedish objects in neutral colours that he would never become attached to no matter how long he lived.

She covered the old sofa with a cream throw and littered it with hard, plump cushions that he would probably throw onto the floor as soon as she’d gone. They carried ‘unnecessary’ pieces of furniture down the steps and into the outhouse – occasional chairs, a pot stand, a leather pouffe, a felt card table, a folding screen, architectural drawings of unknown country estates, watercolours of Italian peasants. They were, coincidentally, some of Linette’s favourites, curiosities she’d picked up in flea markets and junk shops. He slathered another layer of guilt onto his conscience.

The remaining furniture Chiara pushed to the edges of the living room, allowing space for the boring IKEA rug, striped in tones of beige.

‘The house looks so much bigger,’ she said, clearly very pleased with herself. ‘Now we have to take away the personality. The guests must think it’s their home, not yours. All the photos of your family have to go.’

‘No way,’ he protested. ‘I’m not doing that.’

‘You don’t have to destroy them, Antonio! Put them in a box, hide them somewhere. When there are no guests, you can put them out again.’

‘Okay, if we must …’ He started taking the pictures off the walls, trying not to look at any of Linette, in case he caught her eye and she turned him to stone with anger.

‘And then there is all the music.’ Chiara swept her arm across the shelves of vinyl albums and CDs. ‘So much of it. Too personal.’

‘The records are staying,’ he said firmly. ‘Some of them are worth a lot of money. They’ll get ruined in the outhouse, and there’s no room for them downstairs.’

‘Okay, it’s up to you. I want to make the house look as attractive as possible so that we get many bookings. This is for us, Antonio.’

‘Yes, I know. It’s just hard, that’s all.’

‘Believe me, amore, I understand,’ she said, folding him into her arms. ‘I am very sad your wife has died, but it’s time to move forward and live your new life.’

It took them all day to sort out the living room and kitchen. They emptied the food cupboards and threw away anything that was out of date. Chiara put on an apron and a pair of rubber gloves and cleaned away years of ingrained dirt. She sanded and re-oiled the wooden worktop until it looked like it had never been used. He had to hand it to her – she worked as hard as if it were her own house. They were like a newly married couple embarking on an exciting new project. Except the excitement was all hers. He didn’t really care about the Airbnb. All he wanted to do was make love to her.

‘Let’s go out for dinner,’ he said once the kitchen was finished. There was a good restaurant he knew in a village on the other side of the valley, part of an organic farm that had its own vineyard and olive grove.

‘Yes, why not?’ she said, pulling off the rubber gloves. ‘We will do the bedroom tomorrow.’

‘What else is there to do? You’ve already changed the sheets and stuff.’

She patted his arm. ‘We have to empty the wardrobes. Your wife’s clothes are still here. They have to go, mi amore. I know it’s hard, but I will help you.’

She went off to shower, leaving him alone with his troubled thoughts. He still hadn’t confessed that Linette was alive, although sadly not well, and living in London. He felt nervous whenever her name came up, and a couple of times he had forgotten to refer to her in the past tense. Either Chiara hadn’t noticed or she had delicately decided not to point it out. Throwing out Linette’s trinkets was one thing, her clothes quite another. Would he have the guts to do it? And what would the girls say when they found out? They would hate the makeover too.

The restaurant was quiet for a Saturday night. As the waiter showed them to their table, Tony spotted Joakim Nilsen sitting in the corner with two men he didn’t recognise. He froze. Joakim lived in a large villa he’d had built for himself at the top of their village. It was on the way to the Cescuttis’ place. The Norwegian wasn’t a close friend, but they’d known each other for decades and would usually chat if they bumped into each other in the street. Joakim knew that Linette had dementia, and more to the point that she wasn’t dead. The last thing he wanted was to get into a conversation about her now. And how would he introduce Chiara? As his Airbnb agent? It wouldn’t wash. She had changed into a low-cut black dress that showed off her cleavage and was looking extremely sexy.

He made an ungentlemanly beeline for the chair facing away from Joakim’s table and immediately sat down, without helping Chiara take off her jacket. She squeezed onto the bench opposite him, a slightly pained expression on her face.

‘Stai bene, Antonio?’ she asked.

‘Fine,’ he replied, holding the menu up to his face. When the waiter came over, he whispered his order so softly the guy couldn’t hear him.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Chiara. ‘Don’t you like this place?’

‘Yes, I love it. It’s just that …’ He cocked his head in Joakim’s direction. ‘See those three guys sitting in the corner? The one with the beard lives in my village. He’s Norwegian.’

‘You don’t like Norwegians?’

‘It’s not that …’ He didn’t know how to phrase it without offending her. ‘It’s you and me. Here. You look so beautiful. People gossip.’ She looked at him blankly. ‘I mean, they like to talk.’

‘Oh, I see. Yes, I know what it’s like, especially in small villages. But don’t worry,’ she smiled, ‘I’m sure everyone already knows about us!’

He hoped not. Casa Ouida was out of the way, at the end of its own track. Of course, Gio would have seen Chiara’s car parked overnight. He may even have heard them having sex. He often started work very early in the morning, and Chiara was a bit of a screecher. Gio might well have told his parents about the woman staying at the house, but Tommaso and Elena would never betray him. They had a deal.

‘Your friends will be happy for you, Antonio,’ she said, reaching across the table and taking his hand. ‘It is very sad to lose your wife. But life goes on, yes?’

Yes, he thought, it certainly does. And sometimes at too fast a pace.

The waiter uncorked a bottle of the estate’s finest wine and poured out two glasses.

‘To us!’ said Tony.

‘To us! And to Casa Ouida!’ They clinked.

‘Now we must make the application to the comune,’ Chiara said, suddenly serious.

‘Application for what?’

‘The national identification code. We need it for the listing.’

‘Oh yes.’ It was all sounding horribly real.

‘I hope they will be quick. We need to get the house online as soon as possible. Already we are late. Most of my other properties are already booked for the summer. When a place has too much availability and no reviews, people think something is wrong. Nobody wants to be the first to take the chance.’

‘Could we put a few reviews up ourselves?’

She frowned. ‘No, Antonio. I do not work like this. I am a Superhost with a five-star rating.’

‘Of course. It was just a thought.’

‘Also, Airbnb check that the reviews are real.’

‘I’ll leave it all to you.’

‘Grazie. Don’t worry, soon we will have bookings all summer.’

‘Great.’ Although right now, he didn’t want the place full all summer. He didn’t want anyone else staying at Casa Ouida at all.




Chapter Twenty: Now

JONATHAN

Jonathan sits in the armchair, holding a cold compress to his injured head. He feels dizzy and slightly sick. Zuri has been checking his pupils, and so far they haven’t over-dilated. Hopefully the paracetamol will kill the pain, and he won’t have to go to Accident and Emergency. He has no idea where the nearest hospital is – Lucca, he supposes – but he won’t go there unless his symptoms get worse. He doesn’t want the police involved. It’s embarrassing, like being a victim of domestic violence. Sister on brother.

Tamsin can go to hell. After she assaulted him, she fled in the hire car, even though she’s not insured. She isn’t used to driving on the other side of the road either. She’s had too much to drink, is in a highly emotional state and there’s nothing he can do about it.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says as he watches Zuri sweep up the broken glass and ceramic. The room looks like a bomb site. ‘I’d like to help, but I think I need to go and lie down.’

Zuri supports him up the spiral stairs. He staggers to their bedroom and collapses on the bed, his head swimming, the gash on his temple stinging with pain.

‘Maybe we should call an ambulance,’ she says. ‘Get you checked out for concussion.’

‘No, I’m okay. Just need to rest.’

‘I’d better carry on downstairs. I don’t want the children to see the mess. It’s a miracle they didn’t wake up.’

‘The aqua park tired them out. It was worth it after all,’ he says, attempting a feeble joke.

‘It’s not funny, Jonathan. They could have witnessed it.’

‘I know, I know … She’s not well. I’m really anxious about her. She shouldn’t be driving. God knows where she’s gone.’

Zuri huffs. ‘She could end up dead in a ditch for all I care.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘I’ve had enough. What the hell are we doing here, Jonathan?’

‘We’re on holiday … at least I thought we were.’

‘Tamsin brought us here deliberately. She’s been playing us from the start.’

‘No, that’s not true. She recognised the place from our childhood.’

She casts her eyes to the ceiling in despair. ‘You’re so naïve.’

‘I’m not. She had no idea we were his secret family. She couldn’t take it. She just flipped.’

‘Hm …’ She doesn’t believe him. ‘We need to go. Tamsin has lost the plot. I’m not going to stick around waiting for something worse to happen. It’s not safe.’

‘She was upset.’

‘She was a lot more than upset. She was beside herself with anger, it was out of control. You heard what she said tonight – she wants this house. All of it.’

‘Well she won’t get it. I expect it’ll go to the wife.’

‘Tamsin isn’t thinking straight. She’s out for revenge. She doesn’t care what she has to do to get what she wants. I seriously think Luna could be in danger.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’ He dismisses the thought with a wave of his hand.

‘Is it?’ Zuri puts her hands on her hips. ‘She threw a marble bookend at your head.’

‘I’m not stupid, I can see that she’s not well … We need to get her home as soon as possible.’

‘There’s no “we” in this, Jonathan. She’s your sister, your problem. It’s the children I’m concerned about. I’m not risking another scene like we had tonight. I’m taking them away tomorrow.’

He gasps. ‘What? You can’t do that!’

‘Yes, I can. I’m going to find us somewhere else to stay. Near the beach this time.’

‘Please don’t go, Zuri,’ he pleads. ‘When she comes back, I’ll talk to her, calm her down. Make her apologise.’

‘Sorry. I’ve reached my limit, Jonathan. You can’t spend the rest of your life covering for her.’ She goes to say something else, then hesitates. And in that split second, he realises that she knows what he did. She knows he put his twin before his family, and she can’t forgive him. That’s why their relationship has been off these past months, like a bottle of milk that’s been open for too long.

‘You lied to the police for her,’ she says. ‘About Lee.’

‘I didn’t—’

‘I know you weren’t with her that evening.’

‘I’m sorry … there was no choice. She had no alibi. I had to protect her.’

‘It’s your children you should protect,’ she snaps. ‘But you put her first every time.’

‘She’s my twin. I’ve always had to look after her.’

‘I don’t know whether Tamsin killed Lee and I don’t want to know. Keep me out of it. He was a nasty piece of work, got what he deserved.’

‘She didn’t do it. She was the victim, not the perpetrator.’

‘Maybe. But you saw tonight what she’s capable of. Get her away from here, Jonathan, before she does something worse.’ She makes to leave the room. ‘And you should tell Luna who you are.’

He shakes his head. ‘I can’t. Tamsin doesn’t want her to know.’

‘Because she’s up to something.’

‘I’ll sort it. I can handle her.’ Zuri gives him a wry look. ‘Honestly I can. I’ve been doing it ever since we were kids. I don’t want you to go, but it’ll be better if it’s just the two of us. I’ll take her back to England as soon as I can, get her to a doctor. It’ll be okay. Promise.’

‘Be careful, Jonathan,’ she says. ‘If she can do that to the person she loves most in all the world’ – she points at his bruised, bloody head – ‘she can do a lot worse to someone she hates.’

Zuri goes back downstairs to finish the clearing-up. Jonathan lies back on the pillow and closes his eyes, trying to ignore the sickly pain seeping into his skull. His brain feels soft and tender. He feels like he could fall asleep for a hundred years.

Oh God, they should never have come here …

It wasn’t his fault, he was just trying to be nice to Tamsin, to give her a break. He had no idea this was their father’s house. Or that he had two half-sisters. But Zuri’s right. It’s likely that Tamsin did know. As much as it hurts him to admit it, his sister can’t be trusted. She wants this house, and she’ll do anything to get it. After what he just witnessed – the scary look in her eyes, the complete loss of control, the intent with which she’d hit him with that ornament – he’s starting to wonder. He knows she didn’t kill Lee. But that doesn’t mean she isn’t capable of killing someone else.

He still has a headache when he wakes the next morning. Zuri is fast asleep, worn out by her efforts to eradicate all evidence of last night’s fight. Jonathan eases himself gently out of bed and opens one set of shutters. Light floods in, making him wince. He peers through the mosquito mesh, looking for the hire car. Damn, it’s not there. Nor is Giovanni’s van, although he has no idea whether that’s significant. There’s a chance that Tamsin went to see him last night, but the guy lives with his parents, so it seems unlikely that they would have welcomed her in.

No, she’s still at large, he thinks. Like a tiger that’s escaped from the circus. Perhaps she drove around until she’d got the anger out of her system, then parked up for the night and slept in the car. She left without her purse or phone, so she has no money on her for food and drink. No passport. Eventually there will be no choice but to return with her tail between her legs.

As much as he’s tempted, he can’t leave with Zuri and the kids. He’ll wait for his sister – just like when she had after-school detention. He’ll pick her up, dust her down and tell her everything is going to be all right, even though it’s not.

Zuri is very, very disappointed in him. His marriage is on the line. When this current crisis is over and they are safely back home there will be some serious conversations about Tamsin and her involvement in his life. And he’ll probably have to make a choice between them. Just the thought of it makes him feel sick.

He goes downstairs to the kitchen and makes himself some coffee. It tastes bitter, even with sugar. Maybe his senses have been affected by the blow. He opens the back door and sniffs the air. To his relief, the smell is as pungent as ever, a mixture of lemon and lavender and the earthy freshness of that extraordinary rosemary hedge. The grass is still wet with dew, even though it’s already warm and set to be another blistering day. And as for that view … It’s majestic. Awe-inspiring. It makes him sad, because he can no longer enjoy it properly. Everything has been tainted, if not ruined.

The dizziness hasn’t entirely gone, so he walks slowly across the garden, the grass tickling his bare feet. He climbs the brick steps to the parking area and looks down the track for signs of the hire car, but he can’t see it.

Where the hell is she?

‘Jonathan! What are you doing?’ He looks up to see Zuri standing in the open doorway at the top of the stone steps.

‘Looking for Tamsin,’ he explains.

‘How’s your head?’

‘Hurts. But I think I’m going to be okay.’

‘Come and help me pack.’

He walks towards her. ‘Are you still sure you want to go?’

‘Absolutely. I want to get away before she comes back.’

‘But where will you stay?’

‘I don’t know yet. I’ll find somewhere online.’

‘Zuri …’

She disappears. He goes back into the house, this time via the stone steps. Inside, the damage to the sitting room isn’t as bad as he dreaded. Very few ornaments survived last night’s fracas, but it’s hard to dent those old stone walls. A couple of wooden chairs are irreparably broken. His father’s music collection is still strewn across the floor, forming small drifts of coloured cardboard. Some of the CD cases have been smashed. Zuri didn’t get round to putting them back on the shelves last night. Jonathan bends down to pick a few albums up, but the blood rushes to his head, making him instantly feel woozy. He straightens slowly and goes to sit down, closing his eyes.

A memory hits him. They were here, on that last holiday. It was the middle of the night. He and Tamsin had been woken by shouting and screaming coming from downstairs, the sounds of furniture being thrown about, things smashing against the walls. They’d left their beds and crept downstairs to see what was going on. Mummy and Daddy were fighting again. They were so angry, they didn’t even see them, huddled together in the doorway, not daring to speak. Wishing it would stop. And it did. But not until the emergency services turned up, sirens blaring. Somebody must have raised the alarm. Perhaps it had been that strange lady, who arrived out of nowhere. She didn’t speak any English, but she was very kind. Once the ambulance and police car left – one carrying their mother, the other their father – she took them to her bungalow. It wasn’t far away, up the hill, a scary walk in the dark. He supposes they must have spent the night there, but that part of the memory has gone. All he knows is they never went back to the house. They were taken to visit Mummy in hospital the next day, and the three of them caught a plane home. But all their clothes and toys remained behind – nobody ever collected them – and they never saw their father again.

Now his children are leaving him. The circumstances are very different, and it’s not the end of his marriage, just a short break to calm things down. But the location is the same. Casa Ouida.




Chapter Twenty-One: Now

LUNA

We’ve cleaned, packed up, thrown away our rubbish, and are finally ready to leave. Being the height of the holiday season, it’s been hard to find a campsite with availability, but after a lot of searching on the internet, Ben has managed to book a pitch for three nights in what looks like a gorgeous site close to an unspoilt beach. I was reluctant at first, but now I want to go.

Casa Ouida has always been associated with happy family times, but now it feels spoilt. I feel uncomfortable about having strangers staying there, and the strange conversation with Tamsin yesterday was the final straw. But they’re booked in for another three weeks, so I’ve got to put up with it. Hopefully, if the house is out of sight, it’ll be out of mind too – for a little while, at least.

This evening we’ll put up our tent next to the van and spread out. No more cramped nights on the rock-and-roll bed, stewing about what’s going on at Casa Ouida. We can plug into the power banks. We can empty the toilet tank, wash our clothes and hang them up to dry. We can lie on the beach and swim in the sea. I keep telling myself it’s going to be great.

‘All set,’ says Ben, sliding the door shut. He’s in such a good mood today, can’t stop smiling. It makes me realise how patient he’s been with me this last week, how lucky I am to have him on my side.

‘Great … I’m really sorry, babe, but I still need to talk to Tommaso and Elena. And I want Gio to look after the place for us.’

‘That’s what Chiara is for, isn’t it? If anything goes wrong, they call her and she gets it fixed.’

‘It’s the guests I’m more worried about.’

He sighs. ‘Okay … can you make it quick?’

Normally I’d take the shortcut to the Cescuttis’ place, a steep climb through the olive grove from the back of Casa Ouida, but I don’t want to risk bumping into Tamsin, so I take the road instead, walking up the hill rather than challenge our old van.

The sun beats down on the back of my neck as I climb, continually crossing from one side to the other at the bends in the unlikely event that I meet a car coming down. There’s no pavement or proper guard rail, just a flimsy wooden fence. I’m surrounded by olive trees, stacked on the terraces, their silvery leaves shimmering in the sun. The ground beneath them is as dry as a bone, the straggly grass almost turned to hay.

Tommaso, Elena and Gio live in a flat-roofed bungalow, its concrete facade painted mustard yellow. It’s very private up here, cut off from the rest of the village. They keep chickens and you hear the cocks crowing at dawn, but apart from that it’s deadly quiet. The only people who come up this far are visitors to the house or hikers following trails. The metalled road peters out just beyond the Cescuttis’ land, becoming no more than an overgrown path that disappears into a forest of ancient chestnuts.

Gio is in the yard, sharpening a saw. He wears a dark T-shirt and khaki shorts, heavy working boots and thick socks. It’s so hot, I don’t know how he can stand it.

‘Luna?’ he says, looking up. ‘Ciao.’

‘Ciao …’ I stop to catch my breath. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’

He puts the saw down on the workbench. ‘You have a problem?’

‘No … I just wanted to let you know we’re leaving today.’

‘Uh-uh. Back to UK?’

‘No. Not yet. We’re taking a road trip. Hitting the coast first. After that, I’m not sure.’

‘Va bene. Have a good time. Try to relax, okay?’

‘Would you mind keeping an eye on the guests for me while we’re away?’

He smiles. ‘No problem.’

‘Thanks.’ I hesitate, wondering whether to mention Tamsin. I certainly know Gio well enough to raise the subject, but Ben told me not to, and I guess he’s right. It’s none of my business. Even so …

He cuts into my thoughts. ‘Don’t go without saying hello to my parents.’

‘Of course not. Actually, that’s why I’m here. Are they around?’

‘Yes. They’re inside. Staying cool.’

‘I’d like to speak to them if possible. And you.’

His expression darkens. ‘Why? Is it something serious?’

‘Well, um, I suppose so, yes. Potentially. I just want to keep you up to date with what’s going on.’

He nods slowly, then leads me indoors, calling out a warning in Italian that a visitor is here. Tommaso stands up as we enter the small living room that opens onto a shady patio.

‘Luna!’ he cries out. ‘Ciao, bella! Come stai?’

At the same time, Elena rushes out of the kitchen to greet me. She throws her arms around me and gives me a massive sweaty hug.

‘Ti stavamo aspettando. Perché non sei venuta a trovarci?’ She wags a finger at me, but her eyes are smiling.

‘She wants to know why you don’t see them before,’ Gio translates.

‘I’m really sorry. There’s been so much going on.’ I turn to Gio. ‘You’ve told them about the Airbnb guests?’

‘Yes. They are worried about the future, Luna. We all are.’

‘I know … I’m sorry. May I sit down?’

‘Prego.’

I take one of the chairs clustered around the small old television set. Tommaso goes back to the sofa and Elena sits next to him, while Gio stands restlessly by the window. Three pairs of brown eyes turn towards me. I speak slowly, leaving gaps for Gio to translate.

‘Well … now Dad has gone, we have to decide what to do with the house. You know how much it means to me. I’ve known Casa Ouida all my life. It’s my favourite place in the world. But Bella and I have no choice but to sell it. We need the money to pay for my mother’s care.’

Elena nods and crosses herself. I remember she was very upset when she heard that Mum had been diagnosed with dementia. The two women aren’t close – they come from very different worlds and don’t speak each other’s language – but there has always been an unspoken female solidarity between them. Also, Elena never liked Dad much. I think she disapproved of him, although I’m not sure why. Maybe he played his music too loud or got Tommaso drunk too often.

‘As you know, the house is right in the middle of the uliveto,’ I carry on, ‘which means we can’t sell one without the other. We’ve had this informal arrangement between the two families for decades, and it’s worked pretty well, but …’ I pause for Gio to translate, although I’m sure Tommaso and Elena already know what’s coming. ‘We’ve no idea whether the new owners will let you carry on working the olive grove as before, or whether they might want to make a different deal.’ I don’t need to add that the family will most likely have to give up a percentage of their olive oil profits – I can see from the look on their faces that they completely get it.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I continue. ‘I know the house and the uliveto have been in your family for generations, Tommaso. It’s not just about losing the business, it’s about your connection to the land. It’s personal, I totally understand. You probably shouldn’t have sold it to Dad in the first place …’

Tommaso replies and Gio explains. ‘No, no, my father says he’s very glad Tony bought the land. We have been very lucky … but nothing lasts for ever.’

An idea suddenly strikes me. ‘Maybe you could buy it back! Would you be interested? I’d have to talk to Bella about it, but we could give you first refusal.’ Gio looks at me blankly. ‘That means we would offer it to you before putting it on the open market.’

Gio translates and his parents let out a wry laugh. ‘That would be good,’ he tells me. ‘But we cannot buy at foreigners’ prices.’

‘No. Of course not. I’m sorry … That was a really stupid thing to say.’

‘Don’t worry about us, Luna,’ says Gio. ‘It’s okay. We will work things out.’

I walk back to the camper van, relieved that I’ve at least had the awkward conversation. Considering that we’re potentially wrecking their livelihood, it went quite well. It’s only as an adult that I’ve understood the complexity of the relationship between our two families. When I was young, I assumed we were on an equal footing; that was certainly how Gio, Bella and I behaved with each other. We weren’t ignoring the elephant in the room – we didn’t know it existed. Mum and Dad felt uncomfortable with hierarchies – that must be why they made such a generous arrangement over the uliveto. I think Tommaso and Elena secretly hoped that Bella and Gio would marry and that eventually it would return to their ownership. At one time, Gio was very keen on her, but she had other ideas.

‘At last!’ says Ben as I reach the van. ‘What took you so long?’

‘Sorry. Gio had to translate everything.’ I climb into the passenger seat and Ben starts the engine. We’re about to pull away when I see Zuri and the kids walking up the dirt track, dragging suitcases behind them.

‘Hey, Ben, look. What’s going on?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care.’ He slams the gearstick into reverse.

‘It looks like they’re leaving.’

‘So are we.’

‘Hold on! If they’re going, we can stay. Let me talk to her.’ He groans as I slide open the door and jump out. ‘Hey, Zuri!’ I run across the road.

‘Hi,’ she says, clearly embarrassed to see me. The kids shuffle to a stop, grumpy expressions on their faces.

‘Where are you off to?’

‘I’m taking the kids to the beach for a few days.’

‘That’s a lot of luggage …’

‘We may stay a bit longer.’

‘Oh. Right. Just the three of you?’

‘Yeah.’

Something’s happened, I think. A falling-out. Between whom, I wonder? Zuri’s face is drawn, as if she’s been up most of the night. And where’s Jonathan? Why isn’t he giving her a lift?

‘It’s a long walk to the coast,’ I joke. ‘You do know there are no buses? There used to be one to Lucca, but they cut the route a few years ago.’

‘We’re getting a taxi.’

‘All the way? It’ll cost you hundreds of euros.’

She shrugs. ‘Tamsin has gone off somewhere in the hire car. We don’t know when she’ll be back. Or even if,’ she adds mysteriously.

There’s definitely been a bust-up.

‘I don’t mean to intrude,’ I say, ‘but is everything all right?’

She glances at the kids before meeting my gaze. ‘It will be, once we’re away from here.’

‘That doesn’t sound good. I’m sorry things aren’t working out. Ben and I are about to leave, but—’

‘Don’t go,’ she cuts in. ‘You need to stay here.’

‘Why?’

‘Because …’ She inhales deeply. ‘Things are not what they seem.’

‘That’s a bit cryptic.’

She turns to the kids. ‘Go and wait by the camper van, please … now.’

‘Ask Ben to show you the inside,’ I say as Orlando and Aurora run across the road without looking. ‘It’s like a doll’s house!’ Ben pulls a face at me, but he obliges.

‘The kids don’t know what’s going on. I need to keep them out of it,’ Zuri explains once they are out of earshot.

‘Out of what?’

‘It’s a developing situation.’

‘Shall we stand in the shade?’ We step into the shadow of a tall fig tree.

‘I need to start at the beginning,’ Zuri says. ‘Jonathan and Tamsin used to come here for holidays when they were children.’

‘Really?’ I screw up my face. ‘When?’

‘Long time ago. When they were very young.’

‘That’s not possible.’

‘Well, it’s true.’

‘It can’t be. Mum and Dad never rented it out. They must be mixing it up with somewhere else. There are farmhouses like this all over Tuscany.’

‘Just hear me out, Luna. This is really hard. I’m not supposed to tell you, but I feel you’ve a right to know, because they’re in your house and Tamsin is not a well person. Her mental health …’ She breaks off and steadies herself. ‘This is going to be a big shock. Unless it’s already out in the open. I don’t know, maybe your father told you?’

‘Told me what? What are you trying to say?’

She clears her throat nervously. ‘Don’t shoot me down, but Jonathan and Tamsin are your brother and sister.’

I’m too taken aback to speak. Instead, I let out a loud barking laugh. ‘What?! Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘I’m not making it up, Luna. It’s true. They’re your half-siblings, of course, but … still very close.’

I feel the inside of my mouth go dry. ‘Half-siblings. On which side?’

‘Your father was in a relationship with Jonathan and Tamsin’s mother, a woman called Fiona. It started in 1986 and lasted several years. They never married, but his name is on their birth certificates.’

Just like us, I think, but I bat the coincidence away. ‘1986?’ I say. ‘That’s impossible. My sister was born in 1984, I was born in ’89. You’ve got the wrong Tony Gladen.’

‘No, it’s the right guy. He was running two families at the same time. I’m sorry, it must be hard to take in. I’m not trying to hurt you – I’m trying to help you.’

‘Help me how? This makes no sense. What is this, some kind of scam?’

‘Tony and Fiona split up when the twins were six or seven,’ Zuri continues undeterred. ‘It ended badly. He didn’t support them financially, just forgot about them. Fiona died of cancer when they were teenagers. Jonathan thinks she must have known he had another family, but she never mentioned it to them.’

‘No, my dad wasn’t like that. He was a good man. He loved us and we loved him. We had a normal life. It was bohemian, yes, but completely stable.’

‘Honestly, Luna, I’m telling you the truth,’ Zuri says. A taxi sweeps round the bend and pulls up in the lay-by next to the camper van. ‘That’s my cab. I’m sorry, I just felt you needed to know.’ She calls out to Orlando and Aurora, who are crawling around in the back of the VW. ‘Hey! Time to go!’

I follow her across the road. ‘You can’t tell me something like that and then just go. Why are you leaving anyway?’

‘I’m doing what’s best for my children. We can’t stay here. It’s not safe.’

‘Not safe how?’

The taxi driver sounds his horn impatiently.

‘I don’t know what Tamsin’s planning, but she scares me,’ Zuri says. ‘To be honest, she should scare you too.’




Chapter Twenty-Two: Then

TONY

He opened his sticky eyes, peering through them at the bedside clock. It was gone nine. He must have dozed off again without realising. His mouth was dry, and his head was pounding. It was as if somebody was ploughing furrows through his brain.

They’d made love last night, only minutes after they’d got back from the restaurant. Chiara had fallen asleep immediately, but he’d found it very difficult to get off. As a young man, sex and alcohol had always put him out like a light, but these days they seemed to have the opposite effect. He’d lain awake for hours, finally dropping off at dawn, only to be woken by a rapacious Chiara caressing his body and nibbling his ear. It was too early in their relationship for him to refuse her, and he’d been amazed that he’d risen to the challenge, as it were. But now he was exhausted, and the day hadn’t even started.

Noises emanated from the lower floors – Italian pop music on the radio, the clatter of kitchen equipment. It sounded as if Chiara was making breakfast. Sure enough, five minutes later, she came into the bedroom carrying a tray – two coffees, a plate of warm cornetti and a sprig of alchechengi from the garden, the tiny orange fruits still wrapped in their papery husks.

‘Buongiorno!’ she said, far too loudly for his headache.

‘Buongiorno! Come stai?’

‘Molto bene.’ She kissed him on the forehead.

He shuffled his body up to a sitting position. Normally he hated having breakfast in bed. It made him feel like an invalid, and the crumbs got everywhere. But he pretended to be pleasantly surprised and uttered a gravelly grazie mille as she rested the tray on his lap. She got back into bed, snuggling into the crook of his arm and kissing him again, this time on the cheek and neck.

‘We have much work to do today, Antonio,’ she said, tearing off a piece of cornetto and dipping it into the frothy coffee.

He sighed inwardly. Hadn’t they done enough desecration already? The history of the family’s presence had been deleted – the bumps and scratches, the tacky souvenirs, the photos, the clashing textiles. It was as if he’d already moved out. But Chiara had been thrilled with her efforts.

‘Dario is coming this afternoon, remember? To take photos for the listing.’ She pointed at the wardrobe with a sticky finger. ‘And we have to remove your wife’s things.’

‘Not for the photos. Do we have to do it today? Can’t it wait?’

‘No, amore.’ She stroked his hairy chest as if he were a beloved pet. ‘I understand. It’s hard. If you like, I will do it for you. No problem. I’ll take everything away and you will never see it again.’

‘No, no, I’ll do it,’ he insisted, thinking he would take Linette’s belongings back to England and store them at home.

After breakfast, he suggested Chiara concentrate on Bella and Luna’s bedrooms while he tackled the master suite. She gave him a couple of black bin liners and wished him luck, then went off to eradicate his daughters’ childhoods. Although they’d grown up long ago, they’d kept some of their old toys and books here. The grandchildren played with them now, although to be honest, they were more interested in his phone.

He opened Linette’s side of the wardrobe and stared into what felt like an abyss. Fortunately there were only a few items hanging on the rail. She had never kept many clothes here – a few summer dresses, swimsuits, shorts and tops, a light sweater in case they had a cold spell, sandals, hiking boots … They would probably all fit into a medium-sized suitcase. It would cost money to take them back on the plane, but he couldn’t bear to throw them out. Not yet. Not until it was a hundred per cent certain that she would never wear them again.

Her clothes were like photographs, physical items that evoked the ephemeral: the touch and smell of her, the sound of her laugh, the timbre of her voice. He started to cry, fat tears rolling down his cheeks. He couldn’t identify the emotion he was expressing. Was it grief that Linette was all but lost to him, or shame that he’d treated her so abominably? Both, probably.

He took the dresses and shirts off their hangers and folded them into a pile. He was a serial shit – there were no two ways about it. Now he was lying to Chiara, pretending Linette was dead. It was a stupid, unnecessary lie too. He’d only said it on the spur of the moment to make himself seem more attractive. But the one-night stand was fast becoming a proper relationship. They’d done a supermarket shop together. She’d brought him breakfast in bed. Yesterday she’d cleaned the oven and scrubbed the mould off the tiles in the downstairs shower. Now she was on her knees sweeping hair and dead skin and God knows what other human detritus from under the beds. She’d taken possession of the place. It was as if they lived here together, as a couple.

Tell her the truth, he whispered to himself. Go and tell her now. Take the risk. Face the consequences.

But what if she got angry and walked out on him? He couldn’t bear the thought of it. Since Linette’s diagnosis, he’d felt so lonely. Looking after her had been stressful and – quite frankly – unrewarding. It wasn’t her fault; she no longer had the cognitive power to be grateful. He hadn’t come to Tuscany looking for another relationship, the idea hadn’t even occurred to him. But here he was with a beautiful woman who seemed very keen on him. It was a kind of miracle.

For the last few years, whenever he’d thought about his future, he’d felt dread and despair. Now he was looking forward to the years ahead. He would never desert Linette. He would spend his last penny on making sure she had the right care. But he didn’t have to go down with her ship. He would sail alongside her, no matter how stormy the weather, and when her journey was over, he would head off to new horizons – sad, but free.

