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          MARCH 1945

        

      

    

    
      BILLY’S STORY

      My eyes are open. I bring my hands to my face. They’re bound in rags and when I pull at them, the pain is so bad, I call out. My head drums and thumps and I’m nauseous.

      ‘He’s awake.’

      I hear the voice of an old man before I hear his shuffling feet. He kneels to peer at me, one tooth in his mouth like a dirty brown tombstone, eyes lit with joy.

      ‘So, you decided to wake up, figlio mio. My grandson has come back to us at last.’ He moves to the other side of the room and pulls open a door to the outside. ‘Roberto is awake,’ he calls, before returning to my side.

      ‘I prayed and prayed to see this day,’ he says, bending so close that I can smell onions on his breath. He sobs, tears running down the lines of his weathered face, splashing onto mine.

      ‘Hush, Nonno,’ a younger voice says.

      Now there is a boy at his side. The pair speak in an Italian different from the way I know. I understand most of what they say but they pronounce words with a strange inflexion, some I’ve never heard.

      ‘Roberto has come back to us,’ the old man says over and over and the boy shushes him, speaking gently. ‘Nonno, calmati! Sit over there while I tend to him. Stir the soup for me. Stai buono. Calm down.’

      I watch as the old man hobbles to the fire, glancing at me as he moves, as if to make sure I am still there. Then he throws a couple of sticks on the glowing ashes. Flames dance about the stone walls of this unusual, conical-shaped space, crudely whitewashed, disappearing to a blackened hole above where I lie.

      ‘Where am I?’ I say, struggling to sit. But the room spins, nausea rises again and I slump down, closing my eyes to stop the swimming in my head.

      I feel a cloth, damp and soothing on my face, and my eyes flicker open to see the boy’s look of concern. ‘You still have a fever. Lie still.’

      I give in and let my mind drift away to the crackle of flames, my body growing heavier as I sink down, down, down to the oblivion of sleep.

      

      It is dark in the room when I wake again. The fire, where the boy and the old man sit opposite each other, hisses gentle heat. They talk in hushed voices and the old man puffs on a long pipe, the scent of strong tobacco wafting to my nostrils. I need a fag and I lean on my elbows to feel in my pockets but I am naked beneath the covers and my hands are still wrapped up.

      The boy moves quickly to my side. He’s older than I first thought. Maybe fifteen or sixteen, his skin olive brown, his eyes great pools of brown and black.

      ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Where am I?’

      My head is full of mist as I look around me. I need something to still my nerves.

      ‘I could do with a smoke,’ I say, my voice sounding croaky to my ears.

      He frowns and moves to a niche in the wall. ‘We found this in the pocket of your trousers,’ he says, holding up a crumpled package. ‘And a packet of matches. Nonno thinks they were americano cigarettes. But I’m sorry. He took a liking to them and now they’re finished.’ He holds the packets near my face and I read the brand names: Woodbines. Swan Vesta.

      I shrug my shoulders. ‘I don’t think they are mine,’ I say. I really have no idea.

      The old man offers me his pipe. ‘You liked to puff on this when you were a boy, Roberto.’

      He places it gently in my mouth and I splutter when the vile fumes seep down my throat and I shake my head.

      ‘Nonno, leave him in peace.’

      When I have finished coughing, I ask again. ‘Where am I?’

      ‘Nonno found you on the beach,’ the boy tells me.

      ‘You fell from the sky with your long white wings,’ the old man says. ‘Our Roberto has returned to us like a guardian angel.’

      The boy shakes his head, almost imperceptibly, and takes his grandfather back to the settle by the fire.

      ‘Nonno Domenico thinks you are my brother,’ he tells me when he comes back to where I lie. ‘But Roberto is dead. Nonno’s mind…’ he says, lowering his voice to a half-whisper, ‘… his mind is somewhere else.’

      ‘I don’t think my name is Roberto.’

      ‘What is your name?’

      I open my mouth to answer but my mind is blank.

      ‘I don’t know. I really don’t.’

      He bites his lip. ‘You don’t know? Or you don’t want to say? Signore, we won’t harm you. You’re safe here.’

      I shake my head again. The dizziness returns and I lie back. ‘I truly do not know what my name is.’

      ‘You have been with us for five nights now. You must be hungry. Maybe after you’ve eaten, you’ll remember.’

      I watch him as he moves about the kitchen area. He ladles liquid into an earthenware bowl from a black pot that sits in the ashes. He sprinkles herbs from a jar and the smell of fennel is strong like aniseed. Then he slices a thick piece of dark bread, holding the loaf to his chest the way I have seen it done before. Where I have seen it and who cut the bread this way, I cannot fathom.

