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Ci sono trenta modi per salvare il mondo,
ma uno solo perché il mondo salvi me—
che io voglia star con te, e tu voglia star con me.


There are thirty ways to save the world, but only one
way for the world to save me—if I want to be with you,
and you want to be with me.
—Jovanotti


Prologue: London

The picture in front of me is like a magnet, drawing me closer and closer, till my shoulder is nearly brushing against its antique gold carved frame. It’s like looking in a mirror, and it’s holding me spellbound. I can’t look away from what’s almost my own reflection.

Eyes, dark, with a slant up at the outer corners that my mother calls almond-shaped. Hair as dark as my eyes, wavy today, frizzy and wild when it’s damp. Skin that’s sallow in winter, needing sunshine to warm it up, turn it pale gold. A short, curvy figure and a small waist, made even smaller in mirror image by a corset much lower-cut than I would ever wear; I’m spilling out over the top.

In this enchanted mirror, I look truly lovely. My hair is piled on the crown of my head, which makes me look taller, and it’s decorated with small white pearls, which gleam subtly against the dark mass of carefully tonged and arranged curls. There’s a matching pearl necklace around my neck, cool and delicate, and the square-cut neckline of my sea-green taffeta dress is trimmed with lace that feels as soft as chiffon. It looks as if I have a beauty spot on my cheek, and I lean in, trying to see if it’s really there or just a speck on the glass.…

“Miss? Miss! You can’t touch the paintings!” barks the guard.

I jump, startled out of my wits. I’ve forgotten that I’m in an art gallery with other people around. The security guard is a young woman, and she is tapping me on the shoulder, indicating that I need to step back from the portrait, which I’m so close to by now that my nose is butting up against the glass.

“Oh!” she exclaims as I pull away and mumble an apology. The guard is looking from me to the portrait now, and her jaw has dropped, something you read about but don’t often see; her mouth actually gapes wide for a moment.

“My goodness me,” she says, shaking her head. “Look at that resemblance! No wonder you were looking at it so closely! You might be twins, dear. Are you related?” She laughs. “Funny way to put it—she’s been dead for hundreds of years! I should have said, are you from the same family?”

“I don’t know,” I say slowly, stepping back from the portrait.

“Well, you must be! It’s positively uncanny.”

She peers from me to the girl in the portrait. For the first time, I focus on the background behind the girl in the beautiful taffeta dress; she’s standing, quite composed, with one hand on a table stacked high with books, in what looks like the turret of a castle; the stone walls are curved around her, the windows small. Behind her is a picture on an easel, a landscape in the process of being painted. A wooden palette lies on the shelf below, brushes fanned out decoratively. To her right, through the narrow turret window, is a panoramic view of green hills, cypresses marching down them in a winding curve that leads to the valley below. On the windowsill a large tabby cat basks happily in the sunshine. It’s serene in her little private room. Books to read, a picture to paint, a cat to play with, a beautiful view.

I look at the square brass plaque next to the painting. It doesn’t offer much in the way of information.

Portrait of a Young Lady: Unknown painter, school of Carducci, c. 1750.

“Excuse me—do you know if they have any postcards of this in the shop?” I ask.

The guard shakes her head regretfully.

“I doubt it, dear,” she says. “We only stock ones of the really famous paintings. The Canalettos and the Hogarth. And the Watteau, of course.”

I came to see the three Canalettos, which are masterpieces: views of Venice. I’m doing coursework on them for my art history A-level. My teacher said not only would it be a wonderful experience for me to see the real thing, but it would sound excellent in an essay to slip in a comment about having visited Sir John Soane’s Museum. Examiners love that kind of thing.

But now my face falls in disappointment. I’ve read about Sir John Soane, after whom the museum is named. He traveled to the Continent in the late seventeen hundreds, for two years, when he was twenty-five. That was quite common then, doing what was called the Grand Tour—young men visited France and Italy to have adventures and collect sculptures and paintings. Sir John Soane did that on a huge scale: he ended up as the professor of architecture at the Royal Academy, and his house became a world-famous museum.

That doesn’t mean that everything he bought on his travels was a masterpiece. Some things he just picked up because he liked them. Like this Portrait of a Young Lady. Clearly, he bought this without knowing who the painter was—or the name of the young lady.

I bite my lip. I don’t know anything about the portrait. I can’t even buy a postcard of it. So how am I ever going to find out who the girl in the painting is? I have to discover why on earth a girl who lived in the late eighteenth century—in Italy!—looks so like me she could be my twin sister.