He sat down next to the neat pile of Linette’s clothes. It was as if her former self – the strong, independent woman he’d fallen in love with all those years ago – was sitting on the bed listening to his thoughts, shaking her head in dismay at his self-serving logic.

‘I’m sorry, Linette,’ he said. ‘I’m truly sorry for everything. But at least you didn’t know.’

Dario the photographer, who looked about twelve, went from room to room with his multi-lens camera and tripod. Tony looked on helplessly as Chiara bustled around trying to hide the dirty corners and worn edges, making everything look perfetto. She shifted furniture and tweaked the angle of ornaments, laid the table as if for a romantic dinner, smoothed duvets and folded towels into animal shapes. The IKEA rubbish he couldn’t care less about, but what she did with other items that had survived her cull made him cringe. For example, she picked flowers from the garden and plonked them in the Murano vase he’d bought Linette when they went to Venice for her fiftieth birthday. It was a statement piece, not a receptacle. And she’d stuffed the linen napkins that Linette had embroidered one wet summer into the cheapo wine glasses.

Dario took hundreds of photos of the interior, and as many again of the outside of the house – the honey-coloured stone walls and unusual latticed brickwork typical of the area, the vine-covered pergola, the stone steps worn down by human traffic and lined with terracotta pots that Chiara had planted with geraniums. He photographed the garden and pool area from every conceivable angle, took arty close-ups of lemons and peered through the olive trees, then went back inside with Chiara to capture the panoramic view from the upper floor.

Tony left them to it. He poured himself a glass of wine and sat under the pergola. Within a few days, these photos would be online for all the world to see. Including his daughters. Not that they would dream of searching for Tuscan holiday homes when they had one that they could stay in any time they liked. Or believed they could. He bit his lip. This was another problem he would have to deal with at some point. He would wait until he had some bookings, then explain. They would be disappointed, of course, but once they realised that he was doing it to raise money for Mum’s care, he was sure they would understand.

He would be sad not to come here too. For years he’d been able to rock up whenever he felt like it, or when he needed a break from the care home. He’d been able to take advantage of last-minute flight bargains, or an unexpected spell of fine weather. Now he would have to wait for a gap in the diary. What if Casa Ouida was booked up all summer? Would he have to stay in a hotel in order to visit Chiara, rather destroying the whole point of renting it out? They hadn’t discussed this flaw in the plan.

Maybe she would invite him to her place. She lived with her grown-up son in a tiny apartment in Lucca, just beyond the city walls. He’d never been there because Sebastiano had ‘issues’ about his mother having male friends to stay, which was extremely aggravating. She and her husband had divorced ten years ago. He knew very little else about her, other than that she was a successful Airbnb host and worked two days a week as a receptionist in a private chiropractic clinic. She liked flowers and dancing. It seemed strange to him that such an attractive woman hadn’t been snapped up, but he wasn’t complaining.

That evening, Chiara cooked a ragout, which they ate at the elegantly laid dining table upstairs, gazing into each other’s eyes through the soft candlelight, wiping their mouths with Linette’s embroidered napkins. Playing at being guests. She seemed to delight in the game, but Tony found it surreal. This was his house, and yet not his house. His life, and yet not his life.

His thoughts flitted across to England. In the care home, Linette would have finished her tea by now, and might even have been put to bed. The staff liked to have everyone back in their own rooms with the lights out by 8 p.m., which was when the night shift took over. They treated them like kids.

He put it to the back of his mind and concentrated on the adorable creature in front of him. It would be a wrench to leave Chiara and this place – even though he didn’t much like the alterations, it was still Casa Ouida – but he’d extended his stay as long as he dared. He would return to Tuscany before the first guests arrived for one last fling. Already he couldn’t wait.




Chapter Twenty-Three: Now

LUNA

As soon as Zuri’s taxi disappears around the corner, my knees buckle and I fall to the ground. My heart races and I can feel the blood draining from my extremities, leaving my toes and fingers numb.

Ben runs to my side. ‘You okay? What’s wrong?’

‘I think … I’m having … a panic attack …’

He picks me up and carries me to the camper van, lowering me onto the back bench seat. ‘Put your head between your knees,’ he commands. ‘Take deep breaths.’

I try to do as he says, but I can’t control my heart. It bangs away against my ribs, about to burst through my chest.

He sits next to me, stroking my back. ‘What did she say?’

I can hardly speak. ‘Jonathan and Tamsin … are my siblings. Dad’s children.’

‘What?!’ His eyebrows shoot up his forehead. ‘That’s impossible.’

‘That’s what I said … but I think … it could be true … How could he do that to us? How could he do it to Mum?’

Angry tears pour down my cheeks. Ben holds me while I sob into his chest, doesn’t try to stop me. As the weeping subsides, he gently extricates himself and makes me a cup of strong tea. We sit for a while. My body gradually moves from emergency mode to something closer to normal. I tell him the rest of Zuri’s story.

‘It’s so strange,’ he says. ‘You had a feeling they were trouble right from the moment you met them.’

‘Yes, but it never occurred to me they were my brother and sister.’ I sigh. ‘Can we go for a walk? It’s so stuffy in here. I need some fresh air.’

We lock up the van and head towards the centre of the village. The steep streets leading up from the church are cobbled, weeds growing between the stones. The houses have a neglected air, their facades discoloured with damp and age. Several have been abandoned. There are a couple of Vendesi signs, but they are old and faded, as if the owners have given up all hope of selling. It’s great for photographers, but depressing if you live here all year round.

At the top of the lane, there’s a hiking trail through the forest that not many people seem to know about. There’s only one path, which is very overgrown and too narrow for us to walk on side by side. It’s a shame, because right now all I really want is to feel Ben’s hand in mine. Instead, I have to follow him, my eyes fixed on the ground, because that’s the way you have to walk these trails. Protruding roots and jagged stones hide under the vegetation, ready to send me flying.

‘How are you doing?’ he says, still looking ahead, raising his voice above the whir of cicadas.

‘Okay.’

‘We’ll stop when we get to the chapel. Take on some water.’

Ben carries on walking, and I fold back into my own solitary world. The shock has subsided a little. The fog is dissipating and I’m starting to think more clearly. I told Zuri that Jonathan and Tamsin could not be our half-siblings, that there was no point in even considering the possibility. At the time I said it, I believed it was utterly true. No question. Dad was our dad, nobody else’s. No way did he have a mistress. His relationship with Mum was always strong and secure, despite them not being legally married.

But – and the but is huge – he was away from home a lot, touring with some theatre show, working as a session musician on an album. Or, and this is where it really bites, on his own at Casa Ouida, writing the next hit musical that never was. Were they genuine trips or cover stories for his secret life?

I will never know. I can’t ask him. I can’t pummel my fists against his chest, or swear in his face, or pull his hair until he tells me the truth, because he’s dead. I can’t ask Mum either. Even if she knew about his other family – which I doubt – she won’t remember.

But memories are stirring within me, prodded awake after a long deep sleep. When we were kids, Bella and I occasionally found things at Casa Ouida that didn’t belong to us or anyone we knew, and we had no idea how they’d got there. The mysteries were never solved, but that didn’t trouble us. They became part of the magic of the place.

One summer holiday, we were playing hide-and-seek. Usually we played in the uliveto, but it must have been raining that day, because we were indoors. I decided to hide under our bunk beds, behind the boxes of Lego and board games. It was so dusty under there I started to sneeze and gave myself away. Bella dragged me out, and something came with me – a tiny doll’s shoe, made of soft red plastic and covered in dust.

Neither of us had ever seen it before. It didn’t belong to any of our dolls, and nobody else had been around to play. We were the only children in the village apart from Gio and a couple of teenage boys. How had it got there?

‘It’s the Tooth Fairy’s shoe,’ said Dad when we showed it to him. ‘It must have fallen off her foot when she came to collect your tooth and rolled under the bed. She couldn’t find it, so she had to fly away without it. Poor thing!’

To be honest, it looked too large and ugly to be a fairy shoe, but Bella had lost a tooth recently, so the explanation sounded plausible. Dad suggested we left it on the bedside table for the Tooth Fairy to collect, and we even wrote her a note apologising for not finding it sooner. When we woke the next morning, the shoe had gone.

We found other things. A silk scarf on the floor of Dad’s Fiat that smelled strongly of perfume. He said he’d given a lift to one of the neighbours and she must have left it behind, although none of the local ladies dressed like that. Then there was the tiny Thomas the Tank Engine train we unearthed in the garden – a boy’s toy, not our kind of thing at all. I remember we gave it to Gio.

Strangest of all, there was the birthday card Bella found down the back of the sideboard. It was addressed To my darling and signed Tony the Tiger. She showed it to Dad, and he immediately snatched it off her, tore it to pieces and made us swear never to mention it to Mum. He said it would upset her, and none of us wanted to do that. We didn’t question him. Why would we?

The path widens, opening onto a ledge. We’ve stopped here many times before. There’s a gap in the trees through which you can enjoy a stunning view of the plain. We sit on a large boulder that someone must have dragged here. Ben puts his arm around my shoulders.

‘This is what I don’t get,’ he says. ‘If Tony spent time here with another family, the locals must have known about it. Tommaso and Elena, that Norwegian guy …’

‘Oh God,’ I say, my stomach immediately churning. ‘You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. How humiliating! For Mum, I mean.’

Ben unscrews his water bottle and takes a drink, then passes it over. ‘Perhaps she knew too.’

‘No way. She wouldn’t have put up with it.’

‘Some people do.’

‘Not Linette.’ I swig some water, then put the flask back in his backpack.

‘Did Tamsin and Jonathan’s mother know, I wonder? Perhaps he deceived them both.’

‘Perhaps …’ The idea of my dad deceiving anyone still sounds really alien, but I’m going to have to get used to it.

‘Shall we get on?’ Ben stands up. ‘It could still be a scam, you know. You’ve got to check them out. Ask for birth certificates, photos, bank statements, documents …’

‘Don’t worry, I will. This is no coincidence, Ben. I know exactly why they’ve suddenly turned up out of the blue. They want their share of Dad’s estate.’

His mouth falls open. ‘You think?’

‘It’s obvious.’

‘Shit. It hadn’t occurred to me, but yes, of course.’

‘I don’t care what they want, they can’t have it,’ I say hotly. ‘Everything should go to Mum. She needs it. She deserves it too, after the way she’s been treated.’

‘Absolutely. You’re totally right, hon, but’ – he pulls in a breath – ‘sadly, the law doesn’t work like that. And your dad didn’t make a will, so if they are entitled, I’m afraid there’ll be nothing you can do about it. Not unless you can persuade them.’

I huff. ‘I can’t even get Bella to agree to give Mum her share I’ll have no chance with those two.’ Panic surges within me. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ben frowns. ‘I suppose there’s an outside chance that they’re not interested in the money.’ I look at him askance. ‘Maybe they just want to connect …’

‘No way, the timing says it all. Anyway, if they do want to have a relationship with us, they’re going about it totally the wrong way. Sneaking into the house like that, telling lies … I knew there was something odd about them. Particularly Tamsin. I’ve a good mind to go there right now and tell them both exactly what I think.’

‘No, don’t do that.’ He grabs my arm. ‘There’s no need to rush. Jonathan and Tamsin don’t know that you know yet, so that gives you an advantage.’

‘Yes. That’s true.’

‘First thing is to break the news to Bella.’

‘Oh God, yes. She’ll be devastated. You know how she worshipped Dad.’

‘It’s going to be tough. But you have to tell her.’

‘I’m dreading it.’

‘You’ll find a way.’ He puts his arms around me and presses me close to his chest. ‘So … what about our trip to the coast?’

I pull back. ‘It’s difficult. I don’t want to leave Jonathan and Tamsin in the house. On the other hand, the thought of hanging around in the lay-by while they’re up there, living a life of luxury …’

‘How about we still go away, but just for a couple of nights? We need to clean up, clear our heads, speak to Bella, make a plan …’

‘Let’s do it. Get out of here.’

We set off again, retracing our steps. The closer we get to the house, the more apprehensive I feel. I don’t want to bump into either of our guests. It never occurred to me before, but now I can see a physical similarity between Dad and Jonathan – the bone structure of their faces, the eyes … Just the thought of it makes me feel sick.

‘Look! Tamsin’s back,’ I say, pointing at the hire car parked under the fig trees. ‘I wonder where she went. She wasn’t with Gio, that’s for sure.’ I glance around. ‘I hope she’s not lurking in the garden.’

‘Come on.’ Ben takes my hand and we almost run back to the camper van.

He programmes the sat nav and we drive away. Behind us, the church bells chime three o’clock. I open the passenger window and rest my elbow on the edge of the door. This was the right decision, I think. I need to get away from this madness.

My mind immediately turns to the phone conversation I need to have with Bella. Our last call ended badly. If I contact her now, she might not pick up. Instead, I start to compose a text to her. Hi Bella, hope you’re okay. Sorry we fell out. I have just found out something really—

Suddenly the van lurches into the centre of the road, just as we’re rounding the first hairpin outside the village. ‘Ben!’ I shout, almost dropping my phone.

‘Sorry,’ he says, quickly righting the steering. ‘Hm … that was weird.’

‘What did you do that for?’

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘You need to pay attention.’

‘I was,’ he replies indignantly.

‘You have to be so careful on these roads.’

‘I know.’

‘They scare the life out of me.’

‘Yes. That’s why you make me do all the driving.’

‘I can’t help it.’ The van swerves again. ‘Something’s wrong,’ I say. ‘Why’s it doing that?’

‘Not sure. I can’t seem to control the steering.’

‘What?!’ I shriek.

‘Calm down. It’s probably just a flat tyre. Can you hear that clicking sound? Bloody nuisance. Just as we’re about to make a longish journey.’

At the next hairpin, the van does it a third time. ‘I can’t take this. We have to stop. Now,’ I say.

‘We can’t. Not here. It’s too narrow. There’s nowhere to pull over.’

‘But we can’t drive on a flat tyre, it’s dangerous.’

‘More dangerous to stop on a bend.’

‘This is freaking me out.’

‘Don’t worry. As soon as we get down to the plain, we’ll find somewhere to park and I’ll change it.’ He throws me a quick smile, but I’m not stupid. I can see the fear in his eyes, and his knuckles whitening as he grips the steering wheel. He’s panicking. And Ben never panics.

The van picks up speed as it careers down the hill, shuddering as it swerves around the next bend. I clutch the sides of my seat. ‘This is horrible. Slow down!’

‘I’m trying, but I daren’t brake too sharply or I’ll lose control.’

‘For God’s sake, Ben!’

‘I’m doing my best,’ he says through clenched teeth.

‘Pull over! Stop!’

‘Shut up! Let me concentrate!’

I can’t bear to look. I draw up my knees and put my hands over my face, peering through my fingers. We’re going down the steepest bit, picking up speed without trying. The van keeps pulling away, like a badly trained dog on a lead. Ben tries to yank it back, but as we approach the next bend – a blind one – an oncoming car suddenly appears. The road is wide enough for two vehicles, but we’re too far over. It swerves to avoid us, but clips our front wing, sending us into a spin.

I let out a loud scream as we smash through the wooden guard rail. As we barrel-roll down, olive branches shatter the windows. I see the ground getting closer, then there’s an almighty thump as we land in a small rocky ravine. The air bag bursts in my face with a loud bang, then everything goes quiet. I’m covered in white powder. All I can hear is the continuous sound of the horn.

‘Ben?’ I croak, trying to turn my head to face him. ‘Ben? Are you okay?’

He’s slumped against the steering wheel. Not moving.




Chapter Twenty-Four: Now

JONATHAN

Tamsin is back. She arrived about an hour ago, not long after Zuri and the kids left. There were dark circles beneath her eyes, and her clothes were creased. It looked like she’d spent the night in the car.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ he asked, but she pushed past him and went into her bedroom, slamming the door. He hasn’t heard a peep from her since, so presumably she’s gone to sleep. There’s no point confronting her now. He’ll wait until she emerges in search of food. She can’t have eaten since yesterday.

He sits under the pergola, moving his chair every few minutes to stay in the shade. His head still hurts, although the pain is not as sharp as it was. It’s turned into a dull background ache, making it impossible to concentrate on the novel he’s supposedly reading. The constant zizz of insects is getting on his nerves, and now there’s the distant sound of sirens to contend with.

He hates the sound of emergency vehicles, especially ambulances. They trigger him. He always panics for a few seconds, thinking that someone he loves is involved. But his sister is upstairs, and his wife and children are safely ensconced in Castiglioncello. Zuri has just texted to say that they’ve arrived at their new accommodation and everything’s fine.

It’s not fine for him, though. It’s utterly awful for him, stuck here with Tamsin. He’d like to drug her and put her on the next plane to England, dump her in a secure psychiatric unit and run away. Obviously that’s not going to happen, but what is he going to do with her?

Zuri’s right – Luna needs to know who they are. It does feel like that they’re here under false pretences. Perhaps he should talk to her in private, without Tamsin knowing. He rises from his seat and steps into the sun, squinting up at the top floor of the house to see whether the shutters of his sister’s bedroom are still closed. They are.

Now would be a good time, he thinks. He could wander down the lane and see if Luna’s in the camper van. They need a neutral venue. Maybe he could suggest going for a walk, or even sitting in the church if it’s open. It’s bound to be a difficult conversation, but if Tamsin’s not there, there’ll be more chance of keeping it civilised and respectful. They are family, after all.

He pulls the front door shut and sets off. It’s searingly hot and there’s no shade at all. The sirens seem to have stopped, thankfully. The bloody insects are still going, though. How do people who live here all the time stand it?

He feels nervous. His heart is pounding, and the dull headache has sharpened to a point between his eyes. Hopefully he can get this thing over and done with before Tamsin finds out. She won’t like him going behind her back, but so what? She’s gone too far this time. He’s had enough of pussyfooting around her.

His life has become a disaster zone, all thanks to his sister. His marriage has been in trouble for a while – he can chart its decline from the moment Tamsin got together with that despicable Lee Dugdale. Zuri became increasingly annoyed with him for trying to sort out his sister’s problems. He rescued her when Lee beat her up, took her to A&E, slept on the sofa in her flat to make sure she didn’t do anything stupid, dried her out, paid for therapy, listened to her vows never to return, then picked her off the floor again a few weeks later. There were periods when he spent more time with Tamsin than he did at home. He wasn’t around to help put the kids to bed or read them stories, and he and Zuri stopped going on date nights. He knew it was doing damage to the relationship, but he felt he had no choice. He couldn’t throw Tamsin to the wolf that was Lee Dugdale.

Nobody shed a tear when he died, and undoubtedly the world is a better place without him, but did that justify his murder? He can’t decide. Killing another human being is a terrible burden to carry.

Thankfully Tamsin was never arrested, let alone charged. After the investigation had failed to find the killer, Jonathan had assumed – naïvely as it turned out – that the nightmare would end and they’d be free. Tamsin would recover and they would all go back to living a normal family life. But that hasn’t happened. If anything, the situation is worse. And now Zuri knows that he lied, not just to the police, but to her. When push came to shove, he put his sister before his wife. The stain it has left on their marriage seems indelible.

But if he and Zuri do split up, he will not abandon Orlando and Aurora. He will fight for shared custody; he will support them financially. Most of all, he’ll make sure they always know how much he loves them. He will not be like his shit of a father.

The camper van isn’t there. Jonathan feels a small pang of disappointment, then relief. He wonders whether Luna and Ben have gone away for ever, or for a few days, or just down to the supermarket. The empty space holds no clues. He thinks about calling or texting Luna to suggest a private chat, but doesn’t know how to phrase it. Anyway, Tamsin will wake up soon and there’s no way he’ll be able to keep her out of things. It was a good idea, but the moment has passed.

He’s about to go back to the house when Gio’s van trundles round the bend. The last time Jonathan saw him, he was running out of the house half-naked. This could be embarrassing, he thinks, turning his head away as if hasn’t recognised him, but it’s too late. Gio stops the van and winds down the window. ‘Ciao,’ he says.

‘Oh, Gio! It’s you. Ciao!’

‘Are you going out today?’

‘Er, not sure. Maybe. Why?’

‘There’s been an accident.’

‘Ah, yes, I heard the sirens. What happened?’

‘I don’t know. I try to see, but the road is closed. Nobody can go up or down.’

‘Oh dear, sounds like it could be serious.’

‘Yes, very bad, I think.’ Gio crosses himself.

‘Thanks for the heads-up. We’ll stay here until it’s clear.’

‘It may be hours.’

‘Um …’ Jonathan shifts from one foot to the other. ‘Do you know where Luna and Ben are?’

‘They have gone to the beach for a few days, maybe more.’

‘Oh, cool.’

‘Any problems, you come to me, okay?’

‘Thanks.’

‘A presto!’ Gio drives on up the hill, his battered old van groaning as it takes the bend.

Jonathan walks back to Casa Ouida. He feels disproportionately churned up by the news of the accident. The last time he saw an ambulance in this part of the world, his mother was being loaded into it. It had been an ugly fight, probably fuelled by alcohol. They’d both given as good as they’d got, but his mother had come off worse. He has no idea whether his father was even arrested.

‘I won the prize,’ she always insisted. ‘I got you two. That’s all I care about.’

Tamsin is awake, standing at the kitchen sink in her dressing gown, gulping down a large glass of water. She waves at him through the window, like there’s nothing wrong.

‘Hi,’ she says as he enters. ‘This water is drinkable, right?’

‘Yes,’ he replies evenly. ‘It comes from mountain springs, apparently.’

‘That’s a relief. I’ve drunk about four litres of it.’

‘Where did you go, Tam?’

‘No idea. I drove around for hours until my eyes kept closing, then I just pulled over somewhere and slept.’

‘You weren’t insured, you know. You were driving illegally. If you’d been stopped—’

‘It was fine. I kept to the back roads. Anyway, I’m here now. We got away with it!’ she jokes.

‘It’s not funny.’

‘Just relax, will you? Even if I had had a prang, you would have lied for me, pretended you were in the driving seat.’

‘No I wouldn’t.’

‘But you would, Jonny! We both know you would. You’ve done it before and you’ll do it again if necessary.’

How can she take the matter so lightly? ‘I only gave you an alibi because I knew you hadn’t killed Lee,’ he says crossly.

Her expression suddenly turns serious. ‘Yes. I know. And I love you for believing me.’ They look into each other’s eyes for a moment. He fears she’s going to say something he doesn’t want to hear. ‘Because I didn’t do it,’ she continues. ‘I would have liked to, but somebody else got there first.’

‘Yeah. Good riddance to bad rubbish,’ he says.

‘Exactly.’ She gives him a smile. ‘Come on, let’s be friends.’

‘Friends? You attacked me. Look!’ He points to the strip of gauze on his head. ‘I think I’ve got concussion.’

‘Sorry. I was aiming for Zuri.’

He opens his mouth to respond, but closes it again. There’s no point.

Tamsin opens the fridge and takes out one of the yoghurts usually reserved for the children. ‘Where is everyone, by the way? It seems very quiet round here.’

‘They’ve gone to Castiglioncello. Zuri didn’t think it was safe here.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you almost destroyed the place! I dread to think how much it’s going to cost to repair or replace everything.’

There’s no reaction. She doesn’t seem the slightest bit bothered. ‘So it’s just the two of us, is it?’ she says, tearing the lid off the pot. ‘Nice.’

‘Nice isn’t the word I’d choose.’ He leans against the wall. ‘What’s going on, Tamsin? I need you to be honest with me. Why are we here? What’s the plan?’

‘It’s simple,’ she says, plunging a spoon in and taking a mouthful of strawberry yoghurt. ‘I want this house. And I’m going to get it. All of it.’

‘Tam—’

‘But right now, I need a pee and a shower, so if you’ll excuse me …’ He lets out a defeated sigh. ‘Hey, Jonny,’ she says, her foot on the bottom step of the stairs. ‘Why don’t we go out to eat tonight? There’s a restaurant in one of the nearby villages that’s got really good reviews on Tripadvisor.’

‘We can’t. The road is closed. There’s been an accident.’

Her eyes open wide. ‘Really? Is anyone hurt?’

‘No idea. You’ll have to ask Gio.’ He pauses. ‘Is that still going on?’

‘Don’t know. I hope so.’ She smiles. ‘It’ll be much easier for him to stay over now Zuri and the kids aren’t here.’

He huffs. ‘As long as I don’t have to hear it.’

‘Ooh, somebody’s jealous!’ she giggles, running up to her room.

He goes back outside, seething with anger at her casual, devil-may-care attitude. She attacked him, wrecked the sitting room, drove around illegally, and doesn’t seem to think any of it matters. Does that make her a psychopath?

Later, they’re eating a makeshift meal in the kitchen when there’s a knock on the door. Jonathan gets up to answer it.

‘Gio!’ he says. ‘Twice in one day. Have you come to see Tamsin?’

His face is pale, brow puckered. ‘Can I enter, please?’

‘Of course, come in, come in.’

He steps over the threshold and nods hello at Tamsin, who gives him a coquettish look over the top of her wine glass.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ Jonathan asks.

‘No. I have to drive to the hospital. The road is clear now.’

‘The hospital?’

‘Yes. I’ve just found out that Luna and Ben were in the crash. There was a collision with another car. The camper van went through the guard rail and fell into … il burrone. I don’t know the English word.’

Jonathan sinks into the nearest chair. ‘Oh my God. That’s awful. Do you know if they’re hurt?’

Gio nods. ‘People are saying somebody died.’

‘Really?’ says Tamsin. ‘Who?’

‘I don’t know, but I pray it’s not true.’

‘Of course,’ says Jonathan. ‘So do we, don’t we, Tamsin?’ He looks to her for support, but she avoids his gaze.

‘Which hospital are they in?’ she asks.

‘San Luca in Lucca, I think,’ Gio replies. ‘It’s the nearest. I need to call Luna’s sister, but first I have to know the situation, you understand?’

Jonathan nods. ‘Of course. Thanks for telling us. If there’s anything we can do …’

Gio takes a breath. ‘Yes. Please, I ask you to leave. Not tonight. Tomorrow.’

‘Leave?’ echoes Tamsin. ‘I mean, it’s really sad and everything, but why do we have to leave?’

‘I think the family will want to stay here.’

‘Yeah, but we’re renting it.’

‘Per favore. They need it. This is their house.’

‘Tell you what,’ says Jonathan. ‘I’ll give the Airbnb host a call in the morning, by which time we might have some more news. Maybe she can find us somewhere else.’

Tamsin huffs. ‘Hang on! I’m not going. I’m staying right here.’

‘Let’s not argue about that now, Tam,’ he says hurriedly. ‘Thanks for the update, Gio. Please let us know how they are. And give them our best wishes.’

Gio puts his hand against his chest. ‘Grazie mille.’

‘Jesus, what terrible news,’ Jonathan says after Gio leaves. He pours himself another glass of wine and drinks it down in one go. ‘Poor Luna and Ben … I hope they’re okay. Sounds like a major crash. I wonder what caused it.’

‘Bad driving, I expect,’ says Tamsin. ‘The locals take those hairpins so fast. Collisions must happen all the time.’

‘You can’t drive fast in a camper van.’

‘Then it was probably the other driver’s fault.’ She picks up her phone and starts scrolling idly. Her attitude astonishes him.

‘You don’t seem very upset about it,’ he says eventually. ‘Luna’s your half-sister. And Ben seems like a really nice guy.’

Tamsin shrugs. ‘Is he? I suppose so.’ She looks up. ‘Not so sure about Luna. The few times I’ve met her, I’ve not liked her much. And presumably we’ll get more money if she doesn’t survive.’

His mouth opens like a trapdoor. ‘I can’t believe you just said that.’

‘Why not? It’s true. We deserve a bigger share of our father’s estate. All those years we missed out …’

‘But you can’t wish her dead.’

‘Can’t I?’

‘No! That’s disgusting. What’s wrong with you, Tam?’

‘Nothing. I’m just being honest.’ She flicks her hair back and saunters off to her room, looking alarmingly pleased with herself.

Her words strike fear into his heart. Tamsin didn’t somehow cause the crash, did she? No, that can’t be true. Even if she’d wanted to tamper with the camper van, she wouldn’t have had a clue how to go about it. She’s no mechanic, barely knows where to find the button to release the petrol cap. No way would she be capable of cutting the brake lines or interfering with the steering. This is absurd. What is he thinking? He’s stressed, tired and overwrought, missing his family. He needs to sleep.




Chapter Twenty-Five: Now

LUNA

I’ve been sitting in this cubicle for what feels like hours, waiting for the results of my X-ray. The staff seem to have forgotten about me. My right hand looks like a bunch of bananas and hurts like crazy, even with the painkillers they’ve given me. I’m desperate for a glass of water.

On arrival at San Luca hospital, I was immediately triaged and then quickly seen by a doctor. The hand was obviously broken, but I was checked for concussion and other fractures, and apart from some cuts and bruises was pronounced fit. The nurse spent ages digging shards of glass out of my arms and thighs with a pair of tweezers. She kept telling me I was molto fortunata to have got off so lightly after such a bad crash. But I can’t be thankful until I know what’s happened to Ben.

I know it’s bad. Just not how bad. We were taken away in separate ambulances. I didn’t see him in the emergency room. I’ve asked and asked, but nobody seems to know where he is, or even if he’s still alive. What if he didn’t make it?

I feel desperate. No possessions made it with me out of the van – no bag, no phone, no money, no cards. Even my flip-flops have disappeared. I’m wearing a hospital gown and a pair of briefs, that’s all. My top and shorts, which are spattered in blood, are sitting on the bedside table in a plastic bag. Nobody knows I’m here. And I can’t call Bella or Ben’s parents because I don’t know their numbers off by heart.

I don’t remember much about the accident itself. It all happened so quickly. After we hit the car, the van crashed through the barrier and tumbled into a rocky gully. It landed at an angle, half on its nose, half on the driver’s side. For the first few seconds I was too stunned to move. I was cut and bleeding, covered in glass. Pain was radiating through my body, but I couldn’t tell exactly where it was coming from.

I turned to see Ben. He was slumped over the steering wheel, his chest pressing down on the horn. He wasn’t moving or making any noise; didn’t respond when I called his name. I reached out and put my fingers on the side of his neck, feeling for a pulse. It was there, but very faint. Too faint.

I had to get help. I undid my seat belt, not realising it was what was keeping me in the seat. As I was released, my head hit the dashboard and I fell into the footwell. I was stuck, couldn’t move. The pain in my hand was excruciating.

I must have passed out briefly, because the next thing I knew, I was no longer in the van but outside, lying on the ground. Someone must have lifted me through the open passenger window. A guy crouched at my side, talking to me in Italian. He gave me a drink of water from a bottle, then hurried away up the slope, shouting for help. I drifted off again, the pain consuming me. After a while, I heard the high-low whine of sirens, getting ever closer. Rescuers in high-vis jackets clambered down. Some gathered around me, others around the van. There was a lot of shouting and barking of orders.

I was strapped to a stretcher and carried almost vertically up the rocky slope. The ambulance was waiting for me at the top. A doctor flashed lights into my eyes, then gave me an injection. A nurse asked me questions about who I was and whether I had a tessera sanitaria. I told her I was British and had a health insurance card, but it was in my purse, in my bag, in the van … Not to hand, anyway.

‘Don’t worry about me. See to Ben!’ I insisted. But the ambulance drove off, sirens blaring.

The curtain is pulled back, and a doctor walks into the cubicle holding what looks like a copy of my X-ray results. I stare up at him from the trolley bed. He looks to be in his fifties, thickset, with glossy black hair and a moustache that is so perfectly shaped it could have been stuck on.

‘Buonasera,’ he says. ‘Mi chiamo Dottor Baldi. Come si sente?’

‘Non molto bene,’ I reply grimly. ‘Mi scusi, parla inglese? Il mio italiano non è molto buono.’

He taps into his phone, then shows me the English translation. I have two broken fingers, fractures in the hand and some badly torn tendons. They’re going to put my hand into a splint and give me plenty of painkillers, then discharge me.

But I’ve nowhere to go. And I can’t leave without seeing Ben. He must be here somewhere.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘Grazie mille. My partner was also in the crash. His name is Ben Haxell. Do you know how he is?’

He shakes his head. ‘No, mi dispiace.’

I make to get off the trolley. ‘I have to find him.’

‘No, no, non deve muoversi,’ he says, restraining me. ‘Deve riposare!’

‘But I need to see him. I think he might be badly hurt.’

‘Non capisco.’

I start crying. ‘Mio marito. Si chiama Ben Haxell. I’ll write it down.’ I mime scribbling with my good hand. He finally seems to understand and fetches me a scrap of paper and a pen. I write down the details.

‘Aspetta, per favore.’ He rushes out of the room. Maybe he’s gone to look for Ben, or to find a translator. Who knows?

I wait and wait, but the doctor doesn’t return. Somebody should be coming to put my hand in a splint. Or did I misunderstand? Perhaps I should go somewhere else, another department. What’s happening? I have no idea whether it’s still daylight out there, or whether we’ve slipped into the evening.

The time passes achingly slowly. I try to sleep, but it’s impossible. If somebody doesn’t come soon, I’m going to go and look for Ben. I don’t care. Although the pain in my hand is really getting to me. The analgesic must have worn off.