      Setting the bowl by my side, he helps me sit up and I breathe in his scent of sea and herbs as he arranges a pillow behind my back. My head is dizzy but I force myself to focus on the wall opposite where curtains cover two archways and then he begins to spoon warm broth into my mouth. It is good and I could eat more but the bowl is soon empty.

      ‘I think you should wait to see if that settles in your stomach, signore,’ the boy says, ‘before you have more. You’ve been very sick. Nonno helped me sponge you down.’

      I am moved that these strangers have cared for me like a baby, sheltering me in their simple home.

      ‘I am sorry,’ I say.

      ‘Don’t be. How could we leave you to die?’

      The old man hands me a pair of patched trousers and a shirt, the collar and cuffs frayed. ‘Anto washed these for you, Roberto. We knew you would return one day.’ He smiles his one-toothed grin at me again and I nod my head.

      ‘Grazie,’ I reply, adding ‘Nonno’ as an afterthought to my thank you, and I am rewarded with a shy smile from the boy, whose name I’ve now learned is Anto.

      

      I don’t know for how long I sleep. As he removes the bindings from my hands, Anto tells me that I have been drifting in and out of consciousness for more than twenty-four hours. He nods his head, seemingly satisfied, and tells me that everything is healing well, that fresh air will do the rest but I must keep the bandage on my head.

      ‘And you must keep your hands clean, signore.’

      I look at my hands, turning them this way and that. The skin is inflamed and as I try to flex my fingers, they feel taut.

      ‘The saltwater helped their healing,’ he says.

      I cannot remember how my hands came to be burnt and I continue to stare at them, hoping for a clue, but nothing comes.

      ‘Come,’ he says, helping me to my feet. ‘It’s time for you to sit outside.’

      I feel wobbly but he steadies me. He is at least a head shorter than me, his frame slight and wiry and I worry about leaning on him but he encourages me on. Outside, the dazzling sunlight makes me squint. The cluster of buildings where I have been sheltered is built of stone, a rather temporary kind of dwelling it seems to me, with three conical roofs topped with stone embellishments. As far as I can tell, there is no mortar bonding the stones, as of drystone walls. We are surrounded by dozens of olive trees and other trees in blossom that I do not recognise, their flowers pink and white against a clear blue sky. Chickens scratch about the scrubby grass but most of the rust-red earth around the buildings is freshly dug and tilled. Tethered to a fruit tree is a goat, secured with a long chain.

      Anto leads me to a stone bench next to the door and tells me to soak up the morning sun. Nonno is bent double like a hairpin, weeding a patch of ground about twenty metres from the building, and he looks up at me and waves. ‘Buongiorno, Roberto. Dormito bene? Did you sleep well?’

      I wave back and assure him that I slept like a baby. And I did. I am like an infant: fed, clothed and washed. But it feels wrong and I want to know why I am here. I can’t let these good people care for me like this. When Anto starts to wield an axe to chop a pile of firewood, I insist on helping, but my head swims after hewing three logs and I have to return to my bench.

      I think he understands my frustration as I watch him work, perspiration stains spreading over his shirt. He wipes his face with a kerchief and comes over.

      ‘You must be patient,’ he says, as he drinks from a water bottle bound with woven wicker. Then he wipes the neck and offers it to me.

      I shake my head. ‘Thank you. I’m not thirsty. What work have I done? I don’t deserve water. I am useless.’

      ‘When you’re stronger, you can help us.’

      ‘I can’t stay here long. I need to know who I am. Where I come from.’

      ‘It’s not a good time to go wandering about on your own. I heard in the market square that the war is almost over. But there is confusion everywhere. They’re hunting for deserters and people are taking revenge for what has happened over these past years. You’re a stranger here. The way you talk… you’re not pugliese, I’m sure⁠—’

      I interrupt. ‘War? What war?’

      He frowns, incredulity on his face. ‘The war. Against the tedeschi. Surely you know that there’s a war going on and we’ve been fighting the Germans for two years now? How could you not know? Everybody knows…’ Then he breaks off. ‘Mi scusate, signore… your memory. I didn’t mean to upset you. But… the uniform you were wearing…’

      ‘What uniform?’ I ask. I put my head in my hands, frustration, anger, despair bubbling up in me like a shaken bottle of beer and I realise I do not have the faintest idea of how or why I landed up in this place.