Seeing my woeful expression, the security guard takes pity on me and walks over to the other side of the room and looks away. Quickly, I take a photo or two on my mobile, then fiddle with the flash settings and take several more. “Photos not allowed,” the guard now says as she turns around and sees me. I put my mobile phone away.

I want, very much, to go on staring at the painting, to see if there are any clues I can find in it, any secrets that it might yield on close examination, but this discovery feels intensely private. I don’t want to share it with some random woman: I want to keep it for myself, hugged close to my chest.

“Thanks,” I mumble, turning away.

Mercifully, the man downstairs at the information desk isn’t familiar enough with Portrait of a Young Lady: Unknown painter to recognize me as its living incarnation. He looks up its details on his computer and tells me that Sir John Soane’s biographer has “tentatively identified” the location of the painting as the Castello di Vesperi, in Tuscany.

“Nothing concrete on the subject of the painting,” he continues, scrolling down the screen. “But obviously the assumption is that it’s a family member. An unmarried young lady. No wedding ring. Probably a daughter.”

He glances at me. “I’ll print you out the information we have on it, if you’d like.” I nod and smile my thanks. “Fascinating chap,” he adds. “Doing a school project, are you? You know Sir John’s tomb was the model for the red telephone box?” He grins. “That’s usually the favorite fact on the school tours.”

He’s handing me the piece of paper that he’s just printed. I reach out to take it.

“Thanks,” I say, but he doesn’t release it; he’s looking, now, from me to the portrait, which has come up on his computer screen.

“How very interesting,” he says. “She looks exactly like—”

“Yes, I know,” I say quickly, tugging on the paper. He’s not grasping it that tightly, and it comes loose from his fingers. I fold it in half, shove it into my coat pocket, and turn away, crossing the hall toward the entrance door.

My head’s spinning. I don’t know how to feel or what to think. The museum faces Lincoln’s Inn Fields, which is a wide green expanse as big as a cricket pitch, bordered with huge old oak trees. I cross the street, so distracted I almost get run down by a very grumpy cyclist who yells abuse at me as he swerves around me dramatically to make his point. It’s March, still too cold for sitting on the grass. I walk over to a wrought-iron bench near the bandstand and sink down on its chilly surface, tucking my coat under me for an extra layer of warmth.

Between the thick gnarled roots of the oak trees, I can make out small patches of snowdrops, fading back now because spring’s on its way, and crocuses, white and mauve. The occasional bright yellow daffodil, slight and fragile, is opening up, looking for the sunshine. I shove my hand into my pocket and pull out the piece of paper from Sir John Soane’s Museum, unfolding it and laying it on my lap.

The portrait of the girl who looks so like me is reproduced in a small black-and-white rectangle on the top left of the page. The lines of text beside it are barely a paragraph: there’s pitifully little information on the girl from the seventeen hundreds who happens to be the spitting image of me.

It may seem that I’m making much too big a deal of finding my double. After all, it could just be coincidence. With all the historical portraits in the world, there must be hundreds—thousands—of accidental resemblances. People must look at oil paintings from centuries ago and see their own faces staring back at them more frequently than anyone realizes.

But most of those people don’t have the same nagging feeling that has torn at me, made me wonder about my looks, my coloring ever since I was old enough to be aware that I don’t resemble any of my family—my mother, my father, my aunt, my grandparents. None of them. At all.

My mother and her sister are both tall, fair, with high sculpted cheekbones and deep-set blue eyes. Classic Scandinavian blondes, like their Norwegian mother. My dad is Scottish, sandy-haired and stockily built, with pale skin that freckles easily and hates the sun; his eyes are pale blue-gray, his lashes as sandy as his hair.

And I’m their short, brown-haired daughter. Sallow skin, big dark slanty eyes, a small curvy figure with boobs and a bum, quite unlike my ex-model mother, who’s slim as a wand—exactly like her mother and sister …

Family photos are like a game of Odd One Out. I’ve gone through old photo albums, looking for a picture of anyone who looks like me, and never found one, despite my mother’s vague comments, made from time to time, that I must take after the “dark Scottish” side of my father’s family. I’ve lost count of the times that people have asked me if those tall blond people are really my mummy and daddy. I’ve had strangers assume I’m Italian, Greek, Cypriot, or Spanish; I’ve been into Lebanese and Turkish delis and had the guys behind the counter speak to me in their language; on holiday with my mum last year in Sri Lanka, the locals thought I was half Singhalese. I’ve basically got the coloring and bone structure (ugh, my round cheeks) of someone from a Mediterranean country, evolved for glorious golden sunshine, hot baked earth, bright blue sea.