‘Luna! Sono io!’

I open my eyes. A familiar figure is standing at my side. Relief floods through me. I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see anyone.

‘Gio,’ I gasp. ‘Thank God. You found me!’

‘Yes. It was not easy. I said you were my cousin so they would give me information. Ma va tutto bene. I am here now, all is good.’ He pulls up a chair and sits next to me. ‘Your hand is very bad, yes?’

‘It’s broken and hurts like hell, but basically I’m fine. Lucky. Is Ben here? Have you seen him? Is he okay? I’ve been trying to find out, but nobody seems to understand me.’ Gio hesitates. I see his face cloud over. ‘What is it? You know something. Oh God, tell me!’

‘Ben is not so lucky,’ he says quietly.

My stomach plunges. ‘What is it? Is he … is he still alive?’

‘Yes. But he has serious injuries.’

I gasp. ‘What sort of injuries?’

‘I don’t know. They won’t tell me. But he is in the operating room now. The doctors are trying to save his life.’

This can’t be true. He can’t die. He can’t possibly die. I burst into tears; my whole body starts to shake. Gio sits on the side of the bed and hugs me gingerly, scared of crushing my bad hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers. ‘All we can do now is hope.’




Chapter Twenty-Six: Then

TONY

Tony was still in Tuscany. He’d been gone for nearly five weeks, three more than his original plan, but he couldn’t tear himself away. The weather was glorious and his relationship with Chiara was going really well. He hadn’t felt this happy in years.

Then Bella called him, late at night. As soon as he heard her voice, reality struck and he landed back on earth with a painful bump.

‘What’s going on, Dad?’ she demanded. Her tone was shrill; she sounded cross. ‘You promised you’d come home as soon as possible. That was weeks ago.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I wanted to get away, but I’ve had a lot to do here. The roof—’

‘I don’t care about the fucking roof.’ He very rarely heard her swear. ‘I need you here! It’s not fair. You’re there, Luna’s in Manchester, Karl’s gone to a bloody sales conference … I’m on my own. Everything’s falling on my shoulders – work, kids, Mum. I’ve had enough. I can’t cope.’

‘At least Linette’s in Hazeldene Court now,’ he said, trying to calm her. ‘It’s much easier than it used to be. And you really don’t have to visit her so often.’

‘But I’m the only one! Her friends have given up – she can’t remember who they are and is rude to them. And she asks me for things all the time.’

‘Just ignore it. She usually forgets anyway.’

‘It’s not just the visiting. I had to take her to the memory clinic today.’

Guilt stabbed him in the heart. ‘Oh yes. Shit. I forgot about that.’ He hadn’t looked at his Google calendar for ages and had turned the notifications off.

‘It was hell,’ she continued. ‘She played up the whole time, like a naughty teenager. I know she can’t help it, but it’s so difficult, not to say exhausting, trying to be patient with her. I wanted to scream and run out of the door.’

‘I understand. I’ve felt the same. I’m so sorry, darling.’

‘I don’t need apologies. I need you to come home. Now.’

‘Yes, of course you do. I’ll go online as soon as this call is over and book my flight.’

‘When for?’

‘Tomorrow or the day after. Soon as I can. Although last-minute flights can be very expensive,’ he added, giving himself some wriggle room.

‘Just come home, Dad,’ Bella said, her voice sounding desperate. ‘Please! I need a break.’

Chiara still believed that Linette was dead, so he had to think of another excuse for needing to return to the UK.

‘I’ve just had an exciting email,’ he told her the following morning. ‘A West End producer is interested in staging a revival of Castaways. I’ve got to go back to London for a meeting.’

‘This is wonderful!’ she declared.

Chiara loved the idea of being romantically attached to a professional composer. They had listened to the soundtrack of Castaways in Space together – a recording made by the original cast at the height of the show’s fame – and she’d pronounced it a work of genius.

‘I don’t want to leave you,’ he said (at least that much was true). ‘But I can’t miss out on this opportunity.’

‘Of course you can’t, amore,’ she replied. ‘You must go. Come back as soon as you can. I’ll be waiting for you.’

He hated himself for lying, and for building her hopes up, but he was in too deep now. There was nothing he could do.

She insisted on giving him a lift to Pisa airport. They’d snogged like teenagers in the departure area, regardless of the other passengers. It felt embarrassing yet also liberating. Why shouldn’t older people be demonstrative?

‘Buona fortuna! Good luck!’ she shouted as he went through the security gates. He turned and blew her a kiss, and she blew several back with both hands, spattering him with love. He could hardly believe someone so kind and beautiful – and twenty years younger! – could be so keen on him, but she was. He adored her. In fact, he would go as far as to say he was falling in love.

Chiara had left him with a warm, sensuous feeling that lasted nearly the entire journey home. He breezed through passport control at Stansted and waited patiently for a train; he was untroubled by the screaming child in his carriage and barely noticed the crowds at Liverpool Street. But as he emerged from the Tube and saw the familiar parade of shops and cafés of his neighbourhood, a chill crept over him. He wheeled his suitcase along the same route he’d taken for decades, past the grand houses now turned into tatty HMOs, the front gardens littered with weeds and different-coloured wheelie bins, past the doctor’s surgery that had closed, past the Baptist church that was now a nursery. He turned onto Canterbury Road, so narrow that cars had to park half on the pavement. As he approached the house, an Edwardian terrace with small bay windows, his heart fell into his boots. This was the reality, and the last five weeks with Chiara had been the dream.

He pushed open the front door with ease, surprised by how little post was lying on the mat. More proof, as if any were needed, that his life was no longer here. There was only one message on the answerphone, which didn’t surprise him either, because hardly anyone used the landline number any more, not even his daughters. The voicemail was from Bogdan, the window cleaner, who claimed he was owed for three visits.

The house felt cold and musty. The heating hadn’t been on for weeks; nobody had opened any windows to let in fresh air. The plants – formerly Linette’s department – had finally succumbed to their inevitable death. He flicked the boiler on, then went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. But there was no milk. Doh! The few items he’d left in the fridge had gone off. The potatoes had sprouted, and the butter was looking rancid. The cheese was sweaty, and an already opened jar of pesto had grown fur.

Instantly, he felt depressed. London was dirty and noisy; the neighbourhood had gone downhill in the last ten years as professional landlords bought up properties but didn’t maintain them. Tony didn’t know his neighbours any more – they came and went, came and went. He’d lost track of the number of tenants who’d lived next door in the last five years. There was no community. When the girls had been little, he and Linette had got to know heaps of people, but most of their old friends had left – downsized, or escaped to the country, or moved to be nearer grandchildren. It had been okay at first, because they’d had each other, and they’d had their ‘place in the sun’. But after the diagnosis, things rapidly deteriorated. Linette had gone to Hazeldene Court – not out of choice, but necessity – leaving him alone.

Nobody would blame him for having a relationship with Chiara, would they? It wasn’t cheating. It was surviving.

He made himself a peppermint tea – he didn’t like it much and only kept it for when Luna came to stay, but at least it didn’t require milk. Taking his mug, he went into the sitting room, lowering himself onto the sofa with a long, self-pitying sigh. He didn’t want to be here. It was as simple as that.

After taking a short nap – sleeping in the day was something old people did, but it had been a very early start – he went to see Linette.

‘Tony! You’re back!’ cried Molly, the nursing manager on the dementia floor. ‘We all wondered what had happened to you.’ He sensed disapproval in her voice.

‘You knew I was in Italy,’ he replied sharply. ‘I called every other day to see how Linette was.’

‘Did you? Sorry, nobody told me. You look so well. Have you been on holiday?’

‘No. I had business out there. Is she in her room?’

‘She’s always in her room.’

He hurried down the corridor, clutching the bouquet he’d picked up from the Tesco Express on the way.

Linette was sitting in her usual armchair in front of the TV, which was on but with the sound down.

‘Hello, darling! I’m back. It’s me … Tony!’

She turned to look at him, face creased with puzzlement. ‘Tony?’ she repeated, as if his name rang a distant bell.

‘Yes, Tony. Mind if I turn this off? Doesn’t look like you’re really watching it.’ She didn’t respond, so he took the remote off her and pressed the red button. ‘I brought you some flowers. Do you want to smell them? … No? Fair enough. I’ll leave them here, then someone can put them in water later.’

He pulled up a chair and sat in front of her. ‘I like your new hairdo.’ He didn’t, it made her look ancient, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say. There was a mobile hairdresser who came to the home twice a week. She only seemed to have one style in her repertoire, so all the ladies ended up looking the same – short at the sides and a mound of grey candyfloss on top.

‘Do you remember when you used to have a streak at the front?’ he said, smiling. ‘You had it done for your fiftieth birthday party and you kept it up for a few years. You had all colours – pink, purple, blue, even scarlet once.’ Linette had always cared about her hair. She used to go to a salon in Marylebone High Street and pay a fortune. He’d never complained about any money she spent on herself. It was part of his silent apology. Recoupment of her unknown losses. Not that you could set a financial sum against betrayal. At least not unless both parties agreed to the deal. Linette had not agreed. She had not even been asked.

Financially he was paying a very high price for his sins, and he couldn’t sustain it. His main income now – apart from his state pension – came from royalties from theme music he’d written for various TV shows. In the early 2000s, he’d been the go-to composer for daytime lifestyle series – property, antiques, gardening, DIY, craft, country living, you name it, his name would be on the closing credits. Amazingly, some of these shows were still going, but who knew how long it would be before the ratings dwindled and they were axed? He hadn’t written a new theme for ten years – the producers had moved on to younger talent. One day the royalties would completely dry up. Thousands would become hundreds, then tens, then a few quid, then nothing at all. But Linette could still be here.

‘I’ve been in Tuscany,’ he said, changing the subject in his head. ‘I’m putting Casa Ouida on Airbnb. An Italian woman called Chiara has been helping me get the house ready. She’s what you call a host. It’s like an agent. She handles the bookings, collects the money, then pays it to me minus her percentage. Seems like a good deal.’

He felt as if he were in a confession box and she was the priest. When he finished – omitting the crucial part about being in a sexual relationship with the said host – he felt cleansed and forgiven, even though Linette had shown no understanding and hadn’t uttered a word. There had perhaps been a glimmer of recognition in her eyes when he’d mentioned Casa Ouida (she’d renamed the house herself after a scandalous Victorian lady writer who’d once lived a few villages away), but he couldn’t be sure.

‘Afternoon tea should be coming round soon,’ he said.

‘I want soup.’

‘Soup is for lunch. It’s biscuits or cake now. You probably had soup earlier. Do you remember?’ She shifted restlessly in her seat. ‘Do you need to use the bathroom? Can you manage by yourself, or shall I help you?’

‘Who are you?’

‘Tony.’

‘Tony? Who’s that?’

‘Your partner in crime. We’ve been together for forty-four years, darling.’

‘No we haven’t. I don’t know who you are. Get out.’

‘Don’t be like that.’

‘I want soup. Tomato soup and a bread roll.’

He’d been away too long.

While he was in England, he video-called and messaged Chiara every day. They didn’t exchange ‘sexts’ or swap photos of their private parts. Thank God. He was way too old for such nonsense. His body wouldn’t live up to the scrutiny either. She was always delighted to hear from him and said she missed him molto, moltissimo. They hadn’t said ‘I love you’ yet. He’d been tempted a couple of times but had bailed at the last minute.

Today was the date of the fictitious meeting with the West End producer, and of course, she’d remembered.

‘How was it?’ she asked. ‘Are they going to present your show? When will it be in the theatres? Can I come and see it? I’ll be so proud.’

‘It was hopeless,’ he told her. ‘A non-starter. Waste of time. The guy was a jerk.’

‘Oh no, Antonio. Che peccato! Are you okay?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. Used to it. It’s the way it goes.’

‘But now you can come back to Toscana, no?’

‘Um … I’d love to, darling, but I’ve a few things to sort out here first.’

‘Okay, fine. But hurry up, amore.’

He wanted to go back – oh, how much he wanted to go back – but he felt bad about leaving Linette again so soon. Besides, Bella would have a fit. She took everything so seriously and was far too conscientious. No wonder she lived in a permanent state of stress. For her sake as much as Linette’s, he stayed dutifully on, visiting the care home every afternoon. They mainly watched telly, including some of the shows for which he’d written the theme. Hearing his compositions again made him feel teary and nostalgic for their lost life together.

Linette refused to take part in any of the home’s organised activities and could no longer read a book. There was nothing to do, nothing to talk about. In the aching silences, his thoughts inevitably turned to Chiara. He saw her lying in bed next to him, her dark wavy hair spread out across the pillow, arms outstretched.

At last the national identification code came through from the comune, giving them legal status to rent Casa Ouida. The listing was published online. He barely recognised the house from the photos – it was so plain and lacking in character – but Chiara was thrilled with how it had turned out. She said there would be lots of bookings. He felt the place slipping from his grasp. He had to go back to Italy and spend a few weeks there with her before the guests started arriving.

She rang him a few days later, while he was on his way back from Hazeldene Court. Linette had been particularly difficult, losing her temper with a carer who had tried to cut her toenails. He had felt embarrassed on her behalf, and so very tired of it all.

‘Ciao, Chiara,’ he said, trying to inject some life into his voice. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Molto bene, Antonio,’ she replied with that tinkly laugh of hers. ‘Molto bene. We already have our first booking.’

His chest tightened. ‘Oh. Great. When’s it for?’

‘From the twentieth of July for four weeks. Isn’t that wonderful?’

‘Yes.’ He gulped. ‘I suppose so.’

‘They are an English family. Three adults and two children. Their message is very nice. I accepted them immediately, of course.’

It was real, then. Guests were coming in July, pushing him out of his own nest. Other bookings were sure to follow, possibly for earlier dates. It was already June. That gave him four or five weeks at the house, maybe less.

‘I love you,’ he said all of a sudden, the words jumping out of his mouth before he could stop them.

She laughed. ‘Oh, Antonio! Anch’io ti amo – I love you too. Molto, molto.’

‘That’s music to my ears,’ he said. ‘I’ll catch the first flight I can.’




Chapter Twenty-Seven: Now

LUNA

I sit at the side of the bed watching Ben’s chest rise and fall as I wait for him to wake up. He came out of surgery a couple of hours ago and is drugged up to the eyeballs. Gio helped me find him and translated for me. He’s gone home now. God knows how I would have managed without him.

Ben’s going to be all right. There was some internal bleeding they had to attend to, but the nurse on duty assured me that the operation went well. That’s all I’ve been told so far. I think the surgeon is supposed to be coming to talk to me at some point. It’s late now, so I might not see him until the morning.

That’s fine with me. I’m not planning on going anywhere – I don’t have anywhere to go.

I release my hold on Ben’s fingers and adjust my position in the chair. I feel very uncomfortable. My fractured hand – now in a splint – has to be kept elevated, which is more difficult than you’d think. I rest my elbow on the tall bedside cabinet and breathe through the pain.

It’s the middle of the night. The overhead lights have been dimmed, and despite the air con, the temperature is warm. I’m drowsy with exhaustion and analgesics. The monotonous bleeping of the machines has an almost hypnotic effect. I feel myself dropping off. My head jolts, but I push my chin up, forcing myself to stay awake. I want to be the first thing that Ben sees when he opens his eyes.

Not that I’m an attractive sight – covered in cuts and bruises, my hair tangled and greasy with sweat. I had no choice but to put my bloody clothes back on. Everything I brought with me to Tuscany is in the VW, lying at the bottom of the gully. I literally have nothing, but I don’t care. Ben is alive. That’s all that matters.

I gaze at his beautiful face. We’ve been together for six years now. It wasn’t exactly love at first sight, but we got together very soon after I started work at the school. We weren’t an obvious match. Ben teaches geography and PE, so he’s very much the outdoorsy type, whereas I teach English and theatre studies and am at my happiest in a blacked-out drama studio. I was captivated by his clear blue eyes, curly brown hair and wonderfully calm demeanour. He never has to shout at the kids. I don’t know what attracted Ben to me. I must ask when he’s well enough.

I lean over and plant a gentle kiss on his forehead. When you nearly lose someone, you realise how much you love them. Recently we’ve talked about getting married, but I’ve been reluctant to make things official. I’m not sure why. Mum and Dad were always quite dismissive of the idea, said weddings were a terrible waste of money, particularly when so many marriages ended in divorce. ‘The only people who benefit are the lawyers,’ Dad would say. I found the fact that my parents had lived together happily for over forty years reassuring – they hadn’t needed to get married, so why did we? But I’ve changed my mind now. For all the obvious reasons. The next time Ben asks me – if there is a next time – I’m going to say yes. Not just because it makes the legal side of things easier later on, but because – unlike my father – I want to commit.

The door opens. I look up expecting to see one of the medical staff, but to my surprise, it’s Gio.

‘How come they let you in?’ I whisper. ‘It’s well past visiting hours.’

He holds up a large plastic carrier bag. ‘I told them you needed some clothes. You look like somebody from a horror movie.’

‘That’s true. Thanks.’

‘How is Ben?’

‘The operation went well, apparently, but I’m waiting for proper news. Shall we talk outside? I don’t want to disturb him.’

We leave the intensive therapy unit and go to the canteen. It’s deserted apart from two people in scrubs hunched over a table studying their phones. I open the bag and take out a pair of jogging bottoms, two tops, a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of shorts.

‘Amazing. Where did you get these from?’

‘My cousin,’ Gio says, pleased that I’m pleased. ‘She doesn’t want them any more. You can keep.’

‘Wow. That’s so kind. Please thank her for me.’

He nods. ‘I think you are the same size?’

‘Yes, more or less. Oh, that’s so sweet of you, Gio.’ I give him a one-handed hug.

‘And I have some cash for you too,’ he says. ‘Three hundred euros, it was all I could take from the machine in one day.’ He takes a wad of notes out of his pocket and puts it on the bed. ‘Tomorrow I can get more.’

‘Grazie mille! This is a loan, okay? No question. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.’

He shrugs. ‘When you like. No rush.’ We go to the drinks machine, and he buys me a bottle of water. ‘I heard about the other guy in the crash. He lives in the village. Marco Martelli, do you know him?’

‘I don’t think so. Maybe by sight. How is he?’

‘Shocked but not hurt. Just some pain in his neck.’

‘That’s so good to hear. I’ve been worried about him.’

‘He called the ambulance. And rescued you from the van.’

‘Oh yes … I remember now. Amazing … Please thank him for me.’

‘I will.’

‘Right, I’d better get back to Ben.’

‘He’s sleeping. And you need to rest too. Let me take you back to our house. My mother wants to look after you.’

‘That’s so lovely of her, and of all of you, but I can’t. It’s too far away from the hospital.’

‘I can give you lifts every day.’

‘Thanks, but you’ve got work to do. Anyway, I don’t want to be anywhere near Jonathan and Tamsin. I also can’t bear the thought of passing the crash site. I’ll find a cheap hotel in Lucca.’

‘Hm … Elena will be disappointed.’

‘I’m sorry, but Ben is my priority right now.’

‘I understand. I will leave you.’ He puts his empty water bottle in the recycling bin and we walk towards the exit. ‘Oh yes, I forgot to say,’ he says, stopping. ‘I called Bella and told her about the accident. She’s coming over.’

I’m staggered. ‘What? Did you ask her to or did she offer?’

‘She’s very worried about you and Ben,’ he replies, neatly avoiding my question.

‘But she’s been going on and on about how stressed and busy she is. I don’t want to make it worse. I’m fine. I’m not on my own, I’ve got you.’

‘But she’s your sister. Family.’

He doesn’t understand. Why would he? He’s an only child.

Gio leaves, and I go back to the Unità di Terapia Intensiva, or UTI as everyone calls it. Ben is still fast asleep, so I nip to the toilets and change into my new clothes.

The jogging bottoms are too big, but the shorts and T-shirt fit well enough. What I really need is some fresh underwear. I dress as best I can and return to Ben’s bedside. A nurse is with him, finishing her latest round of observations.

‘Va tutto bene?’ I ask hopefully. She nods and leaves the room. I go back to the armchair at his bedside and continue my vigil. But I’m so tired, I keep falling asleep. After about half an hour, the door opens again, and this time a surgeon comes in. She tells me that she operated on Ben. I leap to my feet, introducing myself as his wife – it’s simpler that way, and hopefully means she’ll give me the full low-down.

‘Your husband had the internal bleeding,’ she says in halting English. ‘We think we stopped it.’

‘Oh, that’s such a relief!’ Tears well in my eyes as the tension inside me suddenly releases.

‘But!’ she continues. ‘One kidney was damaged. We had to remove it.’

‘Oh.’ I instantly deflate. ‘That sounds bad. Is he going to be all right?’

‘Yes, my dear. It is easy to live with just one kidney. He will be fine.’

‘Okay, if you say so. When do you think he’ll be able to go home?’

She shrugs non-committally. ‘Five days, maybe a week. We have to … monitor him, yes? Is that right?’ I nod. ‘Yes. We have to monitor him, to make sure that there is no more bleeding, and that his other kidney is working well on its own.’

‘Thank you, thank you, grazie mille,’ I say, wishing I could throw both my arms around her. ‘You’ve saved his life.’

‘This is our job,’ she tells me, stifling a yawn and reminding me how late it is.

After she goes, the nurse comes back in and tries to persuade me to leave. ‘Your husband must rest,’ she says.

But I don’t want to go, and anyway, it’s too late to find a hotel now. ‘Please let me stay,’ I beg. ‘I won’t wake him, I promise.’




Chapter Twenty-Eight: Now

JONATHAN

Jonathan wakes feeling sluggish and dehydrated. He had a bad night – worrying about Tamsin, worrying about his marriage, worrying about Luna and Ben. Did they survive the crash? If so, how bad are their injuries? Most worrying of all perhaps is that Tamsin didn’t bat an eyelid when Gio told them the camper van had been one of the vehicles involved. It was as if she already knew. But that’s impossible. She was at the house when it happened …

He gets up, drinks a pint of water, then goes down to the pool for a swim. The sun is already blazing, even though it’s only just gone nine. It’s going to be another scorcher of a day. If only he were on the beach with the kids … Recently, he has longed for the good old days, when it was just him and Zuri, but right at this minute he’d happily put up with Orlando and Aurora’s petty arguments and pointless moans, their fussiness with food, their reluctance to do as they’re told. He wants his normal life back.

He dives in and swims underwater for a few seconds before bursting out with a sharp cry. God, he needed that. Feeling instantly invigorated, he does a few lengths, then gets out. He ties a towel around his waist and goes back to the house in search of something for breakfast.

Unfortunately, they are running low on supplies. Zuri took the children’s Rice Krispies and the jars of jam and Nutella with her. Also, the fruit and some packets of crisps. He hacks at a lump of three-day-old bread – it nearly breaks the knife, and one bite makes him fear for his teeth. Giving up on the idea of solid food, he makes himself a strong coffee and takes it out to the garden.

He sits at the table under the pergola and waits for his espresso to cool. Tamsin is still asleep, and he has no intention of waking her up. The less time he spends with her the better, quite frankly. He closes his eyes against the bright sunshine, staring into the red underside of his eyelids, wishing he were somewhere else. Wishing it would all go away. Or better still, had never happened in the first place. He lets out a long, miserable sigh. What the fuck is he doing here? He misses Zuri and the kids. They’ve been gone for less than twenty-four hours, yet it feels like weeks. He takes another look at the photo Zuri sent him via WhatsApp an hour ago – Orlando and Aurora playing on the beach. They seem to be having a lot of fun without him, which is good, yet also disappointing. Makes him feel unwanted.

Last night Gio asked them to leave – not that he had any authority to do so. He’s just the guy that manages the olive grove, right? Yet he behaves as if he owns the place. Like he’s part of the family. Jonathan can’t work it out. Anyway, Tamsin has made it very clear that she has no intention of going, and he can’t leave her on her own. She’s already trashed the sitting room. Who knows what else she might do?

He takes a gulp of coffee, suddenly desperate for the caffeine hit. He is furious with Tamsin on so many counts. This holiday was supposed to be a recuperative, even healing experience, a month away from the pressures of work and dull domesticity, a chance for his sister to improve her mental health. Most of all, he’d hoped that Tuscany would provide an escape from the dark subject that plays almost constantly upon his mind: Lee Dugdale. Why does the death of such a despicable person bother him so much? The world is undeniably a better place without him. And yet the man haunts him, almost every hour of every day.

Casa Ouida was meant to be a haven. Instead, he’s trapped here with his twin in some kind of psychological hell. It’s his job to protect her from herself, and yet he feels like she’s the one in charge. The more he thinks about it, the more convinced he is that Zuri is right. Tamsin brought them here deliberately. He has been made to look like a fool. She’ll deny it until her dying breath, but there’s no other explanation.

The problem is, he doesn’t understand why she’s doing this. As far as he can tell, she has absolutely no interest in forming a relationship with her half-siblings. Is it really just their father’s money she wants? She could certainly do with the cash, but the hassle involved in getting it could be considerable. Costly too, if they have to involve Italian lawyers. Unpleasant all round, and probably not worth it. Personally, he doesn’t want any of it, but unlike Tamsin, he can afford to have scruples.

If money’s not her motive, that only leaves revenge. But it’s too late for that; their father is already dead. Yes, he was a shit, but he didn’t deserve to die like that. He wasn’t in the same league as Lee Dugdale, a violent drug dealer who exploited vulnerable women like his sister and used kids to run county lines.

Jonathan pauses his internal narrative. There he goes again, letting that monster into his head. Tamsin has been through enough emotional pain these past few years – why look for new sources of suffering? She needs to move on with her life. They both need to move on. He feels it desperately.

They should leave today. Walk away. He’ll join Zuri and the kids in Castiglioncello and Tamsin can go back to England. He’ll pay for her flight. They can’t stay here, especially not now Luna has been involved in this terrible car accident. He wonders again what caused it.

Tamsin doesn’t come down from her room until lunchtime, finding Jonathan still in the garden, although now he has migrated to a sunlounger. She is wearing a babydoll sundress – pink with a fitted bodice and short skirt. It’s way too young for her, but he doesn’t comment. She has redone her make-up and tonged her hair into glamorous curls.

‘Off out somewhere?’ he asks.

‘Not any more,’ she grunts. ‘Gio was supposed to be taking me out to lunch, but he’s just cancelled on me. So annoying!’

‘Did he say why?’

‘He was at the hospital all night and he’s “exhau-uusted”.’ She paints inverted commas in the air.

‘Any news about Luna and Ben?’

‘Yeah … um, they’re both still alive. Luna has only broken her hand, but Ben’s had to have an operation, Gio didn’t know what for.’

Jonathan grimaces. ‘Okay, well it could have been a lot worse, I suppose.’

‘Guess so.’ She twirls the end of a lock of hair. ‘Gio’s promised to come and see me tonight, but who knows? I guess it depends if Luna needs him. Huh.’

Jonathan hesitates, wondering whether he dare say what’s in his head. ‘I think we should leave,’ he says. ‘We don’t belong here, Tam. This is their house, their life.’

‘It was our life too,’ she replies stiffly. ‘Once.’

‘Yeah, but that was a long time ago, and we were never the main act, we only ever supported.’ Somehow a musical metaphor seems fitting in this context. She pouts in response. ‘Don’t you see? There’s nothing here for us. Only bad memories. Think about it. What would Mum say if she knew what we were doing?’

‘She’d be pleased.’

‘You think?’

‘Yes. She hated him.’

‘Not always.’

‘She’d want us to get what we were owed.’

‘Maybe … I don’t know. You don’t know.’ He sighs. ‘Anyway, the guy’s dead, so …’

‘Are you sticking up for him?

‘No. I’m saying it doesn’t matter any more.’

‘Oh, it matters,’ she says. ‘It matters to me very much.’

He leaves a beat. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask you this, but … did you do something to the camper van?’

She looks taken aback. ‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. Something that could cause the driver to lose control. It’s just that last night, you seemed quite pleased about the crash.’

‘I wasn’t “pleased”. I just don’t care. That doesn’t mean I tried to kill them.’

‘It just sounded a bit callous.’

‘I don’t go round murdering people, Jonny.’

‘I never said you did.’

‘No, but you think it. I know you do. Every time you look at me, you see me stabbing Lee in the chest.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘Yes it is. You forget how well I know you. I can read your thoughts.’

I hope to God you can’t, he thinks, keeping his expression blank.

‘Right,’ she says, bringing the topic to a close. ‘Think I’ll get my swimmers on and do some work on my tan.’ She turns to go back to the house.

As soon as she’s out of sight, Jonathan puts his head in his hands and sobs.




Chapter Twenty-Nine: Now

LUNA

Ben slowly opens his eyes, turning his head slightly to the right. ‘Luna? Is that you?’

I leap out of the chair and lean over him. ‘Yes, babe, yes, it’s me. You’re awake!’

‘Yeah …’

‘How do you feel?’

‘Bit woozy … What about you?’

‘I’m fine.’ I raise my arm in front of his face. ‘A few hand fractures, that’s all.’

‘Thank God,’ he says, tears welling in his eyes. ‘I thought you were dead.’

‘Same here. I kept asking about you, but nobody seemed to know where you were.’ I kiss him gently on the cheek. ‘It’s a miracle we both made it.’

He shifts slightly, wincing with pain. ‘How did the op go? Do you know?’

‘Very well. They stopped the bleeding, but … I’m afraid they had to remove one of your kidneys.’

‘Shit. That’s bad, isn’t it?’

‘According to the doctor, it’s okay, you can survive perfectly well on just one. As long as you don’t abuse it, I guess …’

He blows out his cheeks. ‘I suppose we have to be thankful. It could have been a lot worse.’

‘That’s what I keep thinking. Do you want to sit up a bit?’

‘Yeah. Only careful, everything hurts.’ I use the remote control to raise the head of the bed slightly. ‘Thanks. I can see you better now.’ He gives me a feeble smile. ‘What about the other driver? Any news?’

‘He wasn’t hurt at all.’

‘Amazing. Such a relief.’

‘In fact, he climbed down into the gully and pulled me out of the van.’

‘The guy deserves a medal.’

‘Yes. So does Gio. When he heard about the crash, he came to find us. It was so good to see him. Then he came back later with fresh clothes and lent me some cash.’

‘Good man.’

‘I don’t know what I’d have done without him. We have nothing, Ben! Everything’s either still in the van or scattered around the hillside. God knows if they’ll ever find my phone. I’d like to search for it, but …’ I hold up my arm. ‘Probably not a good idea.’

He laughs weakly. ‘We just need to get home. It’ll be much easier to sort out new cards and stuff from the UK. Can I have some water?’

I pick up the jug and pour him a glass, although it’s not easy when I can’t use my other hand to steady it. ‘The doctor said you’ll be in for at least a week,’ I say.

‘Okay.’ He takes a sip. ‘What about you?’

‘I’ve already been discharged.’ I go back to the armchair.

‘Where will you stay? Casa Ouida? It’d be a good excuse to chuck them out.’

‘Gio already tried that. They’re refusing to leave, would you believe?’

‘No way!’

‘It’s okay. I don’t want to stay there anyway. I’ll find a hotel. Somewhere close by.’

‘Makes sense.’ He nods, drinking. There are a few moments of silence as we return to our own thoughts. There’s so much to process, it feels overwhelming. ‘Have the police turned up yet?’ he asks finally.

‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘There’s bound to be an investigation. They’ll want to interview me. You too.’

‘It wasn’t your fault, Ben.’

‘I should have found a place to stop.’ His face clouds over as he starts to remember. ‘But it was so dangerous. I thought if I could only get to the bottom of the hill …’

‘You did your best. Don’t beat yourself up about it. The other guy walked away without a scratch.’

‘I’m still worried I might be prosecuted for driving on a flat tyre.’

‘We didn’t know about it until we set off. By then it was too late.’

‘True. Even so …’ He looks worried. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t mention it. Let the accident investigators work it out.’

‘I was going over and over it while I was waiting for you to wake up,’ I say, moving my chair closer. ‘Do you remember how there was a clicking sound in one of the tyres?’ He nods. ‘It was like a nail was stuck in it. So I’ve been thinking … how did it get there?’

‘We must have driven over it the last time we used the van.’

‘Exactly. But that was days ago. The tyre would have gone completely flat, and we’d have noticed it immediately. Which means either we drove over the nail as soon as we left, which is possible but unlikely, or …’ I pause, unsure whether to say it out loud. ‘Or somebody deliberately drove it into the tyre’s sidewall.’

He looks shocked. ‘Who on earth would do that?’

‘It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?’ My voice is shaking. I hate accusing people, but I know in my gut that it’s true.

‘Well?’ he presses. ‘Who?’

‘Tamsin,’ I whisper.

‘Tamsin?’

‘Or Jonathan, perhaps, but my money’s on her.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding.’

‘I’m not!’ I grab his arm. ‘Zuri warned me, remember? She said I should be scared of her. We went for that walk, and when we came back, we saw the hire car. She would have had plenty of time to puncture the tyre.’

‘Jesus … You think she tried to kill us?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s a pretty bold claim.’

‘I know, but it makes sense. Why suddenly turn up after all these years? Why rent the house and not say anything? You don’t treat family like that. That’s weird … really suspicious.’

‘But what’s the motive?’

‘Easy! They want Dad’s money. They think that because he was once a successful composer and owned a holiday home in Tuscany, he was rolling in it. Inheriting half his estate is not enough for them. They want it all.’