      ‘If I can find where Nonno Domenico hid your belongings, then maybe that’ll help you,’ Anto says, coming to stand near me, blotting out the sun, so that when I look up at him, I read in his eyes how earnest he is. He turns to look at his grandfather, who is singing as he works, bending to tug at weeds as he makes his way down rows of seedlings. ‘But Nonno told me nobody must find your uniform. He’s frightened you’ll put on your wings and fly away.’ He smiles at me and shrugs his skinny shoulders. ‘What can I do, signore? His mind is fragile…’

      I look up and see his anxiety.

      ‘I’m sorry. I have lumbered you with more trouble. But, tell me, how did your grandfather find me? And what are these belongings you talk about?’

      ‘He appeared from the beach, carrying you on his shoulders, signore. I wasn’t down there when he discovered you. He’d been tending his fishing nets and he told me he looked up to see you fall from the sky, with long wings trailing behind you.’

      I shake my head. ‘I can’t remember. Everything in my head is a blank.’

      He looks at me curiously. ‘I don’t believe you are a tedesco. You speak fluent Italian. You’re one of us, I’m sure.’

      The only fact I can verify from his statement is that I speak roughly the same language as my two rescuers. ‘I suppose I am,’ I say. ‘But… I feel so strange, I think I should see a doctor. I need to get back to normal.’

      I hear his intake of breath and see the way his shoulders hunch up.

      ‘Apart from the market once a month,’ he says, ‘we don’t venture anywhere. It’s too… dangerous. And… I’ve been asked more than once why I haven’t enlisted—’ He breaks off and I can tell he is terrified so I don’t insist.

      ‘But surely you’re too young to be a soldier?’

      ‘Yes. But I’ve lost my documents, signore. So, I can’t prove it… Nonno and I – we try not to go too far these days. We keep to ourselves, but I’ll see if I can find where he concealed your things. One thing I’m certain of, signore. Although you speak Italian like an Italian – you’re not from Puglia. Are you from Rome, perhaps?’

      I shake my head. ‘Non lo so. I do not know.’

      An idea comes to me. ‘Do you have paper I can write on?’

      ‘I’ve an old copy book of Roberto’s, sì.’

      ‘I will keep notes. Writing down what I do from now on might help me remember what I have done before.’

      He shrugs his shoulders. ‘It can do no harm.’

      While the boy is gone, I attempt to gather my scattered thoughts from the cotton wool of my brain. How can I not have known that a war is waging? What part have I played in it? Has a battle injury caused me to be the miserable wretch I am reduced to? Which side am I on? I speak Italian but I think in English. These things of mine that the old man has hidden… if I can find them, maybe I can find answers to who I am. The thoughts tangle further until I can’t think logically.

      I shake my head in an attempt to knock back sense to my addled brain but it only serves to make the pain return. Sinking back against the wall, I stare at the blue sky before closing my eyes. I can’t stay in this place forever. But if I am to leave, I need to grow stronger first.
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      FRIDAY, MARCH 30, 1945.

      And so when the boy brings me his tattered notebook, and after I ask him what day it is, I begin to jot down events, starting from today’s date that Anto shows me on a calendar hanging by the hearth. I want to record where I have landed up, how hard Nonno Domenico works, how strong he is for an old man of eighty-two, as he keeps proudly telling me. And he surely is, to have carried me on his shoulders. His stories are repetitive, but I do not mind as it helps reinforce some kind of recent past. All these happenings are incidental, seemingly unimportant but they give me a framework. What happened before these days is a blank sheet of history. Will writing it all down help claw back my memory? And what is hiding in the darkest recesses of my mind?

      SATURDAY, MARCH 31, 1945.

      I draw a picture of the trulli where these two good souls live, for that is what these strange buildings are called. Anto explains they are temporary constructions because in the past, peasants working on the land had to dismantle them quickly to avoid paying landlords when the tax collectors were around.

      SUNDAY, APRIL 1, 1945.

      I roll up my sleeves and help Domenico repair a smaller trullo that sits beyond the ones where we live. Anto covers my hands with a clean layer of rags again and warns me not to overdo it, as the skin will not heal properly.

      WEDNESDAY, APRIL 4, 1945.

      Inside the small trullo, Domenico keeps string and tools for his fishing nets, a long-handled hoe, a rake and a sharp-ended spade. Strings of onions hang from the walls as well as bundles of sweet-smelling thyme and pungent sprigs of fennel flowers, their seeds beginning to dry. Anto uses this herb a lot and we share a small bottle of fennel liqueur after supper and he tells me it is his eighteenth birthday. I am surprised, because he looks younger, his skin smooth and free of facial hair.