Not at all the cold-climate looks of my parents.

And no, I’ve never dared to ask my mother if I was adopted. The possibility has been in my mind for years, of course, ever since, when I was quite young, I read a book where the heroine turned out to have been stolen from another family years before. I don’t for a moment think that my loving, sweet mum could have done anything like that. But it’s not as if I have brothers or sisters who look like me, or like our parents: I’m an only child. Which could make it a real possibility that I was adopted because they couldn’t have a baby of their own.

But that’s where I’ve always stalled in the past when this idea has popped into my mind. Because my mum is really open and honest with me. She doesn’t lie, she doesn’t keep secrets, she’s always answered any questions I’ve asked her. Besides, there are plenty of families where kids are adopted; it’s not a big deal, not something people need to keep secret. I know at least three girls in my school who are adopted, and no one thinks twice about it.

If I weren’t my parents’ biological daughter, I simply don’t believe that my mum wouldn’t have told me the truth long ago, when strangers started to comment on my looks, to say that I didn’t resemble my parents. Surely Mum and Dad would have said something then, sat me down and explained that the reason I look so different was that they couldn’t have kids and had adopted a little girl who needed a home? It wouldn’t have been difficult. I love my parents to pieces. I would have understood; I wouldn’t have been that upset. I know how much they love me, and they’ve always made me feel really secure. I’d have asked questions, of course, but Mum would have answered them honestly. I know she would. Because she always does.

No, that’s the part that doesn’t make sense. I just can’t believe that my parents would keep something this big from me. It’s completely the opposite of the whole way they’ve brought me up.

I turn the paper over in my hands and realize how cold they are: I forgot my gloves, because it’s sunny out. But March in London is still cold, the spring sunshine is pale and weak, and my hands feel frozen to the bone. I fold the paper, put it back in my pocket, and stand up, rubbing my hands together.

I’m getting the Tube straight home so I can look up Castello di Vesperi, the “tentatively identified” location of the turret room depicted in the portrait, on the Internet. And I know what I’m going to do then. It’ll be the first big secret I’ve ever kept from my mother: I’m going to find some way to visit the castello. It’s the only way I might conceivably find out anything more about the girl in the picture, her history, her family.

The girl who’s the mirror image of me.


My Daughter’s Leaving Me

“Signore e signori, please fasten your seat belts and return your seatbacks and tray tables to the upright position,” says the airline steward over the PA. “We will be landing in Pisa in fifteen minutes. Signore e signori, siete pregati di allacciare le cinture di sicurezza …”

I peer through the window beside me. Bright blue-green sea below, such a vivid aquamarine that unless you saw it with your own eyes you wouldn’t believe it could actually exist in nature. Little white flecks dance across the azure blue, waves tossed up by the wake of the occasional boat. And then the deep aquamarine fades to a lighter blue as the water becomes more shallow; the coast comes into view. It’s my first glimpse of Italy, and it takes my breath away. It’s the start of July, full summer, and the sea and land are bathed in dazzling golden sunshine. I can see a marina along the coastline, tiny dots that must be fishing boats and yachts moored in an inlet. The seashore is the color of pale terra-cotta, but beyond it, beyond the miniature red roofs of the buildings that cluster around it, there’s rich green marshland. I know (from the in-flight magazine, not a more impressive source) that the Leaning Tower of Pisa stands in the Field of Miracles, and I squint, trying as hard as I can to make out a white pillar on a bed of green grass, but no luck.

Italy! My anticipation is intensifying so powerfully that I’m breathless. My mum says that when I was a little girl, I would get so excited at the prospect of a treat that I would barely be able to breathe; I’d rock back and forth, hyperventilating, making little gasping noises, eyes like saucers, mouth open. I twist away from the window, focusing on the gray marled fabric of the seatback in front of me, trying to calm the frantic pounding of my heart.

Italy. It’s really happening. My adventure—maybe my real life—is about to begin.

And at that thought, my heart sinks. I’m feeling suddenly, horribly, guilty.

Because I left my mum behind. For two whole months. We’ve never been apart for that long, and I don’t know how she’s going to manage.

Even worse, I’m secretly, shamefully, glad. Glad to be leaving my mum, to be free for maybe the first time ever in my life. To be alone, without her always there, able to work out who I am in the space her absence will give me. Though I’m sitting in a cramped airline seat, arms tucked into my sides so I don’t accidentally whack my neighbor, I feel as if I have more space to breathe than ever before.

Maybe that’s how it always works; maybe you never realize how squashed in you’ve been until the restrictions vanish, and you can finally stretch out your arms. I feel as if I could whirl around again and again.