He lets out a pained sigh. ‘Sorry, this is a bit much for me to take in now. I need to rest. We both do. We can talk about it later.’

‘Of course, sorry.’ I retreat. ‘I shouldn’t have dumped all that on you. It’s just that … I know they’re involved. I can feel it.’

He squeezes my hand. ‘You’re all wound up, hon. You need to sleep.’

Reluctantly I leave the hospital, promising to return later in the day, once I’ve had a rest and something to eat. As I sit in the taxi on the way into Lucca, Zuri’s warning plays on a loop in my brain.

I don’t know what Tamsin’s planning, but she scares me. To be honest, she should scare you too.

Did she tamper with the VW? It sounds far-fetched, but my gut instinct is telling me I’m right. Not that there’s anything I can do about it. Other than confront her, I suppose. But there’s no way she’d admit it, and I have no proof. Somehow I’ve got to put it out of my head and concentrate on finding somewhere to stay.

Without a phone or access to the internet, I have to do it the old-fashioned way – turning up at hotels in person and asking if they have an available room.

It’s high season, and my first few attempts are unsuccessful, but eventually I find Albergo Petrognano, tucked away in the far corner of the old town. Luckily, the receptionist speaks good English, and even more luckily, they have just had a cancellation. I explain that I’ve been in a car accident and lost everything, including my passport. My sister is on her way over and will be joining me. The receptionist calls the manager – an older lady with long dyed black hair who reminds me a little of Chiara, the Airbnb host.

‘I understand. No problem!’ she says. ‘I have a beautiful room for you. At the back, very quiet. It’s ready, you can have it now.’ She looks me up and down, taking in my ill-fitting clothes and dirty, tangled hair. ‘Have a shower and a good sleep, my dear. If you want something to eat, just call and we’ll bring it to you. Room service is from eight to eight.’ She takes a large key off its hook and hands it to me.

‘Grazie mille,’ I say. ‘That’s wonderful … so kind. Um, would it be possible for me to use your computer? I need to send an email to my sister, so she knows where to find me.’

‘Of course. Normally there is a fee, but for you …’ She takes me into a small room at the back of the foyer. I thank her again as she switches the computer on, punching in a passcode. ‘I am Francesca. Anything else you need, please ask.’

I go into Gmail and sign into my account. The shock of what I’ve been through suddenly hits me like a truck. My head starts to spin; I can hardly type. There’s so much I need to tell Bella. ‘Keep it short and sweet,’ I mutter to myself.

Hi. Thanks for coming over. So-oo good of you. I have found us a room at Albergo Petrognano, in the centre of Lucca. Hope you don’t mind sharing. If I’m not here when you arrive, I’ll be at the hospital. Love L xxx

I sign out, not bothering to look at the messages in my inbox. Picking up the key, I take the lift to the second floor and find our room, number 12. It’s small, overlooking the hotel’s back yard. Another building directly opposite blocks out a lot of the light, but it’s clean and nicely decorated. The walls are painted peach and dotted with pictures of Tuscan landscapes. I draw the curtains, pull the cover off one of the beds and virtually collapse onto the crisp white sheet. I’m too tired to shower. Just need to rest and recover my strength before Bella gets here. I’ve no idea when that will be. Today perhaps. Or tomorrow. Gio didn’t say.

My eyes close, my jaw goes slack. I try to relax, but every time I start to fall asleep, I feel as if I’m tumbling down the hillside, glass flying through the air, smashing into my face. It terrifies me, and I have to jolt myself awake again. I tell myself that it’s over, that Ben and I are safe. Eventually the tiredness is so strong it envelops me …

‘Luna? Wake up.’ I blink my eyes open to see a figure standing at the foot of the bed.

‘Hi,’ I murmur, still half dreaming. ‘Bella? Is that you?’

‘Of course it’s me.’

‘That was quick.’

‘I caught the first flight I could.’ Her face screws up. ‘Look at the state of you!’ she says disapprovingly. ‘It’s like you’ve been beaten up.’

I beckon her forward with my good arm. ‘It’s so good to see you. Come on, give me a hug.’ We embrace, and I sniff the welcome familiarity of her.

‘I’m so glad you’re okay,’ she whispers in my ear. ‘I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you. You’re all I have left.’

‘Mum’s still with us.’

‘Yes, but … you know what I mean.’ She kicks off her sandals and sits down on the other bed, massaging the soles of her feet. ‘God, that was an early start … How’s Ben?’

‘He’s lost a kidney, but he’s doing fine. They’re keeping him in for rest and observation. I’ve just got a broken hand.’

‘That’s a huge relief. Gio made it sound like you were both at death’s door. He said I had to come over immediately.’

‘Sorry, he shouldn’t have panicked you. I know how busy you are, how difficult it is.’

‘Yeah, well …’ She draws in a breath. ‘Karl’s taken the kids to his parents for a few days. I rang Hazeldene Court from the airport – told them I wouldn’t be able to visit Mum.’

‘How is she?’

She gives a non-committal shrug. ‘Okay, I think.’

‘Still asking after Dad?’

‘Yeah, although when I talk about him, she stares at me blankly. It’s so upsetting. I don’t think I can take much more of it …’ She is hit by a sudden wave of emotion.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I shouldn’t have run away to Italy. It was selfish of me. I should have spent the holidays in London, staying in Dad’s house. I could have taken the weight off your shoulders, seen Mum every day, dealt with the solicitors …’

She heaves a sigh. ‘Well, that would have been helpful, but you had your grief to deal with too. And it was good in a way. Otherwise we wouldn’t have known about the Airbnb.’

‘True.’

Is now the time to tell her? How do I begin?

Bella rises. She heaves her small wheelie suitcase onto the bed and unzips it. I watch her take out her clothes – just a few tops and trousers – and her toiletries, which are in a clear plastic bag. She takes the toiletries into the bathroom, turning on the light. The fan whirs into action.

‘Not bad,’ she comments from within. ‘A bit outdated, but clean, which is the main thing.’

She washes her hands, then emerges. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but you could do with a shower.’

‘I know.’ I take a deep breath. ‘But first there’s something I need to tell you.’




Chapter Thirty: Now

LUNA

Bella doesn’t say a word. The shock has left her speechless.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask. ‘I’m sorry. I had to come straight out with it. There was no other way to tell you.’ I get off my bed and open the minibar fridge. ‘I don’t know about you, but I need a drink. Beer, red wine, Prosecco, gin, vodka?’

‘I’m good, thanks.’ She pulls her feet under her and hugs her knees. ‘How long have you known?’

‘Only since yesterday. I was going to call you, but there wasn’t a good moment, and then we had the accident.’ I take out a can of ready-mixed gin and tonic, tuck it in the crook of my arm and snap it open. It’s probably not a good idea to mix alcohol with painkillers, but I don’t care. ‘It’s devastating, I know,’ I say, pouring the drink into a glass. ‘Unbelievable.’

‘No. Not unbelievable,’ she replies. ‘In fact, I’m not surprised.’

I sit back on the bed. It reminds me of when we were kids. We only ever shared a room when we were on holiday, usually at Casa Ouida. As the kid sister, I used to love it, but I think she found me a pain.

‘No? How come?’

Bella sighs. ‘Oh, just the way Dad used to behave. Like he was a single person, free as a bird. He was charming and fun, but also utterly selfish. Even when we were kids, he did what he wanted, when he wanted, how he wanted. He was always going off by himself and leaving us with Mum. I think she knew he played away from home.’

‘Really? She never said anything about it to me.’

‘She hinted at it a few times over the years. And she said some very odd things about him only recently.’

‘Like what?’

‘Remember when he was in Italy for over a month earlier in the year? Another example of his selfishness. Anyway, I was frightened she’d forget him, so I started talking about the old days. She got very angry – started swearing, even used the C-word about him. “But I got my own back,” she said. At the time, I thought it was the dementia speaking, but maybe she was remembering something that really happened.’

‘Got her own back how?’

‘No idea,’ says Bella. ‘She was very agitated, so I didn’t pursue it.’

It’s my turn to be silent. All my happy childhood memories seem to have suddenly turned to dust.

‘Maybe I will have that drink,’ she says, jumping off the bed and bending down in front of the minibar. She takes out a piccola bottle of Prosecco and twists off the cap. ‘So tell me, what are they like? Our dear brother and sister.’

‘Jonathan looks a bit like Dad, and Tamsin looks a little bit like you – same hair colour. That’s about it.’

‘I mean, do you feel any connection?’

‘Oh.’ I consult my tangled feelings. ‘No. Not really. I certainly haven’t had any urge to rush in for a family hug. Nor have they. I only know they’re our half-siblings because Zuri – that’s Jonathan’s wife – told me. He’s all right, but Tamsin is weird. Jumpy. Aggressive.’

‘What do you think they want?’

‘Money. If they can prove they’re Dad’s offspring, between them they’ll get half of his estate. There’s nothing we can do to stop it.’

‘Fuck …’ She pauses to sip her wine. ‘That complicates things.’

‘You’ve got to give Mum your share now, Bella.’ Silence. ‘I’m sorry to bring it up again, but honestly, you have to, there’s no choice.’

She doesn’t respond, just pours out the remainder of the bottle. ‘We need to tread very carefully,’ she says finally. ‘Be on our guard.’

‘You’re not joking.’ I tell her my theory about Tamsin having caused the accident.

She looks startled. ‘What? No, I don’t believe it. She couldn’t possibly go that far. That’s … that’s attempted murder, for God’s sake.’

‘I really think she’s capable of it … and there’s more.’

‘More? Oh my God, haven’t we had enough for one day?’

‘No, listen, this is important. It’s been going round and round in my head ever since the crash. None of this is a coincidence, okay? It all goes back to Dad’s death. I’m sure everything is connected.’

A pained expression crosses her face. I can tell she’s humouring me, but I press on. ‘Remember what Joakim told me – about the white Skoda he saw driving away at speed on the morning Dad died? Nobody’s ever traced that car. What if Jonathan and Tamsin came to Casa Ouida and confronted Dad? What if he rejected them and they got angry?’

‘Luna,’ she says warningly. ‘You’re dramatising.’

‘No, I’m not. It makes perfect logical sense. I don’t think Dad’s death was an accident. I think they killed him, and now they’re coming after us.’

‘Stop it! This is … pure fantasy.’ She leaps up and goes over to the window, throwing it wide open. Warm, sluggish air fills the room. ‘Don’t do this,’ she mutters. ‘Please. I can’t take it. You’re scaring the life out of me.’

‘I don’t mean to. But like you said, we’ve got to be on our guard.’

‘Just have your shower,’ she says impatiently.

I climb off the bed and go into the bathroom, locking the door behind me. I turn on the water and start to undress. Am I going insane, or have I worked it out?

Bella lends me some clothes. ‘We’ll go shopping tomorrow,’ she says. ‘But in the meantime, you can wear this.’ As usual, I do as she says, putting on a loose green cotton top and a pair of patterned palazzo trousers. They’re not really my style, but they fit me better than the things Gio brought me. I don’t care what I look like – I just need something to wear to the hospital. There are only two hours of visiting time left, and I’m desperate to get back there.

‘We could do with Dad’s Fiat,’ muses Bella as we sit in a taxi twenty minutes later. ‘Do you know if it still works?’

‘No idea,’ I reply glumly. ‘Haven’t tried it.’

‘I’ll go and pick it up tomorrow.’

‘If you go to Casa Ouida, you’re bound to bump into Tamsin and Jonathan.’

‘I don’t mind that. I’m actually quite curious to meet them. And they don’t know we know who they are, so that gives me an advantage.’

‘I’m not going with you.’

‘That’s fine. It’ll be better if I go alone.’

The taxi drops us off outside the hospital and we hurry in. UTI is as quiet and calm as ever. I go up to the desk and speak to the nurse on duty.

‘I’m Ben Haxell’s partner,’ I say. ‘Come sta? How’s he doing?’

‘Molto Bene,’ she says, smiling. ‘Very good.’ We make to go, but she calls us back. ‘Aspettate! He already has a visitor. Two people only, please.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ I turn to Bella. ‘Must be Gio.’

‘Gio?’ she echoes, her face suddenly turning white.

‘Well I can’t think of anyone else it could be.’

‘No … Um, right.’ She bites her lip. ‘I didn’t realise he’d be here.’

‘What’s the problem?’

‘There isn’t one. I’m just surprised, that’s all.’ She attempts a smile, but I can tell it’s false. ‘You go on ahead – I’ll wait in the café.’

‘No need. It won’t matter if there’s three of us for a few moments.’

‘I don’t want to crowd Ben out. And I could do with a drink.’

‘Just come and say hello first.’ I drag her by the arm towards Ben’s room.

Sure enough, Gio is sitting at Ben’s bedside. He stands up as we enter.

‘Ciao, Bella,’ he says. In my head, I carry on with the famous resistance song – ciao bella ciao, ciao, ciao. When they were younger, he would sing it every time they met. It was their signature tune, and it used to make me a little jealous. There was no song for me.

‘Ciao,’ she replies stiffly, not looking him in the eye.

‘You are here already?’

‘Yes. As instructed.’

‘I did not instruct you.’

‘No?’ Bella turns her attention to the patient. ‘Ben! Look at you. What’s all this about?’

‘Just attention-seeking,’ he says. ‘So good of you to come, Bel. Completely unnecessary, but really kind.’

She shoots another hostile glance at Gio. ‘I’m just pleased it wasn’t more serious. Obviously losing a kidney’s not great, but to be honest, I feared the worst.’

‘Is that Luna hiding behind you?’ Ben says, beckoning me forward. ‘Hi, babe. I didn’t recognise you at first. You look almost human.’

‘And you’re back to your charming self, I see.’ Our eyes meet and we laugh. For a second I wish it was just the two of us, alone in the room. There’s a strange tension between Bella and Gio and it’s making me feel uncomfortable.

‘Please, Luna, have my chair,’ says Gio, gallantly shifting to one side. ‘I must go.’ He nods at Ben. ‘Take care, my friend. See you soon.’

‘Thanks for everything.’

‘No problem.’ He says a gracious goodbye and leaves the room.

I leave a beat, then turn to Bella. ‘So what was all that about?’

She gives me an innocent look. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Come on. You were really cool with him. Have you had a row or something? You could have cut the atmosphere with a knife.’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Didn’t seem like nothing.’

She huffs. ‘He made me think you were both dying, that’s all. It was horrible. I couldn’t sleep last night.’

‘I’m sure he didn’t mean to scare you—’ I venture, but she cuts me off.

‘Forget it. I’m here now. And the important thing is you’re both okay.’

‘More or less,’ grins Ben.

Bella drags over a plastic chair and sits on the other side of the bed.

‘I’ve told her about Jonathan and Tamsin,’ I say.

‘Ah. I bet that was a shock.’

She nods fiercely. ‘Absolutely.’

‘How do you feel about it?’ asks Ben.

‘I’m not sure. It’s kind of too soon to know. Angry, I suppose. He lied to us for all those years. Particularly to Mum.’ She bites her lip, fighting back the emotion. ‘I loved him so much, but now I feel I didn’t know him at all.’

‘I’m exactly the same,’ I agree. ‘Completely disorientated.’

‘Can we not talk about it?’ Bella says suddenly. ‘It’s too upsetting.’

Ben nods. ‘Sure. Tell me about our nephews instead. What have they been up to this holiday?’

I quietly observe my sister as she chats to Ben, telling him about the kids, and Karl’s bad back, and problems with sourcing sustainably produced gift baskets. She sounds normal, like everything’s fine and nobody’s just told her that somebody tried to kill her sister. Possibly her father too. Is she a fantastic actress or does she simply not believe me? I suspect it’s the latter. I don’t think Ben believes me either. Not really. Because I teach drama and spend time encouraging students to make up stories, they think I do the same in real life. But I’m not being melodramatic. I know I’m right. Our half-siblings mean us harm. When Bella goes to see them tomorrow, she’s going to have to watch out.




Chapter Thirty-One: Then

TONY

Chiara picked him up from the airport, standing at arrivals with the taxi drivers and travel reps, waving madly at him. He dropped his suitcase and flung himself into her arms.

‘Chiara! It’s so lovely to see you.’

‘I am so happy, Antonio!’

‘Me too. I’ve missed you so much.’

They hurried off to her neat little car. He threw his luggage into the boot and they drove away. Within seconds, they were on the autostrada, heading for the mountains. The journey took just over an hour, mostly on fast toll roads. Chiara was a confident driver, throwing them around as she swung in and out of the lanes.

‘We have more bookings now,’ she said, negotiating a tricky interchange. ‘Some for just the weekend, mostly for seven days. It’s very good.’

‘Amazing,’ he agreed. ‘And without having any reviews.’

‘You forget. I have reviews. Excellent ones!’

‘I’d give you five stars any time,’ he joked.

They turned off the autostrada. It was just after lunch and the streets were quiet. As Chiara made the snaking ascent towards the village, Tony started to feel nervous. He hoped they wouldn’t see anyone he knew. It wasn’t the friendliest of places, nevertheless it was customary to wind down the window and exchange greetings in fractured Italian or English. Nobody would believe Chiara was his taxi driver, so he would have to introduce her. But as what? Certainly not as his lover. He could say she was the Airbnb agent, but that would only lead to more discussions about renting the house out, which he didn’t want to have right now. More than anything, he was frightened they would ask him about Linette’s health and the game would be up.

Luckily they made it to the house without seeing a single other person or vehicle. Gio’s van wasn’t parked up either, which was a bonus. Rather than carry his suitcase up the stone steps to the main doors, he entered via the ground floor. Chiara followed with some shopping bags – she’d been to the supermarket earlier and bought supplies.

He stepped into the gloomy kitchen and turned on the light. In the weeks he’d been away, he’d forgotten all the work they’d done to declutter. The place was unrecognisable. It felt like he was visiting someone else’s home – an Airbnb, in fact, which was exactly what it had become.

He missed the mess – the jumble of jars on the shelves, the stains on the worktop, the worn-out pots and pans hanging above the stove, the chipped and cracked crockery. Now everything was neat and tidy and clean. Too neat and tidy and clean for his liking. He and Linette had always been very relaxed and never worried about spoiling things. There were memories in the wear and tear. Now he would feel anxious about putting a hot saucepan down on the re-sanded and re-oiled surface, or making a wet mark with his wine glass.

He left Chiara to unpack the shopping and took his suitcase upstairs. The main bedroom had the same effect on him. It felt alien. The wardrobe and cupboards were empty. All traces of Linette had gone. A wave of guilt washed over him. He wasn’t sure he could do this Airbnb thing. Although the money would be welcome, the sacrifices he was having to make were huge. What would happen to him and Chiara once the place was fully rented out?

He gently broached the subject that evening over dinner. She had cooked two enormous ribeye steaks, served with sautéed potatoes and a salad.

‘It’s great that we’re getting loads of bookings,’ he said. ‘But if we’ve got guests, it means I won’t have anywhere to stay …’ He left a gap, but she didn’t fill it, just sat with her fork poised in the air, looking at him with those velvety brown eyes of hers, as warm and inviting as a chocolate fondant. ‘Obviously I’m still going to want to come to Italy as often as possible, to see you.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Perhaps I could stay at your place?’

She pulled a face. ‘I already told you, Antonio, it’s difficult. Sebastiano doesn’t like visitors, especially not men. He is jealous. He always wants it to be just the two of us.’

‘Didn’t you say he was twenty-four? That’s definitely grown-up. He should have left home by now.’

‘I know. But he has no job, never goes out, just sits in his room playing on his stupid computer. He has no friends. I don’t know why. It’s very sad.’

‘What does he think about you spending so many nights here with me?’

She looked down at her food. ‘He thinks I visit my mother – his nonna.’

‘Oh. And does she know about this?’

‘Yes, of course! She wants to meet you very much. All she cares is that I’m happy. Sebastiano doesn’t know about you. One day I will have to tell him. And you will have to tell your daughters about me, yes?’

‘I suppose so.’ The idea was so out of the question, it hadn’t actually occurred to him until now. ‘But that doesn’t solve our problem. How are we going to see each other once the Airbnb starts operating?’

‘I don’t know. We will find a way.’ She reached over and kissed him, but he didn’t feel reassured. If anything, he felt more worried. Sebastiano sounded like a problem, and he didn’t fancy hanging out at Chiara’s mother’s, however much she was in favour of their relationship. No, there had to be another solution.

‘I could sell the house in England instead and move out here permanently,’ he said. ‘Forget the Airbnb idea altogether.’ Her eyes widened in surprise. ‘We’ve lived there a long time. It needs a lot doing to it, but I reckon it could still be worth about seven hundred thousand pounds.’

Chiara’s jaw dropped. ‘Mamma mia! You’re joking. That’s a lot of money.’

‘Not for London it’s not.’ Nor would it go very far, he thought, not when Linette’s care-home fees cost just under a hundred thousand a year. She was only in her sixties, and her physical health was good. If the life-expectancy statistics he’d found on the internet were reliable, she could live for another ten years, maybe longer.

Chiara collected their empty plates and put them by the sink. While she fixed their dessert, he tried to think the idea through logically. It was already making him feel very excited. If he sold Canterbury Road, then he’d have no home in the UK, but hopefully he could stay with Bella, who lived about half an hour’s drive from the care home. He would try to come over once every six weeks, maybe two months, depending on flight costs and the time of year. Bella might not be too happy, but to be frank, it wouldn’t make much difference to Linette.

He’d done his best, but now he had his own life to lead. Linette wasn’t going to recover – she was only going to get worse. Whether he was there to witness the heartbreak of it or here in Tuscany finding happiness with Chiara would make no difference to her. But it would make an enormous difference to him.

‘The housing market is not in a great state right now, but I think it’d be worth a try,’ he said when Chiara put a lemon sorbet in front of him and sat down. ‘Once it’s been sold, I’ll come out here. You could move in with me.’

She picked up her spoon. ‘That would be wonderful. But I don’t think Sebastiano would like it.’

‘You can’t be held to ransom by him. It’s your life too. You have a right to live it.’

‘Yes, you’re right. It would be good to tell him about you. I don’t like having secrets. I’m lying to him, and I hate liars.’ She played with her sorbet for a few moments. ‘My husband lied to me all the time. I’ll never go through that again.’

Her words landed on him awkwardly. He was lying to her about Linette.

Sometimes he thought the truth was overrated. It didn’t help matters and people got unnecessarily hurt. He’d led a double life successfully before and he could probably do it again. Linette had never found out about Fiona and the children, and that had been a good thing for everyone.

The biggest problem lay with his daughters. Maybe he could tell Chiara that they were dead against him having another partner so soon after their mother’s death and didn’t want to meet her. That could work. Chiara had a similar situation with her son, so she would understand. When the girls came to Casa Ouida, she would simply make herself scarce. As long as Bella and Luna didn’t find out, it would be fine.

He’d have to make sure Gio didn’t tell them. He must know that Chiara was staying over regularly – the guy wasn’t a fool. Gio’s father, Tommaso, had kept the secret about Fiona in return for working the olive grove and taking all the profits. That arrangement had continued, despite the relationship with Fiona ending a long time ago. He might need to remind Tommaso of that fact; ask him to have a quiet word with his son.

It was all perfectly doable. He dug into his sorbet with enthusiasm.

‘Do you have residency status here?’ Chiara asked him later that evening, as they sat on the first-floor balcony, watching the fireflies and listening to an early Van Morrison album.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘I looked into it before Brexit, but I wasn’t entitled.’

‘So that means you can only stay here for a hundred and eighty days a year. If you sell your house in the UK, where will you go for the other time?’

‘I don’t know … stay with my daughters, perhaps?’

‘Do you think they will be okay with this?’

‘I don’t know. Bloody Brexit,’ he sighed. ‘It was the stupidest thing my country ever did. Everyone’s regretting it now, but it’s too damn late.’

‘Perhaps we should get married,’ she said after a pause. ‘That would solve everything.’

He gulped. ‘Gosh … Yes, I suppose it would …’

A thousand things flashed through his mind at once. He’d never been married before – not to Linette and certainly not to Fiona. Originally he’d been against the idea on principle. He and Linette had seen themselves as bohemians. Marriage had felt way too conventional and boring. When Bella came along, they discussed the idea, then again when Luna was born, but it hadn’t felt important enough to be bothered with. Legally, he was still a bachelor.

It was tempting to marry Chiara. They’d only been together a short time, but he knew their relationship was the real deal. He loved her and she loved him. No way could anyone say it was a marriage of convenience, although it had to be admitted, the conveniences would be many. He could apply for EU residency for a start.

He would not abandon Linette altogether. Once he’d sold Canterbury Road, he would put at least half the money in an account in her name to pay her care fees, which he would manage with his lasting power of attorney. On the negative side, the marriage would have to be kept a secret from Bella and Luna, which made him feel uncomfortable. Hiding a romantic affair from them was one thing; potentially cutting them off from their inheritance was another. But that could be sorted too. He would make a will – he’d been meaning to do it for some time but had never got around to it. His daughters would get Linette’s money when she died – if there was anything left of it – and he would make sure they got a share in Casa Ouida too.

‘Antonio, you are silent,’ she said. ‘You don’t like the idea?’

‘Yes, I love it,’ he replied. ‘I was just thinking through the ramifications.’

‘What is there to think about? We can just do it!’

‘It’s not that I don’t want to. I do. I love you, Chiara. Very much. You’ve brought such happiness into my life.’

‘And so have you. We are perfect together.’

‘I’m just thinking about my daughters. They won’t like it. They’re very fond of their mother – were very fond, I mean.’

‘But we have to live. This is our right. You said it to me about Sebastiano.’

‘Yes, yes, that’s true. It’ll just need managing, that’s all.’

‘So?’ She smiled at him.

He took a breath. It was ridiculous that he’d reached the age of sixty-nine without proposing to anyone, but better late than never. ‘Chiara,’ he said, taking her hand. He drew the line at getting down on one knee – he might not make it back up again. ‘Will you marry me?’

‘Sì, sì, amore mio!’ She threw her arms around him. His heart flapped with excitement and joy and a strange kind of fear.

This way, he could have everything. Linette would be cared for, and he could leave grey, rainy England and move to Italy permanently, living out his remaining years, however many were granted to him, with a beautiful woman who loved him.

God, I’m a lucky bastard, he thought.




Chapter Thirty-Two: Now

JONATHAN

Jonathan is woken by the only too recognisable sound of a couple having sex. He certainly wouldn’t describe it as lovemaking. Gio had returned to the house late last night, after visiting Ben in hospital. Now it’s 7 a.m. and they’re at it again. The guy’s stamina is impressive, as is Tamsin’s ability to keep up with the requisite screams. It doesn’t make him feel jealous, or even horny; it makes him cross, and relieved that neither Zuri nor the kids (can you imagine?) are being subjected to this onslaught.

Not wanting to wait for the end, he decides to vacate the premises. Throwing on his last clean T-shirt and a pair of swimming shorts, he grabs a towel and his phone – he doesn’t seem to be able to go anywhere without it these days – and runs down to the pool. When he gets there, he realises he doesn’t want a swim after all. It’s too early. The air feels cool, and the water is in the shade. He drags a lounger into a patch of sunshine and sits down, laying the towel over his legs like a blanket.

The kids get up early, so Zuri will be awake – doling out breakfast cereal, reassuring them that the unfamiliar milk tastes fine, dealing with fights over who has which bowl or what spoon. He conjures her from his contact list and stares at her profile picture, wondering whether now’s a good time to call. He tried to reach her several times yesterday, but her phone was switched off.

He presses down on her number and waits anxiously for the line to connect.

‘Hi,’ she answers sleepily after several rings. ‘What time is it?’

‘Just gone seven. Sorry, were you asleep?’

‘Not really. Just dozing.’

‘I thought the kids would be up by now.’

‘We went to a festival last night. I let them stay up for the fireworks. They were shattered when they got in.’

‘Sounds like you had a good time,’ he says, feeling very left out.

‘Yes, we did, thanks.’ There’s a long pause. ‘How are things with you?’

‘Not great. Tam and Gio are bonking away like mad rabbits. I’ve had to escape to the garden.’

Zuri tuts. ‘How inconsiderate. You’d think she would have grown out of that.’

‘Yeah …’

‘Any news about Luna and Ben?’

‘Um … both alive, which is great news. She’s been discharged, but he’s still in hospital.’

‘That’s a relief.’

‘We need to get out of here before anything worse happens,’ he says after another long pause.

‘What do you mean?’

He lowers his voice, even though there’s no possibility that his sister could hear him. ‘I have a horrible feeling that Tamsin had something to do with the accident.’

‘Really? How?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just that her reaction has been really odd. She didn’t seem shocked that it had happened, and she says she doesn’t care that Luna and Ben were hurt. If anything, she seems disappointed that they didn’t die.’

‘Well I have to say, it wouldn’t surprise me.’

He bites down on his lip. ‘I’m really worried about her, Zuri.’

‘Of course you are. After what happened to Lee …’ She doesn’t have to finish the sentence. It’s obvious that she thinks Tam murdered the guy.

‘I miss you,’ he says. ‘And Orlando and Aurora. I don’t know what Tamsin wants, but I do know that somehow I’ve got to stop her getting it.’

‘Then that’s your mission.’

‘I’m sick of missions. I just want it to be the four of us. Can we meet up today? Tamsin’s occupied with her stud, she won’t need babysitting.’

‘Sorry, Jonathan. I need this time alone.’

‘You mean away from me?’

‘I suppose so, yes. This break is doing me a lot of good. Believe it or not, it’s given me time to think.’ Her breath catches. ‘When we get back, I’d like us to go to couples counselling. So much has happened this last couple of years. The problems with Tamsin never seem to end, and now there’s all this stuff with your father. You’ve pushed me to the sidelines. I’m not even a secondary character in your drama, I’m an extra.’

‘That’s not true,’ he replies. ‘You’re my primary relationship.’

‘Am I? Am I really?’

‘Yes!’

‘Well it doesn’t feel like it to me, which is why we need help. Everything’s got very knotted up. We need to untangle it. That means pulling things apart and really examining them closely. It also might mean cutting some ties,’ she adds with emphasis.

The last thing he wants to do is pay someone a hundred pounds an hour to listen to them criticise each other. But out loud he says, ‘Okay. If that’s what you want.’

‘It is.’

‘Right … Well I’d better let you get back to your time alone.’

‘Good luck with Tamsin. If anyone can control her, it’s you, Jonathan.’

Gio leaves about an hour later. Not working in the olive grove today then, Jonathan muses as he watches the van drive away.

He goes back to the house and makes himself breakfast. It’s another hour before Tamsin emerges, freshly showered and looking surprisingly perky for somebody who’s hardly had any sleep.

‘Morning,’ she says, reaching for the moka pot.

‘Morning. Everything okay?’ As if he needed to ask. She looks like the cat who got the cream.

‘Yes, good, thanks. Gio and I, we just seem to … connect.’

‘There was definitely a lot of connecting going on last night.’

‘Stop it! It was very useful indeed to talk to him. He filled me in on lots of details about the family.’ She pauses to pour her coffee. ‘Apparently Tony was having an affair with Chiara, the Airbnb host.’

‘Really?’ Jonathan screws up his nose.

‘Although technically it wasn’t an affair because he and his “wife” weren’t legally married. They were hippies, I guess. She’s called Linda or Lydia … no, Linette – I knew it was something unusual. She’s got early-onset dementia and lives in a care home. Interesting, eh?’

‘I was about to use the word “awful”.’

Tamsin ignores his dig. ‘Gio says they were very … non convenzionali. When they first moved in, they caused a bit of a stir. Loud parties, that kind of thing. They were very unpopular with the other villagers. Surprisingly, however, they stayed friends with Gio’s family. Gio virtually grew up with Bella and Luna. They’re very close.’ She crosses her fingers to demonstrate.

‘Does Gio know who we are?’

‘Of course not. I daren’t tell him. He’d tell Luna straight away.’

‘Isn’t he going to think it’s strange that you keep pumping him for information?’

‘No, it’s fine. Don’t worry. He hasn’t a clue.’ She picks up the previous thread. ‘Now. We don’t know if there’s a will, but if there is, obviously we’re not mentioned in it. So basically we’re going to have to fight for our rights.’

‘Our rights … You mean a share of his estate?’

‘Exactly. I’ve been thinking, all I really want is Casa Ouida. I love it here, and now I’ve met Gio, it just seems meant to be. So I think we should cut a deal with Bella and Luna. They hand it over to us and we give up any claim to the rest.’

He sighs heavily. ‘That’s not going to work.’

‘Why not? It’ll make things so much easier and save a fortune in solicitor’s fees.’

‘Linette is still alive, she’ll get everything.’

‘Not if they weren’t legally married. It’ll go straight to the daughters.’

‘You don’t know what the actual situation is – whether the house is jointly owned, what it says in his will … It’s bound to be complicated. Anyway, they’re not going to just hand the place over. They love it even more than you do. We came here a few times long, long ago. It’s been their holiday home for their entire life!’

‘I don’t care – it should belong to us. I’m not giving it up,’ she says. ‘I’m staying here.’

‘No, Tamsin, you can’t do that. If you overstay the rental term, they’ll have you evicted.’

‘That’s why we need to do a deal first.’