      FRIDAY, APRIL 6, 1945.

      I venture away from the trulli for the first time and walk with the old man to the beach down a steep path lined with aromatic plants. I inhale their pleasant scent as we brush past and the old man cuts straggly branches and tells me we will collect them on our return. ‘Rosmarino,’ he tells me as I hurry to keep up. ‘Very good with baked fish. We always eat fish on a Friday.’ His mind is feeble, unlike his body, and I appreciate that more as he tells me how this is the route he carried me from the sea. He seems to grow less rattle-brained as we approach the ocean, his conversation more lucid.

      ‘My heart swelled with happiness at finding you again, Roberto, and you were as light as a feather when I carried you up this path.’

      Anto and I have decided my name from now on is to be Roberto. It keeps Domenico happy and it is less complicated. I am no nearer to learning who I really am and Anto suggests we will tell anybody who snoops that I am his brother, invalided from the war because of a brain injury. I am still weak, wobbly on my feet and plagued with headaches but as the days pass, I grow a little stronger and I hope my mind will eventually heal too.

      ‘You are the same stature as Roberto,’ he says. ‘And your hair is dark too. Your brown eyes are flecked with green, but his were dark as chestnuts.’ His own eyes are sad as he speaks. ‘But you will have to act a bit soft, tonto, if anybody starts to talk to you. And I shall tell them you have lost your memory.’

      ‘That won’t be difficult,’ I respond, my mouth pulled into a rueful smile. In the last couple of days, I have begun to wonder if I am as weak as my mind. Am I a coward? Fleeing from a war I do not want to fight?

      The beach is a calming place, the shore a mixture of flat, bluish cobbles and silver-grey sand. In the sheer rock face that we descend, there is a deep cave above the waterline where Domenico keeps a boat, and crates for carrying fish. At the edge of the bay on the left-hand side, a strange wooden construction sits on stilts in the sea, looking for all the world like a huge insect with gangly legs. I wander over to investigate. There are steps leading to a platform holding a small shed, its door gaping on broken hinges. Two long poles with shreds of net protrude over the sea’s surface and a mess of wires and ropes tangled like torn cobwebs.

      ‘Our poor old trabucco,’ the old man says. ‘You can help me repair it and then we can fish from up there and we won’t have to use my boat and fight the storms.’ He sits on an upturned bucket, bent over a small fishing net and I sit nearby and watch. The action of his gnarly hands threading string through to mend the holes is mesmerising. Despite days of rest, I am weary and soon my eyes begin to droop and I lean back against a rock in the gentle sun and doze.

      A gull screeches somewhere and I am on a different beach, the temperature cooler, children’s voices squealing as the sea rolls and splashes to the edge of the stone-strewn shore. My young legs are bare but I am wearing a jumper, the wool scratchy against my bare skin. I am filling a metal pail with sand, hunkered to pat it with a small wooden spade, my father’s hands, hairs dark on his fingers, arranging shells around the edge of a sandcastle. ‘We will buy a gelato soon, but it won’t be like Pappy’s,’ a woman’s voice says and I turn to look up at her. She is beautiful, her fair hair swept back from her face in a colourful scarf. Her face is like the statue I see at church and I scamper to snuggle into my mother’s arms.

      A bony finger prods my shoulder and I am torn from my dream as Domenico tells me it is time to take out the boat. ‘The blue fish are ready for us,’ he says, pointing at the mended net and telling me to load it into the boat and to help him push the vessel into the shallows. The tide has come almost to the edge of the cave, scouring the shore with shells and pebbles. Rolling up my patched trousers, I push the boat deeper into the water and then climb in, falling clumsily against the seat.

      ‘Eee, Roberto, careful, boy! Have you forgotten how to handle a boat?’

      I make a mental note to myself that whatever life I had before, it was most likely not working on the sea. After a futile attempt at rowing, Domenico spits out a filthy oath and takes the oars.

      ‘Keep busy and watch for fish,’ he orders, annoyance in his voice.

      How on earth am I supposed to look for fish above water? I scan the horizon and then I spy a shadow near the surface, broken by the occasional leap of silver. I point excitedly towards distant rocks. ‘Over there!’ I shout.

      The old man shakes his head. ‘We must wait until they come further towards us. Eee, ragazzo, where have you been to forget all this? Those rocks are dangerous.’

      Shading my eyes to peer towards the headland, I see that what I first perceived to be the slender stem of a tree is the mast of a sunken boat. If Domenico had listened to