I should be in pieces about leaving Mum. I must be a really bad daughter.

I fumble for my phone, then remember I can’t turn it on midair. So I slip my laptop out of my bag for a brief moment and open it up; I’ve saved the photo of the portrait on it as well, just in case I lose my phone.

I click to open the picture, and get the same shock I always do as it comes up onscreen. I stare at myself, at hair decorated with pearls, at a green taffeta dress, my eyes looking back at me, and I know that I’ve done the right thing in leaving my mother behind to come on this quest to find out where I come from. And why on earth this girl from eighteenth-century Italy is my mirror image.

Because as I snap my laptop shut, I know that anyone who saw a resemblance like this would move heaven and earth to find out the reason behind it.

[image: ]

Ever since I saw the portrait in Sir John Soane’s Museum, I plotted and schemed and strategized so successfully that I surprised myself with the sheer extent of my capacity for covert action. The first thing I did was drop the name of the Castello di Vesperi into conversation with my mum.

Faux-casually, of course. I’ve just done my final A-level exams—English, French, and art history—and the plan is for me to study art history at Cambridge University, if they let me in. In the autumn, I’ll sit the Cambridge entrance exam and go for interviews at the college I’ve applied for, which means my studying isn’t over, even though the A-levels are. I’m still supposed to be reading art books, going to galleries and exhibitions, building up my knowledge as much as possible. So it’s very easy to tell my mother, over dinner, that I’m going to an exhibition at the Wallace Collection tomorrow with my friend Lily-Rose—paintings from the Castello di Vesperi in Chianti. Her eyes don’t even flicker; she forks up another piece of grilled chicken, smiles at me, and says that sounds lovely. No recognition of the name at all.

I test it out again, at the end of dinner, as I’m stacking the dishwasher; I mention the name of the fictitious exhibition again, and how much I’m looking forward to it.

“Goodness, you are keen!” Mum says. “You’ve been out at museums all this week!” She yawns. “Time to collapse on the sofa, don’t you think? What film shall we watch tonight?”

So that’s totally conclusive. No recognition of the name di Vesperi at all. Mum is the worst liar in the world, which is probably why her brief attempt at an acting career failed completely: she’s incapable of pretending to feel anything she doesn’t. It’s probably why she was such a good model, though. She’s as transparent as a pool of water; every new emotion is instantly registered on her face. We have some of her most famous photos hung in the flat, and I love them all, because they capture Mum’s expressions so perfectly—wistful, happy, thoughtful, loving. She told me once that photographers she worked with learned how to trigger her emotions: they’d yell “Think of cute puppies, Daisy!” if they wanted her to smile, or “Your boyfriend said he needs to take a break!” if they were after romantic melancholy.

And the most famous photo of all, the Vogue cover where she’s holding an orchid in her hand, staring at it with a misty, tender gaze in her big blue eyes, her blond hair falling down her back: in that one, she said, the photographer told her to look at the flower and think of what she loved most in the world.

“And of course,” she’d said, hugging me, “I thought of you, my lovely little baby girl. Because you’re everything in the world to me.”

I love my mother more than anything. I really do. But she isn’t everything in the world to me. And sometimes, wonderful though it is that she loves me so much, it can be a bit—I feel so guilty even thinking the word—it can be just a little bit … suffocating.

Mum wants to be my best friend, my confidante, my older sister, almost. Thank goodness, she’s not one of those weird mothers, like my friend Milly’s, who acts like she thinks she’s our age: Milly’s mum likes to come along on our shopping trips to Topshop and H&M, buy miniskirts even shorter and tighter than ours, listen to the same music we do, flirt with boys we know, insist that we call her by her first name. She made a huge scene when Milly wouldn’t accept her friend request on Facebook. Mum’s not like that, even though she could get away with tight minis much better than Milly’s mother. Mum looks really good for her age; she works out, takes tons of vitamins, eats very lightly. The night I got home from Sir John Soane’s Museum, she made boiled new potatoes to go with the poached sole, but she only ate one, and I finished the rest. I think Mum diets too much, but she says it’s from being a model, and that’s why she’d never want me to do it as a career.

Fat chance. Literally. I’d need to grow six inches and lose twenty pounds, for a start. Mum loves me so much that she doesn’t see anything ridiculous about mentioning me and modeling in the same sentence. And if there’s a secret she’s hiding about why I’m not tall and willowy and blond like her, she’s unaware of any connection that might exist between my looks and the di Vesperi family. That’s very clear.