He’s about to get really angry with her when there’s a knock at the kitchen door. It swings opens before either of them can get to it. A woman stands on the threshold. She looks about their age, maybe slightly older; very slim, with wavy brown hair and dark eyes. She wears a long floral-patterned dress and red leather flip-flops.

‘Hello,’ she says. ‘I’m Bella.’

Jonathan’s heart skips a beat. He shoots a quick warning look at Tamsin, then steps forward.

‘Of course! Luna’s sister,’ he says, as if only just making the connection. ‘Hi. I’m Jonathan and this is Tamsin. We’re the Airbnb guests.’

Bella’s eyes flick from one to the other of them. ‘Yeah, so I gather … Sorry about the mix-up at the beginning. Poor communication on our part. Is everything okay now?’

‘Oh yes, it’s perfect. We love it here.’

‘Good.’

‘We heard the terrible news about the crash,’ he witters on nervously. ‘How is Luna? And Ben? Gio told us they were injured.’

‘Yes, Ben quite badly, but they operated and it looks like he’s going to pull through. Luna just has a broken hand. Do you mind if I come in?’

‘It’s your house,’ Jonathan replies pointedly.

Bella steps over the threshold and walks into the centre of the kitchen. She looks around with a bemused expression on her face.

‘Have you come over specially?’ Tamsin asks.

‘To Italy? Yes. Just for a week or so, to look after Luna and Ben. I’m here to pick up my father’s car. I don’t suppose you’ve seen the keys anywhere, have you? They used to be on a hook by the door, but they’re not here.’

‘Sorry, we haven’t seen them,’ says Jonathan. Bella starts opening drawers. It suddenly occurs to him that she might want to look upstairs. If she sees the damage that’s been done to the sitting room – the missing ornaments, the smashed pictures, that broken chair – she’s going to hit the roof. He doesn’t want to have to explain how that happened. Instinctively he edges towards the spiral staircase, blocking her way.

‘Ah, got them.’ She holds up a key ring. Jonathan sighs with relief. ‘Whether the thing will start or not is another matter.’ She manages a short laugh.

‘Where are you staying?’ he asks.

‘In a hotel in the centre of Lucca. It’s nearer to the hospital. For visiting.’

‘I’m surprised you didn’t ask Chiara to find you an apartment,’ says Tamsin with a mischievous glint in her eye. ‘Given that she was your dad’s girlfriend …’

Bella is stopped in her tracks. ‘Sorry? What did you say?’

‘Chiara, the Airbnb host, and your dad … Gio told me they were having an affair.’

Jonathan gulps.

‘No, no, he’s got that wrong,’ Bella replies quickly. ‘It was just a business arrangement.’

‘I gather it was a lot more than that. According to Gio, her car was often parked here overnight,’ Tamsin continues, clearly delighted with the effect the news is having on Bella, who has turned quite pale. ‘He saw them together – said they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.’ She pulls a face, as if the thought of older people having sex is disgusting.

‘Sounds like Gio’s been talking way too much,’ Bella says. ‘I don’t want to be rude, but my father’s personal life is none of your business.’

‘Absolutely,’ Jonathan rushes in. ‘Tamsin didn’t mean to make trouble.’ That was of course precisely her intention.

‘Hey, don’t shoot the messenger.’ Tam holds up her hands in mock surrender. ‘I’m really, really sorry if I’ve upset you. I genuinely thought you already knew.’

‘I didn’t, but it’s okay,’ says Bella through gritted teeth. ‘He’s gone. It’s all over and done with.’ She inhales deeply. ‘Right. I’d better get back.’

‘Let’s not fall out,’ says Tamsin. ‘We’re your guests. We’d like to thank you for allowing us to stay here. Why don’t you come over for dinner? You and Luna.’

Jonathan almost shrieks out loud. What the f***?

‘Well …’ Bella demurs.

He feels instantly panicked. ‘I expect they want to be at the hospital visiting Ben,’ he says, handing Bella a ready excuse. He does not want them over. It would be an extremely bad idea.

‘But they can’t spend all day and night there.’ Tamsin puts her hand on Bella’s arm. ‘Oh do come! It’ll be such fun.’

He senses a quick change of gear in Bella. She smiles. ‘Well that’s very kind of you, Tania—’

‘Tamsin.’

‘Sorry. Tamsin. But it seems like we’ve already interfered way too much in your holiday.’

‘Not at all. Please come. I’ll cook.’

Tamsin, cook? Jonathan is even more flabbergasted.

Bella considers the proposition for a few moments. ‘All right then. That’d be lovely. When did you have in mind? Only we’ll be flying home as soon as Ben’s well enough to travel.’

‘Tomorrow? I just need a bit of notice so I can forage for ingredients. Gio has been showing me where to look and what to pick. It’s amazing, there’s so much free food right on our doorstep.’

‘Okay. Friday evening it is.’

‘Fantastic,’ beams Tamsin. ‘Oh. Any dietary requirements? You’re not veggies, are you?’

‘No. Why – are you planning to catch your own wild boar?’

Everyone laughs falsely. Jonathan can’t stand the tension in the room. It’s so tight it could snap at any moment.

‘That’s great,’ says Tamsin. ‘We’ll look forward to it, won’t we, Jonathan?’

‘Yes,’ he lies. He can’t think of anything he’d rather do less.

‘Me too,’ Bella agrees. ‘Thanks. Right, I’d better see if I can start this car … What time tomorrow?’

‘Seven thirty for eight?’

She leaves, clutching the car keys in her hand. He follows her out and stands under the pergola, watching her climb the brick steps to the parking area. She unlocks the Fiat and gets in. The engine starts immediately. She reverses, manoeuvring confidently in the small, awkward space, then drives off down the track.

Does she know who they are? he wonders. She behaved as if she didn’t have a clue, and yet she couldn’t stop looking at both of them. And there was something strange about the way she changed her mind and accepted the invite. Tamsin is obviously playing a game. But maybe Bella is too.




Chapter Thirty-Three: Now

LUNA

‘Well?’ I say, the second Bella walks through the door. ‘How was it?’

‘Interesting,’ she replies, throwing her bag and car keys on her bed. ‘Jesus, it’s hot out there. I don’t think the air con’s working properly in the Fiat. It’s ancient. We need to get rid of it.’

‘But what happened at the house? I’ve been on tenterhooks here.’

She slumps onto the mattress, frees her hair from its ponytail and ties it back again. ‘It was surreal – all of us pretending we didn’t know we were siblings. Jonathan seemed genuinely friendly, but I wasn’t convinced by Tamsin. She’s a fake.’ She pauses. ‘She invited us over for dinner. At the house. Tomorrow evening.’

I grimace. ‘Really? That’s a bit … well, creepy, don’t you think? What did you say?’

‘I said yes – I had to. I imagine they’re going to tell us then. We have to confront this, Luna. They have a legal right to a share of Dad’s estate, there’s no getting away from it.’

‘But being their dinner guests in our house – that’s just wrong.’

‘I know, I know.’ She pats my good arm. ‘It’s weird, but the meeting’s on our territory. It’ll be fine.’

I get up from the bed, feeling hot and agitated. A trickle of sweat runs down my cleavage. I’ve been cooped up in this hotel room all morning, waiting for Bella to come back, my mind going over and over the last forty-eight hours. ‘I don’t like it,’ I say. ‘She hates us, she wants us dead.’

Bella groans. ‘Not this again, please.’

‘Sorry, but I still think she could have put that nail in the tyre.’

‘And I’m still sure she didn’t.’

‘But what if she did?’ I urge. ‘I don’t want to go anywhere near her. She can’t be trusted. It’s too risky.’

‘It’s just a meal, not a fight to the death. Calm down. We’ve got to be grown-up about this.’ She gives me one of those patronising big-sister looks. ‘But if you really don’t want to do it, I’ll go by myself.’

‘No, I can’t let you do that.’

‘Fine, then don’t make such a fuss.’

‘A fuss? Ben and I nearly died!’

‘I know … He shouldn’t have driven on that tyre.’

‘Oh, so it’s his fault now, is it?’

‘It was an accident.’ She stands up. ‘Let’s not argue. Shall we get out of here? Grab a bite of lunch before we go to see Ben?’

‘Yes, okay,’ I reply, admitting defeat.

We leave the hotel and head for what must be Lucca’s most famous bakery. Mum and Dad used to take us here every time we had a day out in the city – mainly because it was cheaper than having a sit-down meal in one of the tourist restaurants, but also because the focaccia was second to none. The selection on display in the window is dazzling, but we stick to our favourites – onion and rosemary for me and tomato slices with olives for Bella. We pick up some cans of Diet Coke, then take our paper bags to a nearby piazza, where we sit on the steps of an ancient municipal building.

I shuffle out the delicious-smelling bread and take a large bite. ‘This is so good,’ I say, instantly feeling more at ease. ‘With everything’s that happened recently, it’s easy to forget the good times. We had a lot of wonderful summers here.’

‘Yeah … and so did Tamsin and Jonathan by the sound of it,’ Bella says, bringing me back down to earth. ‘I’m afraid there’s something else I have to tell you. About Dad.’

My mouth opens and a piece of onion falls to the ground. ‘Oh no. What?’

‘He was having an affair with the Airbnb woman. Chiara.’

‘No way. She’s got to be at least twenty years younger than him.’

‘Apparently it’s true. Gio told Tamsin and she told me.’

‘Shit … Those two are having a thing, by the way.’

Bella grimaces. ‘Oh no. Really?’

‘Yeah. Ben says it’s nothing to do with me, but it makes me feel uncomfortable. Gio’s as good as family. It’s almost like … incest.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘He knows too much about us, that’s all.’

‘Well there’s certainly been a lot of pillow talk going on. It was very embarrassing.’ She looks up at the sky and sighs heavily. ‘I expect everyone knew what Dad was up to except us.’

Bella eats her focaccia, then picks up the can of Coke and takes a slurp before continuing.

‘I was thinking about it in the car on the way back,’ she says. ‘When Dad went over in the spring, he stayed way longer than he was supposed to. I kept complaining about it, remember? He was ignoring my messages, and whenever I spoke to him, he was really elusive. I begged him to come home, but he said he needed to fix the roof first. I knew he was lying. He eventually came back, then a few weeks later he was off again.’

‘Now we know why. To be with Chiara.’

‘It’s so disrespectful to Mum,’ Bella goes on. ‘How could he cheat on her like that, when she’s so helpless and vulnerable? It’s disgusting. I could … I could …’ Her bottom lip starts to quiver, and she stops herself saying more.

‘It just gets worse and worse,’ I agree. ‘Do you think he carried on like this his entire life? Having one affair after another?’

‘Probably,’ she says bitterly. ‘Who knows how many secret brothers and sisters we’ve got out there, lurking in the shadows, ready to claim their share of his so-called fortune? I can’t bear it, Luna. The more I think about it, the more furious I get.’

‘Me too.’ I think back to the day Ben and I turned up and discovered that Casa Ouida had been turned into an Airbnb. ‘Strange thing is, Chiara didn’t mention the relationship when I met her.’

‘Of course she didn’t. She was Dad’s mistress.’

Mistress. Such a ridiculous word, I think, as if he’d been a king or a lord and she had had no choice in the matter. I finish my focaccia, wiping my greasy fingers on a paper serviette.

‘When I told her that Dad had died, she seemed really shocked and upset,’ I say. ‘I thought her reaction was a bit over the top, you know, for a business colleague, but if they were lovers … well, it makes more sense. Except how come she didn’t already know he was dead? The whole village knew. Everyone knew.’

‘But she lives here, in Lucca,’ Bella reminds me.

‘Okay, so what about when he didn’t answer his phone or turn up to a date? What about when she came to the house and found police tape all over the balcony? She must have known, Bella. One hundred per cent.’

‘She must have been acting then. You of all people should have been able to spot that.’

I ignore the dig. ‘If she knew he was dead, why did she keep going with the Airbnb?’

Bella shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Because she wanted to hang on to the rental fees?’

‘That doesn’t make sense. She must have known we’d turn up at some point. We weren’t likely to forget we owned a holiday home in Tuscany! And she’s very proud of her five-star rating – she wouldn’t have wanted any mix-ups, any bad reviews.’

Bella screws her paper bag into a tight ball and looks around for a bin, but there aren’t any, so she tosses it nervously between her hands. ‘It obviously suited her to pretend she knew nothing about it.’

‘But why?’

‘Because the police might have wanted to interview her about Dad’s death?’ she suggests. ‘Maybe she didn’t want his family to find out what a total shit he was. She was protecting him.’

‘No, it wasn’t that,’ I say. ‘She was protecting herself. That’s why she lied to me.’

Bella frowns. ‘Protecting herself from what?’

‘I don’t know.’ A shiver runs through me, despite the warm sun beating on my back. I sense there’s a story here, but I can’t quite grasp it yet.

We pick up the car from a side street just beyond the city walls and Bella drives me to the hospital.

‘Gio should have told us about Dad and Chiara,’ I say as she navigates the traffic. ‘We shouldn’t have had to hear it from Tamsin.’

‘No, you’re right,’ she agrees. ‘You should have a word with him about it.’

‘It would be better coming from you. You’re much closer to him.’

‘I’d rather not, if that’s okay.’

There’s a pause. ‘What’s going on between you two?’ I ask. ‘You seemed so tense yesterday.’

‘Nothing,’ she replies casually, although she tightens her grip on the steering wheel.

‘You can’t fool me. Usually you throw your arms around each other, but it was like you couldn’t bear to look at him.’

‘We had a misunderstanding,’ she says, almost going the wrong way around a roundabout. ‘Oops. Sorry.’

‘What kind of misunderstanding?’

But she doesn’t respond. We arrive at the hospital, and she pulls into the car park, quickly finding a space and turning off the engine. I wind the window down and remain in my seat, waiting for her to speak. Silence descends. She looks ahead, as if she’s still driving and needs to concentrate on the road.

‘Well?’ I prompt. ‘Are we going to sit in here all afternoon or are you going to tell me?’

She takes a breath. ‘When I found Dad … you know … I was in a bad way. Gio looked after me, dealt with the ambulance guys and the police. They wouldn’t let me go into the house, so he took me back to his place and I stayed with the family for a few days.’

‘Yeah, I remember. It was very good of them. Tommaso and Elena have been like family to us.’

‘Yes, they have,’ she replies, her tone sad and regretful.

‘So what happened?’

‘Gio insisted I have his bedroom while he slept on the sofa. It felt a bit weird, but I was in such a state, I didn’t care. At some point he heard me crying and came in. It was okay at first. He was just holding me, comforting me, but then it sort of turned into a …’ She swallows. ‘Well, basically, he tried to kiss me and … you know, touch me.’

‘Oh my God, he assaulted you! What did you do?’

‘Pushed him away, of course, told him to get off. He apologised immediately, but it was extremely embarrassing.’

‘Shocking. And so out of character.’ The memory of Gio sitting at my bedside, bringing me clothes in the middle of the night, clashes violently with the image that Bella has just created for me.

‘I know,’ she agrees. ‘He gets on really well with Karl, and he’s like an unofficial uncle to the kids. I don’t know what he was thinking.’

‘You did once go out with each other,’ I remind her gently. ‘I know it was a long time ago …’

‘Yes, twenty years. We were teenagers! It lasted one summer and we both realised it wasn’t working. It was difficult, but we got over it, went back to being friends.’

‘You did. Maybe he didn’t.’

‘Of course he did,’ she scoffs. ‘He’s had hundreds of girlfriends since then.’

‘Yeah, but nobody serious. He’s in his forties. Probably a bit desperate.’

‘Thanks, sis.’

‘No, I mean … He’s an attractive guy, but he’s on his own. Still lives at home with his folks, which must be tough at his age. You’re the one he really wants, but you’re happily married.’

‘You’re making stuff up again.’

‘No I’m not. He can’t have you, so he’s shagging your half-sister instead.’

She swings round to face me. ‘Does he know that?’

‘No. Not unless Tamsin has told him.’

‘I don’t think we should tell Gio that we know who they are,’ she says. ‘In case it gets back to them.’

‘Okay. But there’s no need to worry. Gio doesn’t give a shit about Tamsin. He’s on our side.’

‘Hm …’ Bella frowns.

‘Although obviously what he did to you was appalling,’ I add quickly.

‘We should be careful what we say to him from now on. And the less I see of him the better. You understand?’ She opens the driver’s door as if to signal the end of our chat, but I’m not ready to let her go yet.

I reach out and touch her arm. ‘Why didn’t you tell me at the time?’

‘I couldn’t. Things were difficult enough. And I didn’t want Elena or Tommaso to find out. They would have been mortified.’

‘Justifiably.’

‘That’s why I insisted on having Dad’s body repatriated. I didn’t want Gio at the funeral.’ She gets out of the car and shuts the door. I do the same. For a moment we stand there looking at each other across the bonnet of the Fiat.

‘You shouldn’t have come over,’ I say. ‘It’s too much for you.’

‘No, it’s okay.’ She smiles bravely. ‘We’ve got stuff to deal with. And we need to do it together.’ We walk towards the hospital entrance, then she stops. ‘Actually, do you mind if I don’t come in? I’ve got a bit of a headache.’

‘Fine. No problem.’

‘I’m sure you’d prefer to be alone with Ben anyway.’

Her eyes are watery, as if she’s holding back tears. ‘Are you okay, Bella?’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I just feel a bit emotional, that’s all. There’s a lot going on for me right now.’

I search her face. ‘Is it something to do with the business? Or Karl? You are happily married, aren’t you?’

‘I’m thinking about Dad, that’s all,’ she says, neither confirming nor denying it, which makes me even more suspicious that there’s more going on than she’s telling me. ‘You know how it can suddenly hit you …’

‘Yeah, sure. It happens all the time.’

She walks away, head bowed. I watch her for a few moments, oozing with sympathy and feeling a bit useless. She’s been storing up so much pain and grief inside her and doesn’t seem to have had anyone to confide in. Not even Karl. Bella thought the absolute world of Dad. She trusted him completely, but he let her down. How can I make it up to her?




Chapter Thirty-Four: Then

TONY

It was extraordinary. A man of his age getting married for the first time. He could hardly believe this was happening to him; he felt excited and nervous and fearful all at once.

Chiara was all for doing it immediately, before he had the chance to change his mind, perhaps. Not that he was unsure. He wanted to marry her, but there were important jobs he needed to complete first – namely selling the London house and putting a lump sum into Linette’s bank account – most of which he couldn’t explain without revealing that his partner of forty-odd years was still alive. The truth had become such a slippery fish recently; he couldn’t keep hold of it.

When they discovered that they couldn’t just grab a couple of witnesses off the street and rush to the town hall, he was secretly relieved. As an Englishman marrying an Italian in Italy, there were some legal hoops to jump through first.

‘You have to have a Nulla Osta,’ Chiara told him, browsing the net for information. This was a certificate of no impediment, which would prove he was eligible to marry. It wasn’t something he could do online. He could only obtain it by presenting himself, his passport and original birth certificate at his local registry office in London. Then it would have to be translated into Italian, and he’d have to make a statutory declaration, signed by English and Italian lawyers. A month’s notice would be given, allowing anyone to come forward and object. Strangely, that was the bit that worried him most. What if somebody who knew him saw the announcement? What if the girls saw it? It was only displayed in the registry office itself, so it was incredibly unlikely, but even so …

Rather than feeling bad about marrying Chiara, he felt guilty about not having married Linette. For a few days, he thought he should go home and propose straight away – ‘make an honest woman of her’, as the saying went, right the wrongs of the past. Then he realised she was no longer capable of giving consent, so their marriage wouldn’t be allowed. That made him feel a lot better. The guilt subsided, as it so often did. He was too late to marry Linette, so he might as well marry Chiara instead.

While his fiancée busied herself looking at wedding venues and suitable dresses – not too virginal, but not too sexy either – he tentatively started the process of putting the London house up for sale. He rang several estate agents to see what the state of the market was and how much commission they charged. Everyone seemed very enthusiastic about the prospect of receiving his instructions, but they couldn’t offer a valuation without seeing the property first. Another reason why he would have to go back to the UK.

There were the house contents to sort out too, including a lot of stuff belonging to Linette. Her sewing machine and collection of fabrics, her art materials, clothes she hadn’t worn for years and would never wear again, books, boxes of memorabilia, pictures and photographs. He couldn’t just dump it all in her room at Hazeldene Court. Most of it would have to be thrown away or sent to charity shops. It felt distasteful, as if she’d already passed on, but it would have to be done.

‘Once these rentals start, I’m going to be homeless,’ he told Chiara, not for the first time. ‘It’s pointless renting a separate place, and anyway, we’re going to be married soon. So either we cancel the bookings now and you move in here with me, or we keep them going and I move in with you and Sebastiano.’

‘Yes, you are right,’ she replied. ‘I have also been thinking about this. You must meet Sebastiano and see if you can be friends. If he likes you, then yes, you can move in.’

It seemed to Tony that the tail was wagging the dog here. The apartment belonged to Chiara – surely she should decide who lived there. Sebastiano was a grown man who should be leading an independent life. In his opinion, the guy needed some tough love. If he didn’t approve of his mother’s new English husband – God, that sounded weird – then he could move out.

‘Sounds like an excellent plan,’ he said, not wanting an argument.

Chiara arranged for them to have dinner together at a pizzeria in Lucca. She warned him that Sebastiano felt uncomfortable with formality, so Tony wore jeans, a washed-out T-shirt and trainers. He hoped his appearance would convey that the meeting was no big deal, although he felt entirely the opposite.

The restaurant was tucked down a narrow side street near the touristy, and therefore overpriced, Piazza dell’Anfiteatro. He arrived first, chose a table inside (the alley was a bit of a wind tunnel) and ordered a beer. The restaurant was quiet; there were only two other customers – Americans by the sound of them. He played with his mobile and hoped they wouldn’t realise he spoke English. The last thing he wanted was a chat about how special Tuscany was.

Twenty minutes passed. Had Chiara been held up at work, or had Sebastiano refused to come? He messaged her, but she didn’t respond. Something was wrong.

‘Un’altra birra, signore?’ asked the waiter.

‘No, grazie. Aspettiamo degli amici.’ If they ever turn up, he thought to himself.

He waited another fifteen, then decided to call it a day. Just as he was about to call for the bill, Chiara arrived, breathless and excited, with Sebastiano in tow. He was tall and round-shouldered, painfully thin, with a concave chest, wearing a tight T-shirt and drainpipe jeans that made him look like Stick Man, a character in one of Tony’s grandchildren’s favourite storybooks. His dark hair was spiky, but not in a deliberate way, and his skin was unusually pallid. He looked as if he spent the hours of sunlight lying in a coffin.

‘Mi dispiace tanto! I’m so sorry, Antonio!’ cried Chiara. He noticed that she didn’t kiss him hello as she usually did. ‘I was waiting for some guests to arrive. They were late and they got lost. I had to meet them at Porta Elisa, take them to their apartment on the other side of the city, then go back for Sebastiano. I am so hot – too much running!’ She blew down the front of her top.

‘Never mind, you’re here now … Hi, Sebastiano,’ he said, automatically holding out his hand. The guy seemed to recoil, so he quickly withdrew it. ‘Mi chiamo Tony. Piacere. Great to meet you. I’m afraid my Italian is terrible. Do you speak English?’

‘No,’ came the reply.

‘Sebastiano, non è vero.’ She turned to Tony. ‘He learned it at school. He was very good, but he’s out of practice.’

The young man sat down and picked up the menu. Tony pretended not to notice the negative energy hurtling towards him.

‘Ah, Sebastiano, it seems we’re as bad as each other,’ he said. ‘Luckily, your mother can translate. Her English is amazing.’

‘Antonio! You exaggerate!’

‘It is! You’re too modest.’

‘I spent three years living in the UK in my twenties. I was very good then, but now not so much. I need to improve.’

‘I’m the one who needs to improve, not you,’ he laughed. ‘Especially as I’m going to be moving over here permanently.’

He saw her glance at Sebastiano, anxious that he might have understood. It was hard to know either way. His expression was inscrutable. If anything, he looked bored, despite having only just arrived.

They ordered their food immediately. Chiara had her usual glass of wine and Tony – trying to be matey – joined Sebastiano in a beer, even though he’d already had one bottle and would be driving back later. He attempted to engage the young man in conversation, using Chiara as translator, but it simply wasn’t happening. He felt like an annoying uncle torturing a child with questions about his favourite subject at school, or his hobbies, or who he thought would win the football league. Sebastiano was unemployed, he had no interests that he was prepared to talk about, and he clearly couldn’t give a shit about sport. Tony admitted defeat and gave all his attention to Chiara instead.

She constantly flitted from one man to the other, as if they were plates that she had to keep spinning, moving effortlessly between English and Italian. Did they like their pizzas? Did they want another drink? Were they comfortable with the restaurant door open? Should she ask for the television to be turned down? God, she was trying her best, he had to admire her. But Sebastiano seemed unmoved. Either he wasn’t picking up the vibe, or he absolutely understood what was going on and didn’t like it.

It was time to take control of the situation.

‘Your mother and I have some important news,’ Tony said, once their dirty plates had been taken away. Chiara translated nervously.

‘Ah sì? Che novità?’ Sebastiano answered, his tone already suspicious.

‘We’re getting married.’

Chiara said a lot more to him than three words – more like a long paragraph. She was explaining, pleading even. Sebastiano looked thunderous. He poured out what sounded like a torrent of abuse at his mother, loud and angry enough to make the waiters stop and stare. Tony couldn’t understand any of it, but he knew it was rude.

‘Hey, stop!’ he said. ‘You can’t talk to her like this. It’s not fair!’

‘Please, Antonio … shh.’ Chiara waved him away.

‘No, I won’t have it. He should show you more respect. Who does he think he is?’

‘I am her son,’ Sebastiano said, suddenly able to speak English. ‘It is my job to look after her.’

‘No, it’s not. Anyway, she’s quite capable of looking after herself,’ Tony retorted. ‘She doesn’t need your permission to do anything, do you, Chiara?’

‘Antonio, please, be quiet.’

‘I’m in love with her,’ he carried on. ‘And she loves me. We’re going to get married whether you like or not.’

‘I know. I understand this, it has happened before. Many times. My mother falls in love very easily. She gives too much.’

‘To you, certainly,’ Tony interjected. ‘Free accommodation, free food – you seem like a scrounger to me—’

‘Antonio! Per favore. For my sake, stop!’

Sebastiano leaned forward, fists clenched. ‘You can marry her,’ he said in a hard whisper that instantly reminded Tony of a scene in a Mafia film. ‘But if you hurt her – if you lie, if you cheat, if you make her sad – I will make you pay. Capisci?’

Tony nodded. ‘Yes. I understand.’




Chapter Thirty-Five: Now

LUNA

Bella drives us up the long, winding road to the village. There’s no alternative route, so we have to pass the crash site. I feel my pulse race as we approach the bend.

‘Close your eyes,’ she tells me, but I can’t resist looking beyond the broken guard rail. Our old camper van is still lying at the bottom of the ravine. Rescue volunteers emptied it as best they could. This morning, I collected my handbag from the police station, including my credit cards and passport. But my phone wasn’t found.

‘You okay?’ she asks, as we swoop around the corner and climb ever upwards.

‘Not really. It’s all … too much.’

‘You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.’

‘I can’t let you do it by yourself. It’s not fair.’ I feel the anxiety build in my chest.

‘We have to stay calm, not rise to any bait,’ she says. ‘Listen rather than talk. And don’t agree to anything on the spot. The onus is on them, not us.’

We turn onto the dirt track and park the Fiat in its usual place. Jonathan sees us through the kitchen window and immediately comes out to greet us.

‘You made it,’ he says. ‘Thanks so much for coming.’ For one horrible moment, I think he’s going to try and hug us, but he steps back from the brink. ‘How’s the hand, Luna?’

‘Not too bad.’

‘And Ben?’

‘He’s doing all right, thanks. Should be discharged in a couple of days.’

‘Excellent.’ We stare at each other. He seems to be blocking our way to the house. ‘Um … shall we sit outside? It’s a beautiful evening, silly to spend it indoors.’

‘Yes, good idea,’ Bella says, heading for the pergola, where the table has already been set.

‘Tamsin will be down in a sec. We’ve done a buffet. Thought it would be easier, then people can have what they want. What can I get you to drink? Beer, wine, G and T?’

‘I’m driving, so just some water for me,’ says Bella evenly.

‘I’ll have a white wine if there’s one going.’

‘Great … I’ll be right back.’ He disappears into the house.

Bella and I exchange a glance. She looks calm, but I’m a wreck.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ she whispers.

A few minutes later, Jonathan comes back out with our drinks. Then Tamsin appears on the landing at the top of the stone steps, wearing a long green halter-neck dress. I have a sudden flash of Dad falling through the rotten railings, landing on the ground in front of us with a loud thump. Does she know that’s how he died? Did she plan this?

She waves at us imperiously, then walks down, lifting her skirt with one hand.

‘Hi,’ she says. ‘Welcome to Casa Ouida.’ If that’s meant as a joke, it misfires badly. Bella’s face turns to stone while I clench my fists in anger, but neither of our hosts seem to notice.

Jonathan engages us in idle chit-chat as Tamsin brings the buffet dishes out and lays them on the table. There is a meat platter with the usual suspects – prosciutto Toscano, finocchiona, bresaola, speck – and another of local cheeses, fried zucchini with grated parmesan, a bowl of olives with sundried tomatoes, and a couple of salads – one lettuce-based and the other involving giant couscous. The bread looks very rustic. And someone has been busy with pastry – or at least with a packet of it.

‘This is an onion tart,’ explains Tamsin unnecessarily, ‘and this quiche is made with local mushrooms.’

‘It all looks delicious,’ says Bella.

We fill our plates and start to eat. The atmosphere is polite, but artificial. I wonder whether they’re going to mention our connection or keep us guessing.

‘So … how long has Casa Ouida been in the family?’ Jonathan asks eventually.

‘A long time,’ Bella replies. ‘Since the mid-1980s.’

Tamsin waves her wine glass around. ‘It’s a lovely, lovely place. Feels just like home.’

Provocative, I think. Uncertain how to react, I turn to Bella for guidance, but words are already leaving her mouth.

‘Shall we cut the crap?’ she says. ‘We know who you are. Or should I say who you’re claiming to be.’

Tamsin draws in a quick breath, but it’s Jonathan who replies. ‘How come you know?’

‘Zuri told me,’ I say. ‘I saw her on the day she left.’

‘The bitch!’ hisses Tamsin. ‘I told you she couldn’t be trusted, Jonny.’

‘She thought it was right that we knew, and I agree with her,’ I continue. ‘You’ve been here for over two weeks and not said anything. What’s going on?’

‘We didn’t know ourselves, not at first,’ says Jonathan. ‘It was just as much of a shock to us as it must have been to you.’

Bella looks askance. ‘Come on, we’re not stupid. You planned this.’

‘No, we didn’t, I promise you we didn’t – did we, Tam?’

‘Of course not,’ she smirks.

Jonathan puts his fork down. ‘I recognised our father from photos I found in the study downstairs. Yes, I was snooping, I’m sorry. Tamsin was convinced we’d stayed here before, and I was trying to find out a bit more about the place. We had no idea we were siblings. To be honest, we don’t have good memories of our father. He was always away a lot and our parents split up when we were young.’

‘How old?’ asks Bella.

‘Six or seven. We were here, on holiday. They’d been arguing a lot, I don’t know what about, but it got very bad. There was a fight—’

‘He attacked Mum,’ interrupts Tamsin. ‘She ended up in hospital. I think he must have been arrested. Some Italian lady collected us and looked after us for a few days until Mum was well enough to leave.’

‘That doesn’t sound like Dad,’ I say. ‘He wasn’t violent. He never hit our mother or smacked us, or anything.’

‘Well, he was violent that night,’ Jonathan insists. ‘She had to go to hospital. The police were called – I think they arrested him. A couple of days later we left Italy and we never saw or heard from him again.’

‘It badly affected Mum,’ adds Tamsin. ‘He destroyed her spirit. She was really anti men after that.’

‘And how is she now?’ I ask.

Tamsin inhales sharply. ‘She died from cancer when we were fourteen.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’

‘We’re telling the truth,’ Jonathan says after a pause. ‘We are your half-siblings. But if you don’t believe us, we’re happy to take DNA tests.’

Bella takes a drink of water. ‘I suppose it depends on what it is that you want.’

‘Well, most of all we’d like to get to know—’ begins Jonathan, but Tamsin cuts him off.

‘We want this place. Casa Ouida – the house and the olive grove.’

Bella puts her glass down. ‘I see … Then yes, we will definitely need proof.’

‘No problem.’ Tamsin puts on an official air. ‘Is the house jointly owned with your mum or just in our father’s name?’

‘None of your business.’

She laughs. ‘It doesn’t matter. Our lawyers will find out soon enough. But it would be much simpler, and cheaper all round, if you simply signed over the deeds to us. Everything else you can keep.’

‘Sorry, that’s just not going to happen,’ Bella replies.

‘I don’t mean to be harsh,’ I say, finally speaking. ‘But Casa Ouida isn’t just an asset. It’s our home. You may have visited a few times, but we’ve been coming here our whole lives. Sorry to put it like this, but Dad chose us, not you.’