I simply don’t have the nerve to ask her directly about the resemblance. Because it would be suggesting that she might not actually be my mother—or that my father might not actually be my father. It would upset her more than anything—even more, I honestly think, than her divorce from Dad. I simply couldn’t deal with the fallout. I’m not brave enough to broach that sort of question to a mother who’s done nothing but love me to pieces since the day I was born.

So I proceed inexorably to Step Two. I’ve already Googled the castello and the di Vesperi family. There isn’t much information on them at all; I was really disappointed at first. Almost all of the entries are about the estate and the different kinds of wine and oil they produce; the closest I got to a mention of the family was a comment that the Principe di Vesperi, the prince whose family’s owned the castle and estate for centuries, isn’t in residence most of the time, and the di Vesperis have hired someone called an oenologist, which means a person who supervises growing the grapes and the actual making of the wine. There’s nothing on the family history. Nothing that would help me find out the name of a girl who might have been seventeen or eighteen around 1750, who hung out in a turret room in the castello in the company of a big ginger cat.

But then, far down the third page of entries, I strike gold.

“Mum?” I say in a would-be casual tone a few days later, when I’ve had enough time to work out my strategy, have answers planned for every question she might ask or objection she might raise. “You know my art history teacher said I should really use my summer to broaden my range of knowledge for the Cambridge entrance exam?”

Oops. I cringe. I rehearsed that much too much. I sound about as casual as a high-speed train doing 140 miles per hour.

Mum is arranging flowers in the huge, three-foot-high glass vase that sits next to the living room fireplace. I’ve picked this moment because arranging flowers makes her happier than any other activity I can think of; she hums to herself as she does it, a soft pretty little thread of sound.

She turns around, a spray of cherry blossom in her hand, an abstract, dreamy expression on her face.

“What was that, darling?” she asks.

I get a second chance.

I repeat what I said before, but add a lot more “ums” and pauses, so I sound a lot more relaxed. She nods, half her attention still on the vase and the cherry blossom branches that are already inside it, framed by tall fronds of green leaves.

“That’s why you’ve been going to so many galleries,” she says vaguely.

I sigh.

“The thing is, I don’t think it’s enough,” I say, frowning in concern. Unlike Mum, I’m very capable of dissembling when I need to. “I think I should be doing more.”

Mum’s beautiful big blue eyes fill with concern.

“Darling!” she exclaims, putting down the blossom and turning fully to me. “What kind of thing? I know how important this is to you!”

I do love my mother very, very much.

I take a deep breath.

“Well, I’m getting a bit worried about not having a classics background,” I say, propping my bottom on the arm of the sofa closest to me. “I’ve been doing some research on what the art history faculty wants, and a lot of the previous students have done Latin or Greek or both.”

“They did have Latin at St. Tabby’s, didn’t they?” my mother says, biting her lip. “But you did German O-level instead.”

“That was a mistake,” I say gloomily. “I was terrible at German. I was lucky to get a C. All their sentences are backward. I mean, who talks like that?”

“Oh, never mind,” Mum says consolingly. “You know I told you that all the German people I’ve met spoke perfect English anyway. Like the Norwegians,” she adds, smiling.

Mum’s been living in London for twenty-five years; by now she has only the faintest trace of her Norwegian accent. And her English really is perfect.

“Your French is very good,” she continues.

“Hopefully,” I say, crossing my fingers. “I won’t get the A-level results till August. But that’s sort of what was on my mind.” I tilt my head to one side. “I was thinking maybe I should try to learn another language.”

“Latin or Greek?” Mum says incredulously. “What, in a couple of months?”

“No!” I grin at the mere idea. “I was thinking Italian—”

“Oh!” She brightens, her eyes sparkling, “That sounds like a really good—”

“In Italy,” I say, and watch her expression like a hawk. She looks, to my surprise, genuinely excited.

“Oh, that’s lovely!” she exclaims. “I’ve been wondering what to do for a proper summer holiday! I know we’re going to stay with Mormor in September—she’s rented the cottage on Sognefjord again for us and your aunt Lissie—but you and I should get away too, shouldn’t we?”

Mormor is my grandmother—it’s a funny word that actually means “mother of your mother.” Mum’s dad was my farmor, and my dad’s mum would be Morfar, etc. I love going to the cottage in Norway; it’s painted red with bright white trim and a slanting roof, like something from a fairy tale, and it has a deck from which you can dive into the lake, with its clean clear water and views to the mountains beyond. It’s always just me and Mum, Mormor and Aunt Lissie—Farmor died three years ago, and though Aunt Lissie has lots and lots of boyfriends, Mormor wants the fortnight in Sognefjord to be just us. The women in the family. (Mum, unlike her sister, never has boyfriends. I used to like that it was just the two of us, after Dad left, but now I’m beginning to feel it’s about time for things to change.)