‘And you think that’s okay, do you?’ Tamsin counters. ‘The fact that we had to struggle on without any help, any support – moral or financial. I bet he helped you two out a lot over the years.’

‘Not really,’ says Bella. ‘It might have looked like he was rich, but he wasn’t. He was a freelancer, he had no private pension, no savings left.’

Tamsin rolls her eyes. ‘Whatever he had, it’s our turn to benefit. We’re offering a good deal. We get Casa Ouida, you get the rest.’

‘No way,’ says Bella, breaking all the rules she herself established. ‘You can piss off.’

‘Piss off yourself.’ Tamsin lets out a growl.

Jonathan and I look at each other. I feel like we’re both thinking the same thing: this has to stop.

‘Please, can we stop talking like we hate each other’s guts?’ he pleads. ‘We’re siblings. Family, whether we like it or not. We should be getting to know each other.’

‘You’ve watched too many TV shows,’ says Bella gruffly. ‘Those reunions don’t all end happily. Not when there’s money and property involved.’

Jonathan sighs. ‘Personally, I don’t care about the money, or Casa Ouida.’

‘Well I do care,’ jumps in Tamsin. ‘I want this house. And one way or the other, I’m going to get it.’

‘Don’t threaten us,’ says Bella, with new grit in her voice. ‘You haven’t proved anything yet, you’re just Airbnb guests. Oh, and while we’re on the subject, I’m cancelling your stay.’

‘You can’t do that!’

‘Yes I can. You can leave tomorrow. And don’t worry, we’ll give you a full refund.’

Tamsin glowers. ‘And what if we refuse?’

‘I’ll have you evicted.’ Bella stands up. ‘Come on, Luna.’

‘Please don’t go,’ says Jonathan. ‘Let’s all just calm down, eh?’

Bella tightens her jaw. ‘If you’re not out by tomorrow lunchtime, I’m calling the police.’




Chapter Thirty-Six: Now

JONATHAN

‘That went well,’ says Jonathan sarcastically as he watches the old Fiat trundle up the track. ‘Not only do Bella and Luna not want to have anything to do with us, they want us to leave. By tomorrow.’

Tamsin looks unruffled. ‘I’m not taking any notice of that. It’s none of their business. Our reservation is with Airbnb, and we’ve paid upfront. Besides, Chiara’s the host, not them.’

‘I’m not sure she’ll see it that way. Perhaps I should call her.’

‘No way – you’ll make it worse. Just sit tight. I expect Bella will think better of it in the morning.’

‘I wouldn’t bank on it.’ He refills his wine glass. ‘Maybe we should leave anyway, Tam. I feel awkward being here, especially now they know who we are. And I miss Zuri and the kids.’

‘You don’t.’

‘I do.’ Any amount of parental stress would be better than this nightmare, he thinks. ‘I ought to join them.’

‘Fine. Go ahead. I’m staying here.’

‘That’s a bad idea and you know it. You’re not good when you’re on your own for long periods of time.’

She grins. ‘You forget, I’ve got Giovanni.’

‘You hardly know him! If the police come to evict you, you’ll be scared. It might trigger an episode. I don’t want you lashing out. You could end up in prison. Or hospital.’

‘Don’t make such a fuss. I know what I’m doing,’ she says firmly.

‘I’m not sure you do.’ He drinks. ‘Take tonight, for example – that was your idea, and it completely backfired.’

‘Only because your stupid wife told Luna who we were. They came prepared, fully armed. We didn’t stand a chance.’

He agrees with his sister on this one but can’t be disloyal to Zuri. ‘She did what she thought was right,’ he says. ‘She always does.’

‘And very tiring it is too.’

Tamsin suddenly gets up from the table and walks off down the garden. He watches her until she disappears into the darkness. God knows where she’s going. To see Gio, perhaps? He hopes not. He needs a good night’s sleep, without the sounds of them having sex in his ears. Especially if he’s going to pack up tomorrow morning and leave. Although it’s annoying to be chucked out, he would love to get away from here. Whether Zuri will want him is another matter.

Their conversation earlier had felt so strained. With hindsight, he realises that she was feeling tense about the meeting with Bella and Luna, fearing that they might dob her in, which of course they did. The ways women operate are a mystery to him – he doesn’t pick up their signals, can’t spot their tells. He is outnumbered and he feels it.

Looks like he’s doing all the clearing up. He collects the plates and dishes from outside and stacks them next to the sink, then turns on the hot tap and the old geyser springs to life. Over the washing-up, he contemplates the pros and cons of leaving or staying. As he places the last plate on the draining rack, he concludes that he is caught between a rock and a hard place. If he stays with Tamsin, he may end up getting arrested. If he goes to join Zuri, she might refuse to let him stay. Either way, Tamsin will still get in trouble and he’ll have to sort it out. This is what his life has become – a series of tricky decisions with no good outcomes.

I should stay, he says to himself. Keep an eye on Tam. Maybe she’s right in thinking Bella won’t go through with terminating their contract. If she does, he’ll encourage Tamsin to go quietly, without a fuss. But that won’t be possible if he’s sixty miles away in Castiglioncello, trying to rescue his failing marriage. ‘God, my life is shit,’ he declares to the empty space.

Dishes done and surfaces wiped down, he goes back outside with a glass of whisky to look at the stars. They are out in force tonight, but he can only name the Plough with any confidence. The air is noisy with cicadas, and the smell of the jasmine climbing up the pergola is intoxicating. It’s still very warm, despite the late hour, and he feels sweaty.

Where is Tamsin? Will she be back tonight? He goes inside, leaving the kitchen door unlocked.

After taking a cold shower, only partially drying himself, he lies naked on top of the bedcover, staring at the fan that whirs arthritically above his head. The shutters are closed to keep out the mosquitoes, making the room feel airless. Tonight’s food sits uneasily in his stomach, mingling with the alcohol and the cortisol produced by stress. It’s going to be a long night …

Tamsin returns just before dawn. Alone, thankfully. He waits for her to use the bathroom, then gets up and knocks on the door of her room.

‘Go away,’ she calls out. ‘I’m sleeping.’

‘No you’re not.’ He opens the door. ‘We need to talk.’

‘Not now … I’m tired. I don’t feel too good.’

Normally he’d accuse her of lying, but he feels the same. ‘In what way?’ he asks.

‘Stomach ache.’

‘Me too.’ He sits on the edge of the bed. ‘Must have been your cooking.’

‘Piss off.’ She rolls away from him. ‘Please, Jonny, let me sleep.’

‘Are you really going to go through with it?’ he asks.

‘With what?’ she grunts.

‘You know what I mean – making a claim against Anthony’s estate, fighting our sisters in the courts.’

She turns onto her back and sits up. ‘Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Um … because it’ll cost a load of money. Which you haven’t got,’ he adds pointedly.

‘You loan it to me, then when we win, I’ll pay back my share of the costs. I’m thinking maybe we should claim half of everything else, as well as this place. Take them to the cleaners. It’s the least we deserve.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes!’

‘I’m sorry, Tam … I’ve been thinking. I know we have rights and all that, but I don’t want any part of it.’

She bangs her fist on the mattress. ‘For fuck’s sake, what’s wrong with you? If you don’t want to fight for Mum, just lend me the cash and I’ll do it myself.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with Mum. She’s long gone. I’m thinking of you,’ he says, trying his best to explain. ‘You don’t need any more conflict in your life right now. You need peace and quiet.’

‘I didn’t start the conflict, he did.’

‘Who did?’

Her cheeks flame. ‘Nobody. Forget it.’

Something in his brain clicks. Is she talking about their father?

‘Who did?’ he repeats.

‘Er, I meant Lee,’ she blusters. ‘That’s where the conflict started. I’ve still got the scars to prove it.’ She holds out her arms, as if for inspection, although he knows what they look like only too well. They are mottled with pale oval marks, as numerous and evenly spaced as a pattern on fabric. He remembers the first time he saw the cigarette burns, the visceral anger they provoked in him, how he wanted to torture the bastard in exactly the same way.

‘I know, and I’ll never forgive him.’ He lowers his voice. ‘But you weren’t talking about Lee just then, were you?’

‘I was.’

‘No you weren’t.’ There’s a long pause as he stares into her eyes. ‘So who started the conflict?’

She looks at the wall, biting her lip, enraged with herself.

‘Was it our father? Did you contact him?’

‘No! Honestly, Jonny! Cross my heart. I was talking about Lee.’ But her face tells him a different story.

She’s been lying to him all along. Zuri realised it straight away, so did Bella. Neither woman believed for one second that they’d turned up at their father’s house by chance. He’s been a fool, as is always the case when it comes to Tamsin. It seems to be his job to ignore the warning signs and suspicious clues and support her as she marches around her crazy universe. No matter what. His mother made this very clear to him as soon as he was old enough to understand: they were twins, part of each other, together since conception, never to be separated. He might not have the scars, but those cigarettes burned his flesh too.

‘Can we just have a bit of honesty here?’ he pleads. ‘For once? You know I’m on your side, Tam. I’ve already proved that I’ll do anything to protect you, but you have to be straight with me.’

She pulls at her hair, prising apart the strands as if it’s got something sticky in it. ‘I didn’t contact our father – I promise!’

‘Okay …’ He doesn’t believe her, but he’s not going to get anywhere if he keeps blocking what she says. ‘But you knew this was his house? Long before we came here.’

‘Ye-ess,’ she says, as if he is physically pulling the word out of her mouth. ‘Yes, I did.’

His heart starts to race. ‘Why are we here, Tamsin? What the fuck are you up to?’




Chapter Thirty-Seven: Then

TONY

Sebastiano pushed his chair back so hard that it toppled over. He didn’t bother to pick it up, just strode out of the restaurant.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Chiara after a few moments of shocked silence. ‘He’s my son, I love him, but I know he’s difficult. He doesn’t like it if I have other relationships. It makes him angry, I don’t know why.’ The waiter picked up the chair and Chiara apologised to him in Italian.

‘If you ask me,’ said Tony, ‘he needs to sort himself out, get his own life. He has no right to dictate what you do, or who you see.’

She sighed. ‘I know, but he can’t help it. He lives in a fantasy world, Antonio. A world of video games, where everything is simple – good or bad, true or false, right or wrong. There is only ever one ending to the story. The good succeed and the bad are punished. This is how he wants it to be, but he also knows real life is not like this, so he hides. Tonight was very hard for him.’

‘For him?’ he echoed. ‘What about me? He virtually threatened to kill me!’

‘No, no, he didn’t mean it. He was just confused and upset.’

‘That’s not how it came across.’

He paid the bill and they left, weaving through the narrow streets to the nearest gate of the walled city. It was still relatively early. Most of the shops were still open and there were plenty of tourists around.

‘Are you coming back to Casa Ouida with me?’ he asked.

‘No, I need to go home and calm him down.’

‘Like how? What are you going to say? “It’s okay, darling, I won’t marry Tony if you don’t want me to”?’

‘No, of course not. Trust me, Antonio, I will make everything all right.’

He let out a disbelieving grunt. ‘Okay, have it your way. Will I see you tomorrow?’

‘Maybe. I am very busy with check-ins and check-outs, but I’ll try to come later. Don’t worry.’ She kissed him, her warm lips lingering on his mouth. His body instantly responded, even though he felt cross with her.

His mind continued to be troubled on the solitary drive home. Running back to Sebastiano would simply reward his bad behaviour. And it wouldn’t solve the problem of where they were going to live once they were married. No way could he move into Chiara’s flat now, and Casa Ouida was already booked out for the entire summer.

Maybe they shouldn’t get married at all, he thought, as the poor old Fiat chugged up to the village in second gear. Maybe the universe had given him a sign that he was about to do something stupid. Not that he’d ever heeded such signs before … He was in a quandary. Meeting Chiara had given him a glimpse of future happiness; he was loath to give that up. Yet Sebastiano scared him. Bella and Luna scared him almost as much, although in an entirely different way. When they found out he was moving permanently to Italy, they would be angry with him for abandoning Linette. They might refuse to have anything more to do with him, which would be sad. Having a close family was generally a good thing, but it wasn’t right that grown-up children should hold such sway over their parents. He and Chiara needed to stand up for themselves and do what they wanted. Regardless.

By the time he got into bed – alone and indignant – he’d made a decision. He would cancel the Airbnb bookings and make Casa Ouida their marital home.

‘No, Antonio, please don’t do that!’ said Chiara when he told her of his plan the following evening. She’d arrived late and was worn out. ‘The reviews will be terrible. I am a Superhost. My reputation will be damaged – distrutta! It will affect my other properties, the owners will stop our agreements, my business will be finished.’

‘Surely you’re exaggerating.’

‘No, no, I am not.’

‘Then what are we going to do? I can’t live with you and Sebastiano – he’s made that very clear.’

‘Maybe we can buy him a small apartment of his own?’ she said with a question mark, as if she’d only just had the idea. ‘You are selling your London house. You will have a lot of money.’

‘But I need that to pay …’ He stopped himself from mentioning Linette’s care-home fees just in time.

‘To pay for what?’

‘All sorts of things – the mortgage for a start.’ They’d paid off the mortgage some years ago, but she wasn’t to know that. ‘I’ll need the rest to live off because I don’t have a decent pension. I’ve always been a freelancer, you see.’

She did not see. But he was never going to buy her idle game-playing moron of a son a flat, so they could forget that idea now.

‘Look, there are ways of cancelling people without pissing them off,’ he continued. ‘Studies have shown that customers give higher ratings if you’re apologetic and try to solve their problem than if there was never a problem in the first place.’

‘And how do we solve their problem?’ she pouted.

‘By finding them alternative accommodation, of course. You can easily do that.’

‘The summer is very busy already. Not many places are available. Especially not with private pools.’

‘Okay, so the sooner we cancel the better, right? I’ll write them a nice personal message saying how incredibly sorry I am and how we’re going to do everything in our power to find them somewhere else even better. For the same money.’

‘I can’t promise that.’

‘I’ll keep you out of it. Blame it all on me.’

He spent the next few hours on the laptop, drafting something suitably grovelling and convincing. He wrote that he was devastated to be letting people down but there was sadly no choice but to cancel due to unforeseen personal circumstances. He hinted at tragic loss but gave no details. Hopefully they would read between the lines. It was all getting a bit too doom-and-gloomy, so he ended on a cheerful and optimistic note, offering to find them a fantastic alternative at a favourable price or their money back. He signed off with a flourish – I can only apologise again from the bottom of my heart. Thanking you in advance for your patience and understanding in these painful and difficult times …

Chiara frowned as she read it. ‘Okay,’ she said, giving him her password so that he could cut-and-paste the statement into the private message boxes. He started with the first booking on the list.

Tamsin Summers (main guest), Jonathan Summers, Zuri Nazari-Summers, two children under the age of sixteen …

His heart almost stopped.

Jonathan and Tamsin were the forenames of his twins. They’d always used their mother’s surname of Summers. It was a coincidence … wasn’t it?

He enlarged Tamsin’s profile picture and peered at the screen. The hairs on the back of his neck rose as a familiar face stared back at him. Still disbelieving, he delved into her Airbnb guest profile. She was born in the 1980s, which was the correct decade, and she’d been to school in Nottingham, which was the right area. Her ‘fun fact’ was that she had a twin brother – of course she bloody did – and her all-time favourite pet had been a cat called Chickpea.

That clinched it. Tony had christened the kitten himself, after bringing her home from the animal shelter in a carton that had once held tins of them. She’d been the twins’ fourth or fifth birthday present – he didn’t remember which one exactly – but he could still picture that cute little tabby.

There was no doubt about it. They were his Jonathan and Tamsin. Jonathan seemed to be married to Zuri, and he suspected the two children belonged to them. More grandchildren, then … It was mind-blowing.

More than mind-blowing, it was terrifying. Why had they booked Casa Ouida? Had Fiona put them up to it – told them to go and claim kin? What did they want? Was it supposed to be a pleasant surprise, like his sixtieth birthday party – everyone huddled in a darkened room ready to break into song? Were they hoping for a tearful but joyful reconciliation, hugs and tears all round? Or did they have a more sinister agenda? They knew his secrets. They had the power to wreck his life.

Within a few seconds, he had aged about twenty years – going from being a silver fox to a weak and wizened old man. At least that was how it felt, like all the stuffing had been knocked out of him. Chiara was staring at him in alarm, as if he was having a stroke. His heart was going like the clappers. He felt dizzy and short of breath. Maybe he was having a stroke.

‘Antonio! What is wrong?’ she cried, coming over to him. ‘You look very bad.’

‘I need to lie down,’ he said faintly.

She helped him to the sofa and put one of the IKEA cushions behind his head. ‘Breathe deeply,’ she told him. ‘Do you have pain?’

‘No … a bit tight in my chest but I’m okay … It’s just shock, I think.’

‘Shock about what?’

‘Oh, nothing.’

‘How can it be nothing?’

Puzzled, she went over to her laptop. Tamsin’s profile was still on the screen. She read through all the information about where she’d gone to school, her favourite books and dream travel destinations, the cat with the stupid name, then she looked up. ‘Who is she?’

‘A guest.’

‘Yes, I know that. Who is she?’

He took a deep breath as instructed. ‘My daughter. Tamsin and her twin brother Jonathan … they’re my children.’

She frowned. ‘Your children are called Bella and Luna.’

‘Yes, they are. But I also had Tamsin and Jonathan in between.’

‘In between? What do you mean?’

‘With another woman.’ His mouth went dry.

Her face clouded over. ‘I don’t understand. Why don’t you tell me this?’

‘Um … because I didn’t want to complicate things.’

‘Telling the truth is complicating things?’

‘No … Well, yes … sometimes … Shit.’ He tried again. ‘Linette doesn’t – didn’t – know about them so it didn’t seem fair to tell you and not her.’ She muttered something in Italian that he didn’t understand, but it was obvious that this revelation wasn’t going down well. ‘It’s ancient history. I split up with their mother over thirty years ago, completely lost touch with the twins. I thought I’d never see them again. But now it looks like they’re coming back here. In July. For four weeks.’ He pulled a poor-me face in the hope that she’d sympathise. ‘I don’t know why … It’s very worrying.’

‘I told you never, never to lie to me,’ she said, her dark eyes blazing furiously. ‘I told you!’

‘I didn’t lie … I just didn’t mention it.’

‘Oh. I see. You think it’s okay that we get married and I don’t know that you have two more children? You think it’s okay you cheated on your wife, buonanima’ – she crossed herself – ‘because she never found out before she died?’

‘To be completely honest—’

‘Tu? Onesto?’ She shook her head. ‘Mamma mia!’

On second thoughts, maybe this wasn’t such a good moment to tell her Linette was still alive.

‘No, it’s not okay, I get that. That’s why I’m telling you now,’ he offered hopefully.

‘Now is already too late. If these people weren’t coming, would you be telling me? No. It would still be your little secret. How many more do you have, huh? I understand you well, Antonio. I see everything very clearly. Sebastiano was right – “Non fidarti di lui – è un serpente!” Yes, you are a snake, and I already married one of those, so I don’t want to marry another. We are finished. It’s over … Vaffanculo!’ And with an upward jerk of her forearm, she left the room.




Chapter Thirty-Eight: Now

LUNA

I have a difficult night. It takes me ages to get off to sleep. I keep falling into nightmares in which I’m in the camper van, hurtling through the air, crashing into trees, the sound of breaking glass in my ears. My own cries wake me. I reach out for Ben, alarmed to find the space next to me empty. For a few moments, I forget where I am. Then I see a hump in the other bed and hear gentle snoring, and the memories come roaring back.

Daylight is seeping through the flimsy curtains, and the temperature is warm. Bella is still asleep – either that or she’s doing a very good impression of it. I guess it must still be early. I check my phone and see that it’s only 5 a.m.

I have stomach cramps. My period isn’t due, so it must be indigestion – the unwise combination of rich food, alcohol and painkillers. This is the last thing I need. I swing my legs off the bed and go to the bathroom. I’m only just in time.

Diarrhoea floods out of me. It’s unspeakably horrible. The pains keep coming in waves. My body seems determined to empty its entire contents. I call out to Bella, who eventually answers.

‘What’s going on?’ she says from the other side of the bathroom door.

‘Stomach upset.’

‘Oh God, if it’s not one thing, it’s another.’

Once I feel confident that the worst of it is over, I wash my hands with the utmost care and come out of the bathroom. Bella takes a bottle of mineral water out of the drinks fridge, unscrews the cap and hands it to me.

‘How are you feeling?’ she says, as I stagger back to the bed.

‘Awful. Like I could quite happily die.’

‘Don’t say that.’ She puts the back of her hand on my forehead. ‘You seem hot.’

‘Hardly surprising. It must be twenty-five degrees out there already.’

‘No, I mean feverish.’

‘Actually, I feel a bit sick.’

‘You poor thing. It must have been something you ate last night. Although to be fair, I thought everything was delicious.’

‘How are you feeling?’ I say as a wave of pain twists through my gut.

‘Fine.’

‘That’s odd. We ate the same things.’

‘Yeah … except for the mushroom quiche. I don’t like them, remember? It’s the texture.’ She sticks out her tongue.

‘My God. I hope it wasn’t the mushrooms,’ I murmur. ‘Tamsin said they were local. I thought she meant she’d bought them from the market.’

‘Me too.’ Bella frowns. ‘Although when I went there to pick up the Fiat, she said something about foraging for ingredients …’

There’s a beat as we both have the same thought. When we were kids, Dad used to take us on treks in the forest just above the village. He would point out the wild mushrooms and tell us never, never to pick them, not even the ones that looked familiar. Even experienced foragers have to be careful, because it can be very hard to distinguish between harmful and harmless varieties. Only porcinis are reliably safe, because no other mushroom looks like them.

Maybe it’s just the thought of eating something dangerous that makes me want to vomit immediately, but my stomach surges. I jump up and make a second dash for the bathroom. ‘Sorry,’ I murmur, before throwing up into the toilet bowl. ‘Bleurgh … that was disgusting.’

‘Don’t worry, you can’t help it.’ Bella hands me a tissue to wipe my mouth. When I appear to have recovered, she speaks again. ‘Did Jonathan and Tamsin eat the quiche?’

‘I don’t know … um …’ Right now, last night seems like a long time ago. ‘I think so, yes. Tamsin shared it out.’

‘But did you actually see them eat it?’

‘Um … no …’

‘Nor did I.’

‘But that doesn’t mean they didn’t. I wasn’t looking to check, were you?’ She shakes her head. ‘What are you saying? You think they deliberately tried to poison us?’

‘No, of course not! I’m just wondering whether they’re ill too. If they are, it might help to narrow down the cause.’

‘You could try calling them.’

‘I don’t have their numbers.’

‘I had Jonathan’s, but it was on my phone. God knows where that is … smashed to bits at the bottom of the ravine … Sorry, but I need to throw up. Like now.’

She retreats and I go through the whole sordid process again. When I come out of the bathroom, I feel as weak as a newborn lamb, sweating and yet shivery at the same time.

‘This isn’t good … I feel absolutely terrible.’

Bella studies her phone, her face puckering with anxiety as she reads what AI has to say about my symptoms. ‘When did it start?’ she asks.

‘Not until this morning, when I woke up … Is that a good or bad sign?’

‘Bad, I’m afraid. The less poisonous varieties tend to have an immediate effect, but if it’s death cap, it can take between six and twelve hours for symptoms to kick in, sometimes even longer.’

‘Death cap?! Jesus, Bella …’ We stare at each other. There are death cap mushrooms in Tuscany, we know that from Dad. He warned us about them. People die from eating them every year.

She puts down her phone. ‘We have to get you to hospital. There are drugs they can give you, but they only work if they’re administered quickly. Even then …’ She stops. ‘Oh Luna, I can’t believe this is happening.’

‘We don’t know for sure it’s death cap,’ I say, my voice breaking up. ‘It could have been anything.’

‘Yeah, but let’s not risk it.’ She stands up. ‘I’m taking you back to San Luca.’

‘Hold on … Call Giovanni first,’ I say, as my gut wrenches again. ‘Ask him to go to the house and find out if the others are okay, if they ate the quiche, and also if Tamsin picked any wild mushrooms.’

‘I’d rather not …’

‘The more information we have the better, surely. We might need to warn them.’

‘You talk to him.’

‘What? I might throw up at any second.’ She looks at me pleadingly. ‘Sorry, I forgot. Of course I’ll talk to him. If I can.’

Bella hands me the phone. It rings for ages before cutting out. I leave him a message instead.

‘Hi, Gio. Luna here on Bella’s phone. Would you mind going round to Casa Ouida and checking on Tamsin and Jonathan? We were there last night having dinner. I’ve got food poisoning and I’m worried it might have been the mushrooms. Let us know how they are, eh? Thanks.’ I hand back the phone. ‘If he calls, I’ll answer it, okay?’

Bella smiles. ‘Thanks … But we’re not waiting. We’re going to the hospital now.’

When I arrived at the Ospedale San Luca’s A&E department after the accident last Tuesday, I was barely conscious and was rushed straight through to the treatment area. This time I have to sit in the waiting room and take my turn with everyone else. I can’t believe I’m back here. It seems unreal, like I’m still lying in bed having one of my nightmares. Maybe I’ll suddenly wake up and everything will be fine … But no, this is real. It looks and smells like a hospital. I’m surrounded by people with arms in makeshift slings and swollen ankles, coughing noisily or looking like they’re about to throw up their guts like me. One lady has a black eye and scratches on her face. I can’t stop staring at her, contemplating how she got her injuries.

We are called into the triage room, where a nurse takes my vital signs. There are forms to fill in, documents to show. Bella, who speaks far better Italian than I do, explains that there’s a chance it might be poisoning from death cap mushrooms, or Amanita phalloides.

‘Faremo degli esami del sangue e delle urine,’ answers the nurse calmly.

‘They’re going to do blood tests and urine tests,’ Bella translates, although I kind of understood.

Before I know it, I’m taken through a swinging door and put into a cubicle. I do the necessary for the tests, then a drip is inserted into my arm. I’m also given a black liquid to drink, which I’m told is activated charcoal. Although it looks disgusting, it’s tasteless.

‘If it’s just a stomach upset, the charcoal will help absorb the toxins,’ Bella says after a brief conversation with a doctor. ‘But if it turns out to be death cap, a whole treatment protocol will be followed. Time is of the essence. There are a few drugs they can try.’

‘Try?’ I echo. ‘Are you saying there might be nothing they can do? Am I going to die, Bel?’

‘No, of course not.’ She takes my hand, holding it in both of hers. ‘You’re in the best place. The doctors here are used to dealing with this kind of thing. It’s going to be okay, I promise.’




Chapter Thirty-Nine: Now

JONATHAN

The diarrhoea and vomiting last most of the day. With only one bathroom upstairs, they have to take it in turns. Inevitably their needs coincide, so Jonathan has to crawl backwards down the spiral staircase and use the ground-floor shower room instead. He can’t remember ever feeling this ill.

Damn that salami, it should have been kept in the fridge until the last moment. Tamsin only had a very small portion and she’s suffering just as badly, poor thing. Gio popped in earlier to tell them Luna was ill too, although surprisingly Bella was fine. He suggested they might have eaten some poisonous mushrooms, but Tamsin was adamant that she’d checked the few she picked against images on the internet and they were absolutely fine. The rest had come from the supermarket.

He’s lost all sense of time. They could have been living this hell for a week, for all he knows. But in fact it’s only been about twelve hours. Only! He laughs grimly, dragging himself to his feet and reaching for the kettle. They mustn’t get dehydrated. There are some sachets of peppermint tea somewhere, part of their welcome pack. He finds them in the back of a cupboard and tears weakly at the wrapping.

With a steaming mug in each hand, he slowly climbs the stairs again, step by perilous step. He feels as if he is performing some death-defying circus feat. When he reaches the top with only a couple of hot splashes on his wrists to show for the effort, he almost bows to the imagined crowd.

‘Tam?’ he calls out gently, kicking open the door to her bedroom with his foot. She is lying face-down on the bed in her underwear. He puts the mugs down on the nearest surface and goes over to her. ‘Tam? Are you okay?’ She groans into the pillow. ‘Still alive, then.’

‘Yes … unfortunately.’ She turns onto her side.

‘I brought you some peppermint tea. You need liquids.’

‘I won’t be able to keep it down.’

‘You will if you just take sips … Come on, it’s important.’ He picks up a mug, waiting for her to sit up before placing it in her hands.

‘How are you?’ she asks.

‘A few hours ago, I thought I was going to pass out, but I feel a bit better now. Whatever it was, it seems to have done its worst.’

‘It was that special salami, can’t remember the precise name – my brain is too foggy,’ she says, sniffing cautiously before attempting to drink.

‘Once it’s passed through our systems, we’ll be fine.’

They drink their tea in silence, then she speaks. ‘We were supposed to get out by lunchtime. Nothing happened. The police didn’t arrive. Do you think they’ve forgotten?’

‘No, they’ve just cut us some slack.’

Tamsin gives him a little-girl-lost look. ‘Are you still going to leave me here?’

‘Not today. I’m not up to driving. And you need someone to look after you.’

‘But as soon as we’re both better, you’ll go?’

‘Yes, Tam, I have to.’ He sighs. ‘You lied to me.’

‘Yes, but I confessed in the end.’

‘That’s not the point.’

‘Isn’t it? That’s how the Catholic faith works.’

‘We’re not Catholics. We’re not religious at all. Please, tell me everything. From beginning to end.’

‘I can’t … too ill …’

‘If you don’t, I’m going. I can’t take this any more.’

She slides down the bed. ‘There’s not much to tell. I was on social media, and people were talking about stage musicals that had been big hits in their time then sunk without trace. Somebody mentioned Castaways in Space and loads of people got excited, said how fantastic it was, et cetera, et cetera. They started posting links to the songs and then someone put up a picture of the original poster. The title was already familiar with me, even though I knew I’d never seen the show, but when I saw the poster, I remembered it had been on the wall at the holiday home. I did a bit more research. The musical was written by Anthony Gladen – our father’s name. I knew he was a composer, it says so on our birth certificates. It was obvious it was the same person.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me any of this?’

‘Because I wanted to work it out by myself, then surprise you. I thought you’d be impressed by my detective work.’

‘So how did you manage to track him down?’

‘Well … I found an interview he’d done years ago for one of the Sunday papers. It was mainly about the musical and why it had such a cult following. Anyway, it mentioned that he did his best composing at Casa Ouida, his house in Tuscany. I thought maybe it was the same place we’d stayed at as kids. I searched online and within minutes I’d found it on Airbnb. I knew immediately that we had to go back.’

‘But you still didn’t tell me.’

‘It was supposed to be a surprise! But then there was the mix-up over the booking, and Luna was there – which I was not expecting.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘I thought she was going to ruin it. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I decided to play dumb.’

He’s not convinced that she’s telling him the whole truth. ‘When you first found out, did you get in touch with Tony?’ he asks. ‘Did you tell him who you were?’

‘No, I was too nervous. I thought maybe we’d meet him when we arrived, but then … he got in touch with me.’

‘What?!’

‘I know – crazy, isn’t it? I got this notification from Airbnb saying our host had sent us a message. I was expecting it to be from Chiara, but it sounded like he’d written it instead. He must have recognised our names.’ She screws up her face. ‘I remember it word for word … “I know who you are. What do you want from me?”’

‘Wow. That wasn’t exactly the friendliest of responses. How did you reply?’

‘I didn’t – not immediately. I was too shocked. I thought about it for a few hours, but when I went back to it, the message had been deleted.’

‘Oh Tamsin … You should have cancelled immediately. He’d made it all too obvious that he wasn’t interested. We already knew that anyway, after the way he treated us.’

‘And Mum,’ she adds. ‘I keep thinking about how he hurt her, physically and mentally.’

‘I don’t think he hit her on a regular basis. She never said that.’

‘Once was too much.’ She rolls her tongue around her mouth. ‘You know, half our genes come from him.’

‘So? What are you getting at?’

There’s a beat. She stares him right in the eye. An image of Lee Dugdale looms in his brain. Please don’t say any more, he thinks. His stomach clenches. It’s as if she’s grabbed the end of a thread deep inside him. If she pulls on it, his life will unravel like a knitted jumper. Hers too. But she stops. Confession time is over for now.

‘I’ll leave you to rest,’ he says. ‘Then as soon as you feel better, we’re going to pack up and leave this place behind.’ For once, she doesn’t argue.

He goes to his own room and calls Zuri. She fails to pick up, so he texts her a self-pitying message about everyone getting food poisoning from the dinner party. She reacts with a crying emoji, then writes that she’s busy putting the kids to bed but will ring as soon as she’s finished.

The whole day has gone by in a blur of throwing up and shitting, leaving him disorientated. But he’s feeling better by the minute – might even manage a little something to eat. A slice of bread, perhaps. Or a boiled egg. If Zuri were here, she would make it for him, with toasted soldiers probably. But she’s not, so if he wants it, he’ll have to do it himself. At this precise moment, he can’t be bothered.

He lies down on the bed and drifts off to sleep. When he wakes, darkness has fallen over him like a blanket. He can see the night sky through the mosquito screens, but not any stars. His stomach feels raw and there’s a nasty taste in his mouth. However, he hasn’t thrown up or emptied his bowels for several hours now, which is good news.

Zuri finally calls, apologising for it being so late. ‘How are you feeling?’ she asks.

‘Better,’ he says. ‘Not totally recovered, but better than I was. Hopefully Tamsin’s on the mend too.’

‘And you’re sure it was the salami?’

‘Not sure, but it’s the obvious candidate.’

‘You can never be too careful with meat. Especially in hot weather.’

There’s a pause. ‘I had a good chat with Tam this afternoon,’ he says. ‘Finally got the truth out of her.’ There’s a scoffing sound on the other end of the line. ‘Seriously. She admitted that she knew all along this was our father’s place.’

‘Of course she did. I told you that.’

‘I know, but I needed to hear her say it. She said she kept it a secret because she wanted it to be a surprise.’

‘No she didn’t,’ Zuri snaps. ‘She was frightened you’d stop her, that’s why. She wants her share of the estate and she’ll do anything to get it. If you hadn’t got sick too, I’d suspect her of poisoning your half-sisters.’

‘That’s absurd. She would never go that far.’

‘Wouldn’t she? She’s definitely capable of murder.’

He stiffens. ‘Don’t say that, Zuri. It’s not true.’

‘I don’t understand how you can’t see it.’

‘Bella told us what you said to Luna,’ he says, trying to put Zuri on the back foot. ‘They were forewarned and forearmed. Tamsin was furious.’

‘I don’t care. It was the right thing to do.’

‘Don’t you see how hard it is for me?’ he moans. ‘I’m stuck in the middle. I don’t know which way to turn.’

Zuri’s tone turns serious. ‘You’ve already done more for her than any brother should. You need to extricate yourself while you can.’

‘Yeah, I’m going to. With a bit of luck, we’ll be well enough to leave tomorrow. My plan is to put Tamsin on a plane and then come and join you guys.’

‘Right …’

‘You don’t sound very enthusiastic.’

‘Hm … I don’t know, Jonathan. To be honest, it’s working out pretty well here. The kids seem a lot calmer. Happier. They’re not fighting so much. It’s easier when they can’t play us off against each other.’

‘We can’t let them dictate terms.’

‘Yes, that’s true. But I suppose I’m happier too. On my own … without you.’

‘Ah … well that’s a different matter.’ There’s a pause the size of a black hole. He senses himself teetering on the edge, about to fall in.

‘I doubt if Tamsin will leave Italy without you,’ she continues. ‘You need to be on that plane with her.’

‘Zuri – please. I need to see you—’

‘Can I think about it overnight?’ she interrupts. ‘Let’s talk in the morning. You concentrate on getting better, okay?’

She ends the call, leaving him winded, as if she’s just punched him hard in the gut. Did he misunderstand, or has she just told him their marriage is over?




Chapter Forty: Then

TONY

Chiara was upstairs, packing. Tony’s fingers hovered over the keyboard of her laptop, casting about for a way to begin his message to Tamsin. It had been a very long time, and there was so much to say. But this wasn’t a general catch-up email, like the ones he bashed out to old muso friends every Christmas; it was far more important than that.

The booking itself was a provocation. They hadn’t hidden their identities so were probably expecting him – or challenging him – to get in touch. It almost felt like a trap.

Stabbing the letters with one finger, he typed: I know who you are. What do you want from me?

He liked putting the ball in other people’s courts – it was a trick he’d learned from his media lawyer (when he’d been successful enough to have one). It forced the other party to respond, ask a counter-question, make an offer. Besides, he genuinely wanted to know what this was all about. Were Jonathan and Tamsin reaching out the hand of friendship or quietly drawing up battle lines? Why had they decided to rent his house? It had to be more than nostalgia. They were hoping for something – an explanation, an apology, a declaration of love? Explanations and apologies he would willingly give, declarations of love would be more difficult. He supposed he did love them, in some instinctive kind of way, but he didn’t know them, not any more. And being completely honest with himself, he hadn’t thought that much about them over the years. It had been harder when they were children; he’d felt very bad around the time of their birthday, which was 3 June. But as time went by and they became adults, they’d occupied his mind less and less. He hadn’t googled their names or searched for them on social media. But he’d always been aware of their presence, lurking in a dark corner of his past. He’d feared that one day they would emerge from the shadows and track him down. And that in finding them he would lose his other children, whom he knew intimately and loved with all his heart.

Ah well, what was to be would be. The best he could do was seize the initiative. His finger caressed the mouse, then with a rush of adrenaline, as if he was about to jump out of an aeroplane, he pressed send.

A few minutes later, Chiara came back into the sitting room carrying a small suitcase. She marched over to the table and slammed down the lid of the laptop before snatching it from under his nose.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked, although he knew only too well.

She tossed her hair over her shoulder in irritation, reminding him a little of Miss Piggy in the Muppets. ‘What do you think? I am leaving.’

‘Leaving the house or leaving me?’

‘Leaving you, of course.’

‘I thought you wanted to get married.’

‘Not to a liar.’

‘We all lie, don’t we? From time to time. Sometimes it’s necessary.’

‘This was not necessary, Antonio.’

‘You’re behaving as if I cheated on you.’

‘When you cheat on one woman, you cheat on all of us.’

‘Oh, I see. Now you’re acting on behalf of womankind.’

He knew he was making it worse, but he didn’t seem able to stop himself. Her attitude was so annoying. They’d been perfectly happy until about fifteen minutes ago. She’d been madly in love with him, keen (desperate in fact) to get that ring on her finger. They’d spoken enthusiastically about their future life together. And they always had great sex. Now she was spoiling everything. For what?

‘Don’t go,’ he said. ‘Let’s talk this through.’

‘No, Antonio. We are finished. I’m going home.’

‘But I love you.’

‘No you don’t. You love only yourself. Goodbye. Addio.’ With the suitcase in one hand, her handbag in the other, and the laptop tucked under her arm, she strode through the double doors and marched down the external steps.

He didn’t try to stop her, waylaid by a memory that had flashed into his mind – little Tamsin and Jonathan sobbing as they were led down those same steps by Elena Cescutti, the cries of ‘Daddy! Daddy!’ echoing in his ears. Their mother on a stretcher, being loaded into an ambulance. To this day he can’t remember how the argument turned so violent. He’d literally never hit her before. The idea revolted him. It was as if another man had taken his place that night, an ugly monster he didn’t recognise.

Their holiday – two weeks stolen from his summer with Linette and the girls – had been an utter disaster. They’d rowed constantly – at home, at the beach, in the car, at that ghastly Pinocchio theme park, in the street, in restaurants and bars. It was always on the same theme. After seven years of willingly playing the secret mistress, Fiona now wanted to be promoted to the role of wife. She demanded that he leave Linette and the girls – and if he refused, she would expose him for the lying, cheating shit that he was. Linette would chuck him out and both relationships would be over. It was either Fiona and the twins or nobody at all.

That day, way back in 1994, the situation had reached crisis point. It was his fault. He’d slipped up. It was inevitable that it would happen sooner or later – running a second, secret family was hard work, and very stressful. Expensive too. He’d had to hand over all the profits from the olive grove to keep Tommaso and Elena Cescutti quiet. Ironically, he’d always feared that Linette would find out about Fiona and the twins rather than Fiona discover that he had been slightly less than truthful about his relationship with Linette.

Luna’s birth, five years earlier, had caused a lot of ructions. He’d foolishly told Fiona that he and Linette didn’t have sex any more, which obviously wasn’t true (although they didn’t do it that often). When Fiona learned that Linette was pregnant, she was so angry she threatened to blow everything sky-high. He assured her that it had been a one-off, a drunken incident that he regretted (it had been neither), and insisted that it hadn’t happened since (also not strictly true).

The lies kept Fiona happy for a while. Or at least they stopped her asking self-flagellating questions about whether Linette was better in bed than she was. But now she’d got this idea in her head that he should leave Linette and commit to her and the twins full-time. Her strategy that holiday was to go on and on about it until she wore him down.

He was already feeling strung out. He’d just had two weeks at Casa Ouida with his ‘real’ family, during which Bella had found a birthday card he’d given to Fiona the previous year, lost down the back of the sideboard. It had been a nasty moment, from which he’d only just managed to escape.

The gods were finally turning against him. While looking for some Vaseline for Jonathan’s chapped lips, Fiona found a packet of condoms in a toilet bag in his bedside table. She was on the pill – had been for years – but Linette didn’t like the idea of taking drugs every day, so with her Tony used more traditional forms of contraception.

Fiona went on a rampage, attacking him physically, wrecking the house. She was like a devil possessed. And this time, instead of pleading with her to calm down and telling her whatever it was he thought she wanted to hear, he snapped. He didn’t want to give up Linette and the girls. What he really wanted was for the whole damn thing to be over – for the sneaking around to end, for Fiona and the twins to go away, for them never to have existed at all.

Her tantrum turned into a full-scale fight, both sides giving their best – or their worst. He was gripped by a feeling that he could put a stop to it. That this was the moment when he could undo all the mistakes of the past and restore things to how they should be.

He hit Fiona on the head with a ceramic vase – flowers, water, the lot. But when she fell to the ground like a doll, blood streaming down her face, he knew he’d gone too far. He was the one who called the ambulance, who in turn informed the police. Elena took the kids away and he was taken into custody.

Back then, the police had an appalling attitude towards domestic violence. Unless there was a murder, they didn’t want to get involved. For some reason, Fiona decided not to press charges, and he never saw her or his children again. He cleared up the house and went back to the UK, back to Linette and his daughters. After that, he tried to keep on the straight and narrow. He was grateful for what he still had, rather than sad for what he’d just lost. It was horrible to say, but Jonathan and Tamsin were collateral damage. If Fiona had been amenable, they probably could have found a way for him to carry on seeing them from time to time. But she wasn’t, and anyway, he didn’t fancy being a beef burger dad.

He had no idea what had happened to Fiona in the intervening years – presumably she was still alive, maybe even orchestrating the attack from behind the scenes. What was clear was that Tamsin and Jonathan were out to get him; he felt it in his water. It was all about damage limitation now. The revelation would make no impact on poor Linette, but it would be a massive shock to the girls. However, if he made a full confession in advance, and received their forgiveness, it would instantly disarm Tamsin and Jonathan. Yeah, they already know, he could say. It’s no big deal.

He poured himself a glass of wine and took it into the garden, where he sat under the pergola, gazing at the mountains as he thought the implications through. The idea of telling Bella and Luna together did not appeal. He never liked being outnumbered. Bella was the rational one, whereas Luna was all feeling, which made him a little scared of her.

There was no time like the present. He’d already sent Tamsin that message – foolishly perhaps – so the shit could hit the fan at any moment. Suddenly resolved, he picked up his phone to send Bella a voice note. His voice trembled as he spoke.

‘Ciao, Bella! Dad here. I’m still in Tuscany, finishing off some work. Any chance you could come out for a few days? There’s something very important I need to tell you, and I can only do it face to face. We also need to be here, at Casa Ouida. Sorry to be mysterious, but it’s a bit of an emergency. I don’t want you to find out from somebody else. Please come. And don’t tell Luna. Not yet. This is just between the two of us. Let me know. Love you always.’

She replied almost immediately by text, asking why he couldn’t just call and tell her over the phone or on a Zoom. Why did she have to come to Italy when she was so busy and last-minute flights were so expensive? Why couldn’t he just come home? And why didn’t he want to Luna to know? She didn’t like the idea of keeping secrets from her sister.

Come as soon as you can, he texted back. This is serious. I’m in trouble. I need to see you, it can’t wait.

She didn’t respond for about twenty minutes – during which she was probably debating the idea with Karl and looking up flight prices. Then he got a short answer.

Okay. See you Saturday. It had better be worth it.

He felt even more terrified then. Wheels had been set in motion and there was nothing he could do to stop them.

He needed to prepare for Bella’s visit. Chiara had made a lot of alterations to the house decor, none of which his daughter would like. He didn’t have the energy to try to put everything back as it was. He would also have to tell Bella about the Airbnb idea, which would be tricky but in the grand scheme of things was a minor issue.

He spent Friday getting ready for her visit, picking up some pecorino cheese and locally cured meats from the market and replenishing the wine rack. By the time he’d tidied up and passed the hoover round, he felt worn out. He made himself an omelette and opened a bottle of the wine he’d been saving for tomorrow. His stomach swilled with anxiety. He spent the evening rehearsing the story he would give to Bella, imagining how she might react and how he would defend himself.

There were a number of possible scenarios, some with better outcomes than others. It was as if he were modelling the impact of a hurricane. Its severity would depend on the speed of the wind when it hit land, but good preparations would limit the damage to life and property. Supplies were in. Now he had to batten down the hatches, board up the windows and make sure the pets were safely indoors. It would be okay, he told himself on his third glass. Bella would make a fuss at first, but ultimately she would understand.

He rose from his chair and went over to the record deck, intending to put on some Brahms to calm his nerves. The double doors were open, so he clearly heard the sound of a vehicle pulling up outside. He paused, listening. Who on earth could it be at this late hour? He put down the record sleeve and went onto the balcony.

It was Chiara and Sebastiano. ‘Buonasera!’ called Tony as they got out of the car.

Why was she here, and why had she brought her son with her?




Chapter Forty-One: Now

LUNA

They’ve kept me in overnight, although the urine and blood tests showed no trace of amatoxin – the telltale sign of death cap mushrooms. Apparently it flushes through the system very quickly, so it doesn’t necessarily mean I didn’t eat any.

‘Did anyone else have this mushroom quiche?’ asks the consultant, a young man with sticky-up hair, quirky glasses and excellent English.

‘Yes, two other people,’ I say. ‘They’re sick too.’ Gio texted yesterday to say he’d popped in to see them, but Tamsin had insisted the mushrooms were fine and sent him away because she was throwing up.

‘They should come to the hospital to be checked,’ he says. ‘Most important, we need to test a sample of the mushrooms. Were any left?’

‘I don’t know,’ Bella answers, ‘but we can ask.’

He turns to me. ‘We will continue with the intensive treatment and closely monitor your kidney and liver function. If after five days there are no signs of deterioration, we will assume you are safe. We will do our best, but you must know … if it is Amanita phalloides, I cannot guarantee complete recovery.’

His words land hard. ‘You mean I might die?’

‘Please, remember that nothing is confirmed yet. We started the treatment early, so the chances are good, but …’ he hesitates, unsure whether to continue, ‘I cannot predict the outcome. If the systems start to shut down, we may have to assess you for a liver transplant.’

His words punch me in the stomach, winding me so hard I can hardly speak. Has he just told me I might die?

‘Please,’ begs Bella, speaking for me. ‘Do everything you can.’

The consultant offers her a gentle smile. ‘Don’t worry. Your sister is safe here.’

Once he has left, we’re silent for a few moments, neither of us knowing what to say.

‘Jonathan and Tamsin really need to come in for tests,’ says Bella finally.

I nod. ‘Yes, you’re right. Call Gio, tell him to—’

‘No, no, I’ll go and talk to them myself. See if I can find any leftover mushrooms.’ She looks at me, her expression full of concern. ‘Will you be okay?’

‘Yes,’ I say, although in truth I feel vulnerable. ‘Would you mind popping into Ben’s ward on your way and telling him what’s happened?’

‘Of course. You rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

She goes. I remain sitting on the bed, propped against a stack of pillows. My stomach feels raw from all the vomiting yesterday, and this medication makes me feel woozy. With nobody to talk to or distract me, I have no choice but to take stock of my situation. Are the fatal toxins already doing irreparable damage to my system, or is this all a fuss about nothing? Infected meat, a less poisonous mushroom, some overripe cheese … Fortunately, hospitals in Tuscany are used to dealing with cases of death cap – mainly caused by ignorant tourists, not Italians – so they are taking me seriously even though there’s no definitive proof. Hopefully Bella will find something.

The not knowing is unbearable – I can’t deal with it. I feel so alone, desperate to see Ben. Presumably Bella gave him my message, but it seems like he’s not well enough to come and see me. Maybe he’s had a relapse – more internal bleeding. The thought petrifies me. I need to know what’s going on, but there’s nobody to ask. My spirits sink lower and lower. I turn my face into the pillow and allow myself a good cry.

Bella returns later that afternoon, finding me dozing fitfully in a chair.

‘Well?’ I ask. ‘How did you get on? Did you bring back any of the quiche?’

She shakes her head. ‘Apparently the three of you ate the lot.’

‘How are they?’

‘Not good. Similar symptoms – diarrhoea, vomiting …’

‘Shit. Did you tell them it could be death cap poisoning?’

‘Yes. Tamsin said she had picked a few wild mushrooms to add to the ones she’d bought from the supermarket, but she was utterly sure that they were safe. I asked her to show me where she’d found them, thinking I could pick some more, but she couldn’t remember, and to be honest, she didn’t look well enough for a trek in the forest.’

I’m astounded. ‘She’s not a fungi expert – she could easily have made a mistake. I don’t understand why she’s being so stubborn.’

‘I tried to persuade her, but she refused. I think Jonathan would like to get tested, but he seems frightened to go against his sister.’

‘That’s stupid.’

‘I agree. If it is death cap, it can take up to seventy-two hours for signs of liver and kidney failure to show. By then, it’ll be too late.’

‘Don’t say that!’

‘No, no, you’ll be okay,’ she insists. ‘We acted fast.’

I shudder involuntarily. ‘Seventy-two hours. That’s tomorrow evening … It’s like having a death sentence hanging over me.’

‘Now stop that. You’re going to be fine.’ She sits on the bed and gives me a hug.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ I murmur into her shoulder.

Eventually she pulls away. ‘Now I’m really sorry, but I’ve a few emails I need to deal with. Work stuff. Do you mind if I take a few minutes?’

‘Of course not. Go ahead. Please.’

Bella immerses herself in her phone. I watch her tip-tapping away, sighing every now and then. I can tell it’s an act. She’s trying to reassure me that there’s nothing to worry about.

‘You ought to go home, you know,’ I say after a pause. ‘Back to the UK.’

‘I can’t,’ she replies, putting the phone down. ‘Not until I know you’re going to be okay.’

The door to the ward opens and Ben walks in. He’s unshaven and wearing the clothes Gio brought him, but to me he looks like the handsomest man alive.

‘Ben! Over here!’ I say, waving with my good arm. His eyes light up as he spots me.

‘Hi there.’ Bella quickly leaps to her feet. ‘This is a surprise. Have they discharged you?’

‘Not yet,’ he grins. ‘But they’ve let me out for good behaviour.’ He leans forward and kisses me on the cheek.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ says Bella.

‘It’s okay,’ I say, but she rushes out before I can stop her.

Ben shakes his head in disbelief. ‘Death cap poisoning?’ he says. ‘Are you serious? Has it been confirmed?’ He sits down next to me.

‘No. Urine and bloods were negative, but there’s often a delayed reaction, so there’s still a chance my kidneys and liver are going to shut down.’

‘Shit … That’s what nearly happened to me.’

‘I know. I was just trying to get in on the act.’

‘You’re putting a very brave face on it.’

‘Not really. I’m scared shitless … I could easily die.’

‘You’re not going to die,’ he says. ‘You’re going to be fine.’ We stare at each other in silence for a few moments, both willing it to be true. Tears fill his eyes. ‘Sorry … I just love you, that’s all. Don’t want to lose you.’

I grin. ‘You might have to marry me to make sure.’

‘Yeah, I just might,’ he replies with a twinkle.

My heart swells. It’s so good to have him here. Bella has been fantastic, but it’s not the same.

‘I can’t stay long,’ he says. ‘They want to do another scan, just to check there’s no more bleeding. I’m in the queue, don’t want to miss my slot.’

‘Then, all being well, they’ll discharge you?’

‘I think so. Not sure, to be honest. Some of it gets lost in translation.’

‘Hopefully everything’s okay and you can book a flight home.’

‘I’m not leaving without you.’

‘Thanks … I’m not leaving without you either.’

He grins. ‘Okay, it’s a deal.’

‘Good luck.’ I give him a kiss. ‘Come back when you’ve had your scan. If they let you.’

Ben leaves, but Bella doesn’t come back immediately. I imagine them having hushed conversations about me in the corridor. Maybe she knows more about my condition than I do. Maybe it’s worse than they want me to know. Or maybe she’s just sitting in the cafeteria, having some well-deserved time to herself. She won’t be long, because she’s left her phone here, on the bedside cabinet.

Suddenly, it pings three times, as if it knows I’ve been thinking about it. My eyes linger on the handset. I expect it’s a work message. Or Karl checking in. But it could be from Tamsin or Jonathan, saying they’ve changed their mind about being tested. Time is of the essence, so I lean across and pick it up.

To my surprise, the messages are all from Gio. They’re in Italian, but I recognise enough of the words to know that there’s something very strange about them.

Mantieni la calma. Maintain calm – or rather, keep calm.

Andrà tutto bene. Everything will go well.

Tra pochi giorni il tuo problema verrà risolto. Your problem will be … ‘resolved’, maybe? … in a few days.

What problem? I don’t understand. I know Bella is trying to avoid Gio, and I understand why. But this thread sounds unrelated, almost like they’re working together.

My heart sets off at a gallop as I scroll through their previous exchanges. There are loads of them, especially over the weeks following Dad’s death. I don’t understand a lot of what Gio writes, but I see my name mentioned many times. Sometimes Bella replies in English, at other times in Italian.

One message stands out. You are evil.

She wrote that in response to a video Gio sent her shortly after Dad’s death – a video that’s since been deleted.

I scroll forward to more recent chats, my mind revolving as I try to think what could be in the video. Has Bella been telling me the truth? Or have she and Gio been having an affair? I feel sick. Did he tape them having sex? Is this a case of revenge porn? Scrolling up, I see that he has sent her several videos – or perhaps the same one several times – over the last few weeks. Either way, they have all been deleted. It becomes clear. They’re not working together – he’s trying to blackmail her.

My pulse races, I can hardly breathe. Gio? It can’t be true, can it?

Whatever’s been going on, Bella needs my help. I have to watch this video. I know I’ve no right, but I feel there’s no choice. She won’t confide in me – she’ll try to sort out this problem herself. But Gio’s not going to let her off the hook until he’s got what he wants.

I rummage through her phone. There are no copies in the folder of recently deleted files, so I go to her WhatsApp backup instead. A lot of people don’t even know it exists.

And there it is, the image frozen on what looks like the garden of Casa Ouida.

With my heart in my mouth, I press play.




Chapter Forty-Two: Then

TONY

‘Buonasera, Antonio.’ Chiara marched up the steps towards him. Her cheeks were flushed. He sensed that she’d been drinking.

‘This is a surprise,’ he said, puzzled.

‘We were visiting friends nearby. It was on our way home.’

He didn’t believe her. One, the village wasn’t on its way to anywhere – it was a dead end. Two, Sebastiano was not the visiting type.

His heart started to race, as if he was running rather than standing still. He’d also been drinking and was feeling tense about Bella’s arrival tomorrow. He didn’t want this woman here right now, and he didn’t want her son lurking in the garden either.

‘It’s a bit late for a social visit,’ he said sharply. ‘What do you want, Chiara?’

Her expression darkened as she pulled herself up to her full height. ‘I know your wife is still alive.’

‘Oh … right.’ He felt instantly sweaty. ‘How did you find out?’

‘My friend told me.’

‘Who’s your friend?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Everyone knows everyone around here. You can’t keep secrets for ever.’ She moved in closer. She smelled of alcohol and he didn’t like the look in her eyes. ‘How dare you ask me to marry you when you were not free?’

‘Ah well, technically I was free. Am free. Linette is still alive, but we aren’t actually married.’

She poked him in the chest. ‘You cheat on her your whole life, you have children with another woman and now you pretend she’s dead! You are a bad person, Antonio. Your heart is black with lies.’

‘That’s a bit strong.’

‘I have never felt so angry with anyone! Not even my ex-husband.’

‘I’m sorry. You’ve every right to be angry.’ He held his hands up. ‘I didn’t set out to deceive you. I just got myself in a mess and then I couldn’t get out of it.’

She snorted derisively. ‘Sebastiano is even angrier than me,’ she said. ‘And I tell you, you don’t want to make him angry!’

Tony was unmoved by that particular threat. Even at sixty-nine, he reckoned he could floor that stick insect with one punch.

‘It’s late,’ he said, trying to take back control. ‘I need to get to bed. So if you don’t mind, Chiara, can you leave, please?’

She snarled at him, then turned around and went back down the steps. He heard her shout something to her son that he couldn’t understand, then they both got back in the car and Sebastiano drove his indignant, upset and drunk mother away.

He woke from a dream at about 3 a.m. His nose was bunged up and his forehead was hot. It felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. He tried to get back to sleep, but his eyes stayed wide open. Not even taking paracetamol and doing some deep-breathing exercises helped. No doubt it was stress. The encounter with Chiara last night had really disturbed him. It felt like a hint of what was to come. If Bella reacted as badly, he was in for a very rough ride indeed.

At five, he gave up all hope of dropping off again and got out of bed. He dressed in shorts and a polo shirt, then padded down to the kitchen in his bare feet, where he made himself a cup of tea. Opening the door, he stepped into the garden. Everything was a dull lilac grey, and there was a slight chill in the air. The grass was damp underfoot. Birds were singing and the bushes were already starting to buzz. He sat in a metal chair and waited for the sun to rise. Somehow he must have nodded off, because the next thing he knew, Bella was calling his name.

‘Dad? Dad! Wake up, it’s me.’ He opened his eyes and there she was, standing in front of him in full technicolour, with a small wheelie suitcase at her side.

‘Hello.’ She bent down and pecked him on the cheek. ‘Ooh, your face is burning. You need to get in the shade.’

‘Darling! You’re early. I wasn’t expecting you until midday.’

‘I had to catch the horrible dawn flight. The later one was fully booked. I messaged you about it.’

‘Did you?’ He frowned. ‘I didn’t see it.’

‘You need to check your phone more often. Honestly, Dad, what are you like?’

He got to his feet, slightly dizzy with the heat. ‘Have you had breakfast?’

‘No. I picked up the hire car and came straight here. I’d do anything for a coffee.’

‘You go and unpack, freshen up, whatever. I’ll get the moka pot on. I’ve bought lots of delicious stuff. Shall we eat outside?’

‘Yeah, sure.’

She carried the suitcase up the stone steps and disappeared into the house. He was on his way to the kitchen door when he heard her cry out. It was a horrible sound, as if she’d just been hit by something. She came back out on the landing and leaned over the railings.

‘Dad! Come here!’

He sighed inwardly. So it had started. Wearily he followed her up the steps.

She stood in the centre of the living room. ‘What’s all this?’ she said. ‘You’ve changed everything. Lots of Mum’s knick-knacks have gone. And the family photos. Why have you got rid of all our photos?’

He blushed. ‘I just, um … felt like a clear-out. Out with the old, in with the new.’

‘You don’t do clear-outs.’

‘People change,’ he said hopefully.

‘You don’t.’ She pointed. ‘Where did you get this rug?’

‘IKEA … I think.’

‘IKEA?’ She turned to face him. ‘What’s going on, Dad?’

‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter, it can all be put back.’

‘Please tell me you haven’t dragged me out here to admire your new cushions.’ She scowled in their direction. ‘They’re really boring, by the way.’

‘Yes, I know,’ he agreed.

‘Hm … this is somebody else’s taste.’ Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘A woman’s.’

‘Well spotted.’ He cleared his throat nervously. ‘Yes, she’s a lettings agent. I’ve been thinking of renting the place out as a holiday home, you see. She said I had to make it a more neutral space, remove the personal stuff, bring it up to date. I just did as I was told.’ There was no need to give her any more details about Chiara, especially as the relationship was over. Definitively over after last night’s little episode. ‘I was only doing it to raise money for the care-home fees.’ He gave her his best sad-dog face.

‘Oh. Okay.’ Her tone immediately softened. ‘That makes sense.’

He was taken aback. ‘You don’t mind? I thought you’d be upset.’

‘Why should I be? It’s your house. We don’t get to use it much. And if guests are staying here, it means you’ll be in London. With Mum,’ she added pointedly.

‘Exactly my thoughts,’ he fibbed.

‘Why didn’t you tell us before?’

‘I was worried you’d be cross.’

‘You shouldn’t have lied, Dad. All that guff about needing to fix the roof …’

‘I know. I’m sorry, it was stupid. Anyway, I’ve decided against it now.’

‘Oh. Why’s that?’

‘It was just too …’ he searched for a suitable word, ‘complicated. Too many legal loopholes to jump through, you know what Italian bureaucracy is like.’

‘Not really, but I get your point. Well,’ she smiled, ‘now you can put all the clutter back where it was.’

‘Absolutely.’ He laughed falsely. ‘I’ll do it this weekend.’

‘You should have at least warned me. It was such a shock. Like walking into a different house.’

‘Sorry,’ he repeated. Clearly he was going to be saying that a lot today.

She sat on the sofa, removing one of the cushions from behind her back, as if it were uncomfortable as well as visually offensive.

‘Why am I here, Dad? You said it was an emergency. I had to make all sorts of arrangements to come over. I’ve been really worried. Are you ill? Have you got cancer?’

‘No,’ he said with a wave of his hand. ‘It’s nothing like that.’

‘Then what is it?’

He hesitated, looking out of the window at the tops of the trees and the clear blue sky, as if in search of encouragement, or even help. ‘Oh, just something I should have told you a long time ago,’ he replied.

‘What sort of thing?’ She shifted in her seat, staring up at him, an accusing look in her eyes.

He felt hot. Uncomfortable. He fingered the collar of his polo shirt nervously. ‘A personal thing. About the past.’ She frowned in response. ‘It’s okay,’ he added quickly. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘If it’s nothing, why the hell did you make me come over? You have no idea how difficult—’

‘I know, I know. I’m very grateful.’ He gave her one of his appealing smiles. ‘You must be hungry. Let’s talk over breakfast. In the garden. It’s too dark and stuffy in here.’ He went towards the spiral staircase, expecting her to follow him down to the kitchen, but she didn’t move.

‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘I want to know now.’

‘But it’s so much nicer sitting outside. And you said you wanted a coffee—’

‘Now!’ she insisted. ‘For God’s sake, stop waffling and sit down.’

He gave in and took the armchair opposite. She tapped her right foot on the polished floor as she waited impatiently for him to begin. But his mouth had gone dry and the words wouldn’t come, even though he’d practised the conversation in his head many times and it had sounded great – simple and factual, with just the right balance of emotion and grown-up calm. Yet now that she was actually here, her eyes boring into him, it felt very different. Terrifying.

He took a sharp intake of breath. ‘It’s hard to know where to start.’

She folded her arms across her chest. ‘Try the beginning.’

He gulped. ‘Okay. First I need to tell you that you’re probably not going to like what I have to say, but I want you to stay calm, darling—’

‘Don’t tell me how to feel,’ she snapped. ‘Just explain.’

‘Okay. Right … well …’ Here goes, he thought, about to leap into the unknown. ‘A long time ago, I, er … had a relationship with a woman called Fiona. We met during the West End run of Castaways.’ He carried on, painting the picture as best he could, trying to put himself in the best possible light. But the more he talked, the more her expression hardened.

‘Just a minute. Castaways was when exactly?’ she interrupted.

‘Nineteen eighty-six.’ He watched her do a quick calculation.

‘I see. So when you met this Fiona woman, you were already with Mum.’

‘Yes …’

‘And I was two years old.’

He sighed. ‘That’s correct.’

She glared at him. ‘How could you, Dad?’

‘It was just a stupid fling,’ he protested. ‘I never meant for it to turn serious. But …’ He tailed off, fixing his gaze on the shaft of sunlight coming from the open door. Beyond, the warmth, the sweet air and the buzzing insects beckoned him. He had a sudden urge to escape, to run down the steps and hide in the olive grove …

‘But what?’ Bella said, bringing him back. ‘What happened?’

He swallowed hard. ‘She got pregnant.’

Her face immediately paled, as if someone had just put a filter on it. ‘What are you saying, Dad?’

‘I’m sorry, I know this is a shock, but remember, I love you very much …’ There was a weighty pause. He could feel her love for him ebbing away.

Finally she spoke. ‘Are you telling me we have a brother or sister?’

‘One of each, actually. She had twins.’

‘Twins? My God …’ She clenched her hands into fists. ‘Did Mum know?’

‘No, never. She didn’t have a clue, I’m sure of that. I juggled the two families for several years, but Fiona became more and demanding. She wanted me to leave Linette, but I refused.’

‘Oh, good for you,’ she blurted out sarcastically.

‘You must understand, Bella. You and Luna were always my main family.’

‘Like that makes it okay.’

‘No, it doesn’t … I get that. What I’m trying to say is, I never meant it to happen. It was a mistake, but I stood by both women. I’ve always tried to be honourable.’

‘Honourable?’ she shrieked, getting to her feet. ‘You? Honourable?’

‘Yes! I did my best to make it work, for everyone concerned. But it was impossible. In the end, Fiona and I split. It was very messy. I never saw the twins again.’

Bella paced around the living room, weaving between the furniture, blindly banging into things, pushing over a chair that was in her way. Her face was ashen and she was trembling with fury. He’d never seen his daughter so angry before. It was like looking at a different person. It scared him.

He got up and tried to stand in her path. ‘Please stop. I warned you, I told you to stay calm.’

‘Don’t you dare say that to me!’ She shoved him to one side, pointing a finger at him. ‘You lied to everyone, cheated on Mum, abandoned Fiona and your other children … My God, you really are a bastard,’ she shouted. ‘A complete fucking bastard!’