“We could travel all around Italy!” Mum’s saying, waving her arms in great excitement. “Venice—Florence—Rome—Naples! Do a big trip!”

“The Grand Tour,” I mumble, thinking of Sir John Soane.

“What?”

“Mum …” I have to burst this bubble now. It’s not completely unexpected. I thought my mother might jump at the opportunity to spend the summer with me, abroad. There’s a phrase she uses constantly—

“Mother-and-daughter time!” she exclaims, clapping in sheer pleasure, her blond hair tumbling around her shoulders.

I start again, as gently as I can. “Mum, I don’t think I’ll manage to learn Italian if it’s you and me together, staying in nice hotels. Who are we going to talk to, waiters? I was thinking I should go and do a residential course in Italy for a couple of months. Immerse myself in the language, see lots of art, study a bit of history.…”

Her face falls, and my overbright voice trails off at the sight of the disappointment and sadness written so clearly on her beautiful face.

“Oh,” she says slowly. She looks around her, as if she’s forgotten the layout of our living room. She takes a couple of steps sideways, almost shuffling toward the armchair that matches the sofa, and she reaches out to its back, resting her hand on it for support.

I don’t know what to say. So I stay silent as she lowers herself into the armchair, sinking into it heavily, like an old lady.

“Oh,” she says again, even more quietly, looking down at her hands.

I feel absolutely terrible. Words rise to my lips: assurances that I love her more than anything, that I don’t want to hurt her, that I won’t go to Italy by myself if she doesn’t want me to, that I’ll spend the whole summer with her instead.

But the trouble is, I don’t want to say them. I really do want to go to Italy. By myself. Mum’s expectations for me are like a weight on my shoulders, and I find myself itching to shake it off.

I’ve been staring at the carpet, the weave and the pattern, so I don’t realize for a while that Mum has raised her head and is looking at me. It takes all the courage I have to meet her gaze, and when I do, my heart melts.

Because in her eyes I see nothing but love.

“Oh, Mum …” I throw myself across the space between us, falling to my knees in front of her, wrapping my arms around her legs, burying my head in her lap. “I’m so sorry—I didn’t want to hurt you—I won’t go, I won’t do the course—”

“Don’t be silly,” she says, stroking my hair, her voice so gentle that it triggers the tears that have been building up. I start to cry into her jeans as she goes on:

“Of course you have to go off by yourself. What was I thinking? You’re nearly eighteen! If you weren’t taking a gap year, you’d be off to university in the autumn! I’m so lucky I get an extra year with you. I should be counting my blessings, not trying to hang around your neck all summer when you want to be off with girls your own age.” She bends down to kiss my head. “Tell me about this course. I bet you’ve picked one out and know everything about it already, don’t you? You’re always so organized.”

I raise my head, my face smudged with tears, which Mum wipes away with the hem of her sweater.

“It’s in Chianti,” I say eagerly, “in the middle of Tuscany. Really close to Florence and Siena, in this lovely fourteenth-century villa with a swimming pool. This Italian lady runs it every year—she takes about four to six girls, so it’s nice and small, and you learn Italian, do art tours, go riding, learn watercolor painting and ballroom dancing, study Italian history—there’s even a flower arranging class and a course on the wine and food,” I add, thinking that this will appeal to Mum.

She doesn’t react the way I expect, however. Instead of looking pleased that I’m taking an interest in one of her hobbies, her eyes widen in surprise; she seems completely taken aback.

“Darling,” she says, “flower arranging—ballroom dancing? You know what this sounds like to me? Finishing school!” She frowns in confusion. “That’s the kind of thing my model girlfriends used to do, so they could learn to be rich men’s wives. They used to teach you how to climb in and out of Porsches with your knees politely together so no one could see up your skirt. It was for girls who weren’t that bright. Like me.” She grimaces. “But you’re so clever! Why do you want to go to some sort of finishing school?”

Because Villa Barbiano, where the course is based, is in the valley below the Castello di Vesperi. And the lady who runs it takes her students on a private guided tour around the castello, which is otherwise strictly closed to the public. It says so on the website.

“It looks really pretty,” I say rather feebly. “And the art history part of the course seems very thorough. They have lots of guided tours to private art collections that you’d normally never get to see.”

“Well, you’d know all about that kind of thing,” Mum says dubiously. “But wouldn’t there be something a bit less—I don’t know—posh thick rich girl? Darling—ballroom dancing.”