He shrank back. The hatred in her voice was unbearable to hear. He couldn’t look at her, his darling daughter, his firstborn, whom he had always secretly loved the most.

‘I made a mistake, yes,’ he carried on, desperately trying to make her understand. ‘I should never have had the affair in the first place, but the important thing is, when it came down to the wire, I chose you.’

‘Fuck off, Dad. You betrayed us.’

‘No, I didn’t. I stayed with you. I’ve always loved my girls, you, your mother and Luna, I always put you first.’

‘You really believe that, don’t you?’ She let out a hollow laugh. ‘That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard. You’ve always put yourself first!’

‘That’s not true, darling.’ He moved towards her again, this time with arms outstretched. ‘Please …’

‘Get away from me. You’re full of shit!’ She pushed him, and he stumbled slightly, holding onto the edge of the bookcase for support.

‘I kept it a secret because I didn’t want to hurt you. I’m only telling you now because—’

‘Shut up, shut up!’ she screamed at him. Her chest was heaving, up and down, up and down. She struggled to catch her breath. ‘I don’t … care … about your excuses,’ she panted. ‘You betrayed Mum – you betrayed all of us.’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t think I did, but if that’s how you see it, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not how I see it, Dad, it’s how it is! Jesus Christ, you can’t even apologise properly. You’re pathetic, do you know that?’

He put his hands together and pleaded. ‘I am truly sorry. Honestly, I am. With all my heart. Please, bellissima,’ he said, using his special nickname for her. ‘Forgive me.’

Her eyes blazed angrily. ‘Get out! I can’t stand the sight of you!’

‘But we need—’

‘Get out! Now! NOW!’ She charged towards him, pushing him backwards out of the room and onto the balcony, pinning him against the flimsy balustrade. The sun beat down on them; he could feel it on his face, piercing his eyes.

‘Bella …’ he tried again. The railings creaked beneath his weight. ‘Let’s talk.’

‘No! I’ve had enough of talking. You can fuck off!’ She loomed over him. ‘I never want to see or hear from you ever again! I hate you, do you understand?’

‘No you don’t.’

‘I do! I hate you, hate you, hate you!’ She began striking him, again and again, one blow for every day of deceit; for every falsehood, every secret, every lame excuse, for all the ways in which he’d failed her. He put up a hand as she swung blows at his face and chest, but it was useless, he couldn’t make her stop. Her eyes were dark, her nostrils flaring. She was utterly out of control.

‘I’m sorry!’ he wailed, leaning backwards. ‘Please, it wasn’t my fault. I never meant to hurt anyone.’

‘Bullshit!’ she screamed, giving him a final angry shove into the railings. There was a splintering sound as the wooden spindles suddenly gave way, and he felt a whoosh of air beneath him.

His arms flailed as he toppled backwards. Bella gasped and reached out to grab his shirt, but it was too late.




Chapter Forty-Three: Now

LUNA

I play the video from Bella’s WhatsApp for the third time. There’s no mistaking it – my sister has got Dad pinned against the balcony. I can’t make out what she’s saying, but she’s clearly very angry. Her face is contorted as she pummels his chest with her fists. Without warning, the railings give way. My father somersaults backwards and lands in an awkward heap on the ground. The camera – it must be Gio who’s filming – wobbles for a few moments, then zooms in. Dad is so very, very still. Blood seeps out from behind his head. Why doesn’t Gio stop filming and go to him?

Instead, he pans back up to Bella. She’s still standing at the top, paralysed with shock, staring down at Dad in disbelief, as if this is a terrible surprise, as if she had nothing to do with it.

The clip ends abruptly. I put the phone down on the bed and try to steady my pounding heart. It feels like it’s punching its way out of my chest. There’s no denying it; the proof is there for anyone to see.

Bella killed Dad.

Bella.

Killed.

Dad.

What the fuck? My head spins, I feel dizzy. Can’t breathe. I open my mouth in a silent scream, gulping in air. This cannot be true, it can’t be true. And yet I know it is.

The door opens and she walks back into the room, a stupid smile on her face. Like she thinks she’s getting away with it, like I haven’t a clue.

‘Sorry about that …’ She breaks off. ‘Are you okay? What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Bella …’ I gasp. ‘You … you …’ My mouth is paper-dry, I can hardly speak.

‘I’ll call the nurse.’

‘No …’

‘It’s okay, I’ll get help. The doctor said to tell them if you suddenly started feeling unwell.’ She goes to press the call button.

‘No, don’t!’

‘We have to act quickly, Luna.’

‘Stop. I don’t need the nurse, okay? I’m fine – well I’m not, obviously, I might be fucking dying, but it’s not that. It’s … it’s you.’

She moves her hand away from the button. ‘Sorry? What do you mean?’

‘Oh Bella … why did you do it? Why?’

‘Why what?’ She blinks at me nervously.

‘You know. Don’t make me say it. Please.’

She freezes. All the colour drains from her face, and she sinks onto the bed next to me. ‘How did you find out?’

‘Gio sent you a text. I picked it up, read through the chat. Watched the video.’

‘Oh.’ Her breath hitches. ‘Did he send it again?’

‘No. I found it in your backup files.’

There is an aching pause; it seems to go on for as long as I’ve known her, which is all my life.

‘I didn’t mean to kill him,’ she whispers. ‘I lost it. Didn’t know what I was doing. A red mist came over me. I was so angry, I just … lashed out.’

‘Oh Bella, Bella,’ I sigh. ‘What happened next? Please tell me you called an ambulance straight away.’

‘It was too late. He was already gone, his eyes glazed over, staring up at me.’ Her bottom lip trembles, and tears roll down her cheeks. ‘Gio was on his way to the olive grove, he saw it all. He rushed over to help. I didn’t realise he’d filmed it on his phone. Not then. At the time, he acted like he cared, like he understood and was on my side.’ She pauses to catch her breath.

‘Go on … Tell me, Bella. Everything. I need to know the truth.’

‘I was in a state of shock, didn’t know what to do. I wanted to call an ambulance straight away, but Gio said that if the police knew I was there when Dad fell, there would be an investigation. He couldn’t guarantee they’d accept it was an accident, or even manslaughter. A court might decide it was murder. I could spend the rest of my life in an Italian jail.’ She breaks down. ‘I couldn’t bear it. Being away from Karl, not seeing my children grow up. You must understand, Luna – it was a nightmare.’

‘Whose idea was it for you to leave?’

‘Gio’s. He told me to pack my bags, drive to the airport, hand in the hire car, then get a taxi back, act like I’d just arrived. The time of death would leave me in the clear, he said.’

‘You were the one that Joakim saw, driving the white Skoda.’

‘Yeah, like a bat out of hell. It was stupid, driving so fast. I could have killed myself …’ She pauses. ‘Maybe I wanted to kill myself.’

‘It sounds to me like you wanted to save yourself,’ I retort angrily. ‘So you ran away and left Dad there. To rot in the sun.’

‘No! I thought Gio was going to wait until I’d left, then call the ambulance, but he didn’t. He went home instead – to give himself an alibi, I guess. When I got back, nearly three hours later, Dad was still lying on the ground. There were flies buzzing around his head! I was totally shocked. I couldn’t understand it. Then Gio turned up. That’s when he showed me the video, and I realised I was trapped.’

‘He’s been blackmailing you ever since.’ She nods. ‘Why?’

‘He wants the house and the olive grove. It’s as simple as that. Deep down, I think he’s always resented us. He was in love with me, but to be honest, I was only interested in him as a friend. That summer we got together was very intense. I lost my virginity to him. He didn’t force me or anything, but I didn’t really want to do it. He couldn’t believe it when at the end of the holidays I said I didn’t want to carry on being his girlfriend. He pretended he was fine about it, but his pride must have taken a real bashing. I think he’s secretly hated me ever since. Now he hates both of us.’

‘My God … and I thought he was our friend. He’s been so good to me too.’

‘Don’t believe it, it’s all an act. He knew from the sale deed that the house was in Dad’s name only, and he probably knows Mum and Dad weren’t legally married too. He had it all worked out. The fruit was ripe, almost ready to drop.’

‘Except Casa Ouida isn’t all yours to give,’ I say slowly.

‘No. I told him that over and over again. I had to promise I’d give him my share of the London house too, so that he could use the money to buy Casa Ouida from us. That’s why I was being mean about not giving the money to Mum. I felt terrible about it, but I had no choice, Luna, you must understand that.’

‘I don’t understand any of it, Bella. All I know is that Dad’s death was your fault. I accept you didn’t mean to kill him, but you did. Then you tried to cover it up. That’s why Gio was able to blackmail you. He set the trap, but you walked right into it.’

‘I know … I’m so sorry, Luna.’

‘For God’s sake, what was the argument about?’

She twists her fingers together. ‘Dad confessed about his secret family. That’s why he asked me to come over – he wanted to tell me face to face. It was a complete shock. I’d never felt angrier in my entire life, Luna. I just flipped. All I could think of was Mum, and how he’d deceived her, how he’d deceived all of us. I hated him so much, I couldn’t control myself.’

My stomach churns as I try to absorb what she’s saying. She’s known all along. She’s been lying to me from the start. In fact, everyone’s been lying to me, except Ben. But how do the pieces of the truth fit together? Maybe it’s because I’m ill, but I can’t make any sense of it.

‘So …’ I say carefully, ‘why do you think Dad chose that moment to tell you, after so many years of keeping it quiet?’

‘Because he knew that the shit was about to hit the fan.’ She breathes out. ‘When I arrived, it was obvious that the house had had some kind of weird makeover. Eventually Dad admitted he’d been thinking of renting it out, but he said he’d decided against it. In fact, it was already listed on Airbnb, but I didn’t know that and I never checked.’

‘You think he saw that Tamsin and Jonathan had booked it and panicked.’

‘Exactly. There’s no way it was a coincidence. Honestly, Luna, when you told me they’d turned up, I had no idea the Airbnb was still going, let alone that they were our siblings. When Dad confessed, I didn’t ask their names, I just lost it. I’m so sorry …’

She breaks down into floods of tears. I don’t try to comfort her. I can’t. She feels alien to me, not like my flesh and blood at all.

‘Okay,’ I say, still puzzling my way through it. ‘Gio’s got you where he wants, and thinks he’s going to get hundreds of thousands of pounds, enough to buy Casa Ouida off us.’

She nods. ‘But then Dad’s secret children turn up, which puts a spanner in the works.’

‘You think he found out who they were?’

‘He must have done.’

‘Maybe Tamsin told him,’ I suggest.

‘I doubt it,’ says Bella. ‘She wouldn’t have trusted him not to tell us. I think Tommaso and Elena may have worked it out and told Gio. He may even have remembered them from when they were kids – they may well have played with him, just like we did.’

The thought makes me shudder. ‘Okay … Gio realises that if Tamsin and Jonathan make a claim, they’ll get half of Dad’s estate, which means you’ll only get a quarter.’

‘Exactly. Which isn’t enough to buy Casa Ouida.’

‘So now he needs my share too.’

‘Yes. I didn’t think he’d go as far as trying to kill you for it, though.’ Bella puts her hand across her mouth, trying to keep the emotion in.

‘What? You think he drove the nail into the tyre? My God …’

Her face screws up like a wet tissue. ‘As soon as I heard about the crash, I had a horrible feeling he was involved.’

‘But he came to the hospital, brought me clothes, gave me money …’

‘I know. Like I said, it was all an act to put everyone off the scent. I was horrified when I saw him, but there was nothing I could do. He had me over a barrel.’ She wipes a tear away with the back of her hand. ‘He knew a puncture would affect the steering, and that if you crashed, it would look like an accident. We’ll never prove it, but I’m pretty sure it was him. And when that didn’t work, he decided to try and kill all three of you,’ she continues.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s obvious. Either he told Tamsin the death cap mushrooms were safe, or he found a way to put a couple into the quiche. He was sleeping with her – he had free run of the house. Also, he knew I hated mushrooms so I wouldn’t eat them.’

I start to shake. I can’t believe it, and yet I also think she’s right. If Gio can blackmail Bella, he’s capable of anything.

‘That’s why I was so keen to get you to hospital,’ she adds.

‘But what about Tamsin and Jonathan? They’re at Casa Ouida, thinking they’ve just got a stomach upset. You have to tell them about Gio.’

She stares at me, white-faced, breathing fast. ‘But I can’t! He has the video – he’s got power over me …’

‘Listen. If you let him get away with this, it’ll never end. He’ll keep blackmailing you for the rest of your life. You’ll never be free of him.’ I pick up her phone. ‘First you’re going to call an ambulance for Jonathan and Tamsin, then you’re going to call the police. Tell them you accidentally killed Dad and tell them about Gio. There’s no other choice. This has to stop now.’

She shakes her head. ‘I’ll lose everything … Karl, the kids … Please, Luna, don’t make me do this. I’ll go back to Tamsin and Jonathan, I’ll say the doctors think it’s definitely death cap, I’ll make them come in for tests. Nobody has to know about Gio. We can work it out.’

‘No! He nearly killed Ben, and he’s tried to kill me twice! I’m not going to let other people die just so you can get off the hook. You have to confess.’

‘But I’m your sister!’

‘Yeah, and so is Tamsin. And Jonathan’s my brother. I refuse to have their deaths on my conscience.’ I hold out the phone, but she doesn’t take it. ‘I’m serious, Bella. If you won’t call the emergency services, I will.’




Chapter Forty-Four: Now

JONATHAN

He feels like shit. There’s no other way to describe it. He’s utterly exhausted and has a splitting headache. Feels dizzy too. When he tried to get out of bed earlier, it was like he was on a merry-go-round spinning out of control through space. He had to crawl his way to the bathroom. When he got there, he could hardly get any pee out and what there was had been a strange dark colour. He must be dehydrated. Not surprising after all that vomiting and diarrhoea. But this is more than a stomach upset. Something is seriously wrong with him.

‘Tamsin?’ he calls out weakly. He hasn’t heard a peep from her all morning. Is she still asleep? Is it still the middle of the night, perhaps? Or maybe it’s the afternoon. The shutters are closed and the room is dark. ‘Tam? Are you okay? Talk to me!’

Nothing. She must have gone out with that guy Gio. She might at least have come to check on him before she left. Doesn’t she realise he’s dying here? At least that’s how it feels. He’s shutting down, like a decommissioned power station or an abandoned factory. Someone’s walking through his body, floor by floor, room by room, turning down the heating, switching off the lights, locking the doors and walking away.

He’s sweating. Feverish. He touches his forehead with the back of his hand, like his mother used to do when he was a child.

‘You’re burning up,’ she’d say, spooning Calpol into his mouth. He can taste it now, slimy and sweet. Cherries or strawberries? His tongue searches for the memory, but he’s already swallowed it.

His mother’s dead, isn’t she? He’s sure she’s dead, although right now, in this moment, lying in this dark anonymous space, he senses she might still be alive; that she’s hovering outside the door. Or she’s in the kitchen, perhaps, preparing some home-made soup. She hasn’t forgotten him – not at all – she’s letting him sleep. Rest and plenty of fluids, that’s what she always recommends for a bad cold.

This is not a cold, though, is it? It’s something else. Something far worse. And he’s not in his childhood home either. He’s … He casts around the gloom, looking for clues. The furniture is unfamiliar, as are the pictures on the wall. Where is he?

Rest and plenty of fluids. Do as your mother tells you.

He reaches out for the glass of water on the bedside table. It’s empty. Must have drunk it earlier without realising. Why is nobody looking after him?

‘Anyone there?’ he shouts, although it comes out as a squeak. ‘I’m thirsty! Need a drink!’

A faint sound comes back to him, squeezing its way through the gap under the door. ‘Jonny? Is that you?’

That’s Tamsin, without a doubt. She’s the only person in the world allowed to call him Jonny. ‘Yes, it’s me!’

‘Come here!’ she calls. ‘I need you.’ Her voice, usually so strong and demanding, sounds feeble and strained.

‘No. I need you!’ he squawks.

‘I’m too ill. Can’t move.’

‘Same here.’

‘Please come, Jonny.’

‘Okay. I’ll try.’

He rolls off the bed onto his hands and knees, then crawls slowly towards the door. Every step sends a dull pain vibrating through his body. His head is a ton weight, he can barely keep it upright. Reaching up, he grabs the handle and opens the door.

In front of him is a narrow passageway. He doesn’t recognise it. Where the hell is he? Why is he so confused? His brain feels clogged, like a watery sponge. Think. Think …

He reaches out and touches the stone walls on either side. They are pleasingly cool. There’s a window at the far end looking out onto silvery trees. Olives, he thinks. Wait a minute … he knows where he is now. In Tuscany. At the holiday home. With Mum and Dad and Tamsin.

He stops. No, that’s not right. He’s not a child any more. He’s a grown man. Has children of his own. Suddenly he remembers their names – Orlando and Aurora. A wife called Zuri. How on earth had he forgotten them? They are his whole world, his everything. His mind is playing bad tricks. He needs to call Zuri. She’ll come.

‘Jonny! I’m sick!’ Tamsin’s voice drifts towards him from a room further along the corridor.

‘On my way,’ he replies, starting to crawl like a baby. He’s only wearing his boxers. His knees and the tops of his feet scrape on the rush-matting runner. Every few paces, he collapses forward, his chin hitting the floor. The smell of freshly cut hay and notes of lavender fills his nostrils. He lifts his head and shuffles forward. He’d rather walk, but there’s no way his body will let him stand.

He finds his sister in the end room. She’s lying in bed with the covers pulled back, wearing only her underwear. Her hair falls lank and greasy on either side of her sunken cheeks. She looks hollow-eyed, as pale as a ghost, although there’s a yellow tinge to her skin that is alarming.

‘Christ … you look terrible,’ he gasps.

‘So do you.’ She beckons him forward.

‘I feel terrible too. I’m so disorientated, it’s like I’m delirious. I keep having these weird thoughts, almost like visions. I must have a fever. We need to see a doctor.’

‘My phone’s over there – it should be charged by now. Call Gio, will you? Ask him to help us. He said he would.’

‘Okay … I’ll try.’ He crawls over to the dressing chest and wrenches it free from its lead.

‘Just go into recent calls, that’s the easiest way.’

It takes several rings before someone answers. ‘Pronto?’

‘Oh hi, Gio …’ Jonathan begins.

‘Let me speak to him.’ Tamsin gestures impatiently for him to hand over the phone. It takes all his remaining strength to crawl across the room. She almost snatches the handset off him. ‘Ciao, Gio! Thank God … I don’t know what’s going on, but Jonathan and I are feeling really ill. We think it must be food poisoning. We need to see someone. How does it work here? Do doctors do home visits or should we go to Casualty? … Oh, okay, great. That’s very kind. Thanks so much. See you in a few moments.’ She ends the call.

‘Well?’ he says.

‘He’s coming to look after us.’

‘He’s not a doctor, Tam.’

‘I know, but at least he can bring us drinks and food and other stuff we need.’

‘What we need is an ambulance.’

‘If it’s anything like the UK, they won’t come.’

‘It’s bad … I’ve never felt like this before …’

‘If we need to go to hospital, I’m sure he’ll take us.’ She pats the bed. ‘Get in.’

He heaves himself onto the mattress next to her. The effort completely exhausts him, and for a few minutes he can’t speak. His head swirls with troubled thoughts – past and present all tangled up in gooey knots. What caused this? Why have they both got similar symptoms? Is it a virus, something like avian flu? Do they even have that in Italy? Neither of them has been near any wildlife. It must be somehow connected to the stomach upset. Not just some salami past its sell-by date. When Bella came to see them, she suggested it might have been poisonous mushrooms.

‘How did you know they were safe to eat?’ he asks.

‘What?’

‘The mushrooms. You insisted they were okay.’

‘Oh. Gio told me. He took me out foraging the other day, showed me what to pick, and what not. I also checked on the internet. I’m not totally stupid.’ She nudges him in the kidneys, and he yelps.

‘Hey, careful!’ He waits for the pain to subside. ‘Maybe it is a virus, then.’

‘Maybe. Or an infection. Something in the water. I think we need antibiotics.’

‘Where’s Gio?’

‘Don’t worry, he’s coming.’

There’s a long pause. ‘I think I’m dying,’ Jonathan says. She almost laughs. ‘No, seriously. I think I’m actually dying.’

‘I thought I was supposed to be the melodramatic one.’

He grabs her hand. ‘There’s something I need to tell you, Tam.’

‘You love me. It’s okay, I know. I love you too.’

‘No, it’s not that. I mean, I do love you, of course I do. That’s the problem. I love you too much. Care about you way too much. To a fault.’

‘You can’t love someone too much, silly.’

‘Yes you can. Believe me, you can. And you can love other people not enough.’

‘What?’ She screws up her face.

He concentrates hard, picking each word with the utmost care. ‘Every human being has a quota of love to share between the people in their life. Family. Friends. Humanity. But mainly family. Which is fine. It’s natural. You stick with your tribe, right?’

‘I guess … Don’t talk, Jonny, my brain can’t take it in.’

‘No, you have to listen. This is important. Soon I might not be able to talk any more, and you might not be able to listen. I have to get this out while I can.’

She sighs. ‘Okay. Go on then.’

‘Before Mum died, she told me I had to look after you. Put you first, before anyone else. And I’ve kept that promise, Tam. Even when I got married and became a father, you were still my priority. Which was wrong, I see that now. I should never have put you before my own kids. I gave you all my love and you gobbled it up, demanded more and more.’

‘No I didn’t …’ she says softly.

‘You did. You put me to the test. Sometimes I think you did all that stuff – the drink, the drugs, the dangerous sex, hanging out with bad people like Lee and his mates – you did it to see how far you could go. To see if my love would stretch.’

‘You make it sound calculated. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was freaking out, going off the rails. Angry with our father for abandoning us, furious with the world for taking Mum away. It was all about me. Me. Sorry, but I wasn’t thinking about you for one single moment.’

He swallows the lump in his throat. ‘You asked me to lie for you.’

‘Yes, because I had no alibi and I knew I’d be in the frame for Lee’s murder.’ She bangs her fist on the mattress. ‘Why isn’t Gio coming? He’s only up the road, for God’s sake. He said he’d come straight over.’

His head is really hurting now, like someone is hammering at the door of his brain. He feels so weak. Out of it. ‘I know you didn’t kill Lee,’ he says through thick lips.

‘Good. Because I didn’t, Jonny. It was a gang thing. He had a lot of enemies – a lot of people he owed drugs money to.’

‘They didn’t kill him either.’ He takes a deep breath, feeling as if it might be his last. ‘Because I did, Tam. I killed him for you.’

It hadn’t been planned. He’d gone to offer Lee money to leave Tamsin alone, but the guy had laughed in his face. It led to an ugly fight. Jonathan had picked up the kitchen knife that was lying on the side, at first meaning to defend himself. Lee had taunted him, said he didn’t have the guts to use it. How wrong he was. Jonathan wasn’t a violent man, but under extreme provocation he’d been known to lash out. And once he’d lost it, he could go all the way. Like his twin. Like his father. It was in their DNA.

She stares at him, eyes wide with astonishment. ‘No. You didn’t. I don’t believe you … Jonny? Tell me it’s not true.’

‘Oh, it’s true,’ he says, ‘and I don’t regret it one bit.’

Everything starts to slip away. He hears Tam calling his name, but it’s as if she’s standing at the end of a long tunnel, not lying next to him on the bed. She shakes him, but he can’t respond. And now he can hear sirens, growing louder and louder. They must be coming for him.

God, that was quick … So much for sibling loyalty. She must have called them straight away.




Epilogue: Four months later

LUNA

It’s a bright, cold November morning, and I’m on the bus on my way to visit Mum. Sadly, I’m her only regular visitor these days. Dad is gone, Bella’s in Italy. Karl is too busy trying to hold down a job and look after the kids to worry about his mother-in-law. Even the most loyal of Linette’s friends have given up. She still knows who I am – just – and sometimes she remembers Dad and Bella, but I sense her memory of them is fading, which is upsetting in some ways but in others a relief. I don’t want to tell her too much about what’s happened, just in case she understands.

The bus trundles on, taking its circuitous route around the houses. As I stare through the grimy window at the same old scenery, I think back over the last few months. Can’t stop thinking about them, unfortunately. It’s like when Dad used to play the same vinyl album over and over again, flipping the disc and setting the needle down immediately after the last track had come to an end. I probably need to get some cognitive behavioural therapy to sort it out.

In the end, it was Bella who called the ambulance for Jonathan and Tamsin, not me. If she had refused, I don’t think I would ever have forgiven her. I still find it hard. Don’t think I’m there quite yet.

They were found at Casa Ouida, lying next to each other in bed, semi-conscious and delirious. The doctors did everything they could, but it was too late to start the treatments. Their vital organs started to shut down and they fell into a coma. They both died on the same day.

If Bella hadn’t insisted that I go to Casualty, I would have died too. She fought for my symptoms to be taken seriously, urged them to start the treatment for Amanita phalloides poisoning immediately, before there was a confirmed diagnosis. She saved my life, I mustn’t forget that.

She has pleaded guilty to omicidio preterintenzionale – unintentional murder, which is the same as manslaughter. Karl found a good Italian criminal lawyer who is negotiating a plea bargain on her behalf. It should shorten the legal process considerably. Bella has avoided being remanded in custody, but she’s not allowed to leave the country until her sentence is passed. Staying at Casa Ouida was out of the question, not just because of the memories but because of the proximity to the Cescutti family.

Gio is also awaiting trial – for two counts of murder, two of attempted murder, blackmail, obstructing police enquiries and aiding and abetting the concealment of a crime. There’ll be no problem with the last three counts, but whether the prosecutor will be able to secure a conviction for the murder charges is another matter. It’s a complex case, relying heavily on circumstantial evidence. If all else fails, Gio is looking at a five-year custodial sentence, which would not be punishment enough in my view. Tommaso and Elena disowned him when they discovered what he’d done. He’s banned from coming anywhere near Casa Ouida and the media have painted him as a monster, so innocent or guilty, his life in Tuscany is effectively over.

Nothing will bring Jonathan and Tamsin back. It’s been tough, especially for Zuri and the kids. Jonathan was an innocent man. He didn’t know that he was coming to stay at his father’s house, and I genuinely believe he had no intention of disrupting our lives. Tamsin was a different character altogether. Zuri told me she suspected her of killing her ex, some violent drug dealer who beat her up and who, quite frankly, nobody misses. Allegedly Jonathan gave her a false alibi to protect her. That’s above and beyond sibling duty, surely. Or maybe I’m just not that close to my sister; don’t love her as much as I should.

I haven’t spoken to Bella since she gave herself up. I know she’s desperate for my forgiveness, and Ben keeps telling me to go and see her, but I’m not ready yet. Maybe one day, once the trial is over. She’s staying in a small apartment in Lucca. Karl and the kids come over for the weekend when they can, but it’s becoming prohibitively expensive. Their hamper business was struggling before, but now it’s hit rock-bottom. Karl can’t run it and look after the family by himself. It went into administration last week.

Now that Bella has admitted to killing Dad – albeit accidentally – she can’t inherit her share of his estate. Nor can her children. As Mum and Dad weren’t married and he didn’t leave a will, legally everything passes to me. Once I get probate and both houses are sold, there should be plenty to cover Mum’s care costs for the rest of her life. That’s something to be grateful for at least. Ben’s still in Manchester, supervising the sale of our house. He and I are looking for jobs in London. I’m currently on leave from work, staying at Canterbury Road, our childhood home. It’s weird living there by myself. So many ghosts to deal with …

Casa Ouida is still operating as an Airbnb – Chiara is running it for us. At first I thought she might have been a gold-digger, but now I believe she really loved Dad. They were even talking about getting married, which is extraordinary. The relationship fell apart when he confessed about his secret family. Then she found out that Mum wasn’t really dead. I assumed she’d want nothing more to do with our family, but she’s a generous soul. She offered to keep the Airbnb ticking over while we waited for Casa Ouida and the uliveto to be sold. It’s useful to have the income. Mum’s care fees are a constant headache. I’ve had to take out a huge loan while I’m waiting for probate to go through.

Technically, Jonathan’s children should get his share of Dad’s estate, but Zuri doesn’t want to pursue a claim. ‘Everything should go to your mother,’ she said. ‘Not only does she deserve it, she needs it.’ Maybe one day she’ll tell them the truth and they’ll come after me, but for now we’re safe. The women are sorting it out between them, according to the laws of natural justice. It feels right.

The bus reaches my stop. I jump off and make the short walk to Hazeldene Court. I feel unusually nervous about today’s visit. I have something to talk to Mum about for a change. Ben and I have been debating whether I should raise the subject, but I’ve decided, on balance, that it’s worth the risk. She probably won’t have a clue, but sometimes she surprises me. It’s easier to talk to her about the past rather than the present. She can’t process new information, but there are still some undamaged memories tucked away in odd corners of her brain. Maybe I can entice them out.

‘Hi, Suneeta,’ I say, tapping my details into the online registration device that Dad hated so much.

‘Hello, Luna love,’ she says. ‘Bought your Christmas presents yet?’

I laugh. ‘You must be joking.’

I punch in the code to call the lift and go up to the second floor. This is where the dementia patients live. As it’s a Saturday, there are no organised activities going on – the idea being that the weekends should be kept free for family visits. That said, the residents’ lounge is empty save for one woman sitting in her wheelchair by the window, fast asleep, head rolled back, mouth wide open.

‘Hi, Mum!’ I say, entering her room, which has to be kept open if she’s alone. I shut the door behind me, then give her a kiss on the cheek. ‘It’s Luna.’

‘Yes,’ she says, seeming to recognise me. ‘Luna. My lovely girl.’

I take off my coat and hang it on the hook next to her dressing gown. ‘How are you? I like your jumper. You haven’t worn that for ages.’

She looks down at it curiously. ‘It’s not mine.’

You’re not supposed to contradict, so I don’t remind her that I bought it for her last winter. ‘Well, it suits you, whoever’s it is.’

I drag the other armchair over and ease myself down into it. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late today. The bus took ages. There were roadworks near the old house. Canterbury Road, remember?’ She looks at me blankly. ‘Never mind. I’m here now. And I’ve something important that I want to talk to you about.’

‘Is it lunchtime?’ she asks hopefully.

‘Not yet … soon. We’re going to have a chat first.’ I take a piece of paper out of my shoulder bag, unfold it and place it on my lap.

Mum frowns at it. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s a printout from the internet. Something I received a few days ago.’ I take a breath. ‘Do you know what DNA is?’ She shrugs. ‘You used to be quite interested in it. I expect you’ve probably forgotten, but that’s okay. Anyway, you can use DNA to find out about your ancestors. It’s just a bit of fun. You spit into a tube and put it in the post. Four weeks later, they send you the results and you find out where you come from.’

‘I’m from Hornchurch,’ she says. ‘That’s in Essex.’

‘Yeah, Mum, that’s right. Well remembered. But a DNA test takes you back further, hundreds, even thousands of years. These days they can split the results by parent. I’m afraid you’re mainly boring old English, with some Irish and Scottish thrown in. Nothing very exciting.’ I pause, looking for a flicker of interest in her eyes, but there is none. ‘It’s my father’s side that’s more interesting. And surprising, to be honest.’ I look down at the piece of paper, the colourful pie-chart showing the geographical regions of my paternal ancestors.

‘I’m not Scottish,’ Mum says suddenly. ‘I’m from Hornchurch.’

‘Yes, I know. I’m talking about my father’s side now. There’s a bit of Danish and Swedish there, a bit of north Germanic, but basically … it looks like my biological father comes from Norway.’ I leave my words hanging in the air for a few moments, hoping that somehow they will penetrate the thick, high wall of forgetfulness.

‘Norway,’ she echoes. ‘I know about Norway.’ My heart lifts in anticipation. ‘Didn’t they win the Eurovision Song Contest?’

I can’t help but laugh. ‘I’ve no idea, Mum!’

It’s okay, I don’t need her to confirm that Joakim Nilsen is my biological father. I just wondered if it was a piece of information that her brain had hung onto, due to its importance and the fact that it must have been a closely guarded secret. But either it’s been blown away with the rest of her life’s tumbleweed, or she doesn’t want to tell me.

It’s got to be Joakim, right? He’s the only Norwegian guy I can think of, and he was in the right place at the right time. He was very friendly with my parents when they first bought Casa Ouida, and he told me himself about the wild parties he used to attend. Then the relationship seemed to cool. I don’t think Dad had a clue that he wasn’t actually my father, even though I don’t look like anyone else in our family, with my blue eyes and blonde hair. At least it’s not red, like Joakim’s. That would have been a real giveaway.

Back in the summer, Bella told me something that Mum had said in one of her furious rants about Dad: ‘But I got my own back.’ Neither of us understood what she was talking about at the time, but now it seems clear. If Mum had known all along about Fiona and the twins, she might well have decided to take revenge.

Maybe she had a long, passionate affair with Joakim, or it could have been a one-night stand. I’ll never know. She’s not able to tell me, and I’m never going to ask him, that’s for sure. Even if I wanted to, I can’t. If the probate solicitor discovers that I’m not Anthony Gladen’s biological daughter, I won’t inherit and there’ll be nothing for Mum. In true family tradition, it’s going to have to be a secret. And this one is worth keeping for ever.
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