“I really want to do this one!” I plead. “I can skip all the bits I don’t like. And it’s only for a couple of months. I can still come to Norway afterward. And by then, I’ll be rattling away in Italian!”

“Ciao, bella!” Mum says, giggling. “That’s what all the boys say in Italy. You’ll see. I remember that from modeling in Milan. Ciao, bella!” she repeats, waving her hands around and smiling reminiscently. “They ride Vespas and offer you lifts on the back. Oh, darling.” She pulls me up to sit next to her on the arm of her chair. “You’re going to have a wonderful time.”

“I hope so,” I say, hugging her.

Words are trembling on my tongue. I want, very badly, to ask if there’s anything she wants to tell me. Anything that she might not have felt comfortable telling me before. Anything remotely to do with Italy. Or the fact that I look so different from my Norwegian relatives.

But she’s being so lovely, so supportive, that I simply can’t ask. I can’t pry into a possible secret that my mother may have chosen not to tell me.

“I’ll tell your father,” she says. “But I’m sure he’ll be fine. One thing I will say for him, he’s never stingy with his money.”

Dad left Mum over ten years ago, for an awful Danish woman with a name—Sif—that sounds like a brand of toilet cleaner. (Dad really does like Scandinavian women.) I hate her. It’s not that I blame her for stealing Dad away—I mean, I do blame her, but it was Dad’s fault much more than hers. She’s just a horrible cow who wants to pretend Dad didn’t have a life, or a wife and daughter, before she met him, and she does everything she can to stop me seeing him; she even got him to move halfway around the world, to head up an investment fund in Hong Kong.

But at least Mum and Dad didn’t have a messy divorce, like the parents of a lot of my friends. No custody battles over me, or making me tell the judge who I want to live with, or sending me to mandatory therapy, ugh, like poor Lily-Rose, who had to go to a counselor for two whole years. Mum said Dad was great in the whole settlement thing. She had savings of her own, from her modeling days, but he’s taken total care of us both, giving us enough money to buy this lovely flat in Kensington, ensuring we don’t want for anything. Mum isn’t remotely extravagant—we don’t live some sort of jet-set life. But if I want to do a two-month course in Italy, which costs, I must admit, what looks to me like an awful lot of money, I don’t need to worry for a moment that we can’t afford it.

And yes, I know how lucky I am. I really do.

“Maybe I could come to visit for a weekend?” Mum says in a small voice. “I could stay in Florence, rent a car, come and see where you’re staying … you could be my guide and take me round the galleries you’ve been to.…”

“Oh, Mum! Of course!” I hug her even tighter. “And I’ll email you the whole time—I’ll have my phone, you can ring me whenever you want to—”

“I won’t ring you every day,” she promises in an even smaller voice. “I promise. I won’t be one of those awful smother mothers. Honestly, I won’t.”

And though a little warning bell is ringing inside my head, she’s being so wonderful that I ignore it and tell myself that I believe her.

[image: ]

“Violet! My baby! Violet, darling …”

Mum is sobbing, full-out weeping, a river of tears pouring down her face, taking a lot of her mascara with it. That’s the real downside of her inability to pretend to emotions she doesn’t feel; it also means that she has no control over them. This has led to the occasional embarrassing incident when I’ve had tiny parts in school plays (tears of pride, overapplauding at my split-second curtain call as Peaseblossom or Second Lady). But nothing has ever been as remotely bad as this.

The worst part is that I’m frozen to the spot. I know I should be hugging her, reassuring her, but I’m so scared by the idea of getting sucked into the scene she’s making that I just stand there by the departure gates, one hand on the pull handle of my carry-on bag, the other holding my passport and boarding pass. It’s the most awkward place for a scene that I can imagine. Anything more public would be hard to picture.

“Violet, darling … I tried to be brave, I really did!” Mum’s sobbing, her arms outstretched to me. “But it’s two months! Two months! I’m going to be so worried about you all the time—I don’t think I can bear it!”

“Madam, could I ask you to move a little to the side?” one of the security guards says, visibly uncomfortable. “We do have quite a press of travelers today—”

“My daughter’s going away!” Mum wails. “She’s leaving me! My daughter’s leaving me!” And to my horror, she grabs on to the arm of the poor woman, who looks as appalled as I feel.

“Madam—” she starts, looking around frantically for help.

For a few awful, shameful seconds, I seriously contemplate dashing through the gate and joining the line at Passport Control. It’s moving fairly quickly; in the minutes it will take Mum to recover any shreds of composure, I’ll be into Security, where if she tries to follow me, she’ll be detained by the guards.

I’m a bad daughter even to think that. A terrible daughter. Not only am I leaving my mother on her own for two whole months, I’m fantasizing about running away from her and possibly getting her arrested.

Galvanized by guilt, I dash over to Mum’s side, peeling her hands off the security guard, apologizing profusely.

“I’ve never really gone away before,” I mumble. “She’s very upset … sorry.…”

Mum collapses on my shoulder, folding over me like a rag doll because she’s so much taller than I am. She looked so lovely today, I was so proud of her; in her slim gray trousers and white linen sweater, her blond hair pinned back from her face, a big silver necklace wrapped around her neck and cascading down the front of her sweater, she looks so young and smart. I could see men glancing sideways at her admiringly as we walked through Heathrow, and my heart swelled with happiness at how fantastic she looked, how great she was being, holding my hand, swinging it back and forth, talking about what a wonderful time I was going to have in Italy.

She’s been so brilliant, too, during my exams. For the last few months I’ve been revising nonstop, drilling myself in French conjugations, learning Shakespeare quotes, staring at Rembrandt self-portraits till I dream about his face every night, and Mum has been a star, making sure I have my favorite meals, dragging me out to get some fresh air now and then, reassuring me when I break down and panic that I’m going to have mental blocks in the exams and forget everything I’ve learned.

She looked after me, and now I have to look after her, I tell myself as I pat her back and do my best to tell her I’ll be okay, that two months will go by really fast, that there’s nothing to get upset about.

But a nasty little voice inside my head points out that I threw my messy sobbing fits in private. Not at the departure gate at Heathrow airport.

I dart a glance around me to see if anyone’s staring. And I promptly see two girls standing by the currency exchange, whispering together, all-too-obviously staring in our direction. I notice them at once because they’re both carrying big white bed pillows wedged under their arms, something I’ve never seen before. They look older than me, with smooth hair pulled back elegantly from their faces, which are equally smooth and so well made up that if they were in uniform, rather than jeans and hoodies, I’d think they might be air hostesses. One’s white, curvy, with lots of blond hair, and one’s black and very slim; they make a striking pair, and from the way they carry themselves, it’s clear they know it.

The black girl meets my eyes for a moment, and smirks; she turns to say something to her blond friend, who laughs in response.

Cow, I think angrily. Maybe it’s the fact that Mum and I are being openly sneered at that makes me take Mum’s shoulders, lift her off me, and say:

“Mum—I really have to go now. There might be lines at Security, it takes ages to go through.”

“Violet, darling, my precious little girl … why did I ever think this was a good idea?” Mum grabs a tissue from her bag. One thing mothers always seem to have, I notice, are tissues. She wipes her eyes, wincing at the amount of mascara that comes off in the process. “You can always come back, darling. Just one phone call—one text—and I’ll be on the next plane to come and get you. I promise. I know it’s a long way away—”

Not even a two-hour flight, I think.

“—but I’ll be there straightaway!” She grabs my hand and stares intently into my eyes, her own blurry and red. “And I’ll email you every day, darling! Every day! Honestly! Just in case you’re homesick! Oh, God—why did I ever let you talk me into this? It’s not too late to change your mind, you know!”

Oh, Mum.

“I love you, Mum. I’ll text as soon as the plane lands, okay? Try to keep busy! Get Aunt Lissie to come over for a visit—you could have some sister time together!” I suggest in a flash of inspiration. “I’ll be back before you know it!”

I give her a last quick hug, grab the handle of my bag, and shoot between the security guards before she can follow me, or break down again; mercifully, there aren’t that many people at Passport Control, and I’m at the desk in a minute or so. Handing my passport and boarding pass to the man behind it, I glance quickly back at Mum. It’s worse than I thought. She’s sobbing again, holding on to the top bar of the security rail that separates departing travelers from the rest of the people in the airport, her blue eyes as mournful and tear-filled as if I were moving to Australia, not just going to another part of Europe for eight weeks.

If I didn’t know her, I would definitely think that she was doing it for effect, enjoying being a drama queen. And I can tell that’s what the two girls I spotted before think: that Mum’s relishing the drama of our parting. They’re in the queue behind me, staring openly at Mum and commenting to each other, flashing perfect, even white teeth.

How mean. I don’t see how two girls carrying ginormous bed pillows have the nerve to laugh at me! I think furiously, grabbing back my documents from the passport official and dashing through the sliding doors without even looking back at Mum, my shoulders slumping in guilt that I’m abandoning her in such a state.

If things keep going this way, my trip to Italy’s going to be a total disaster.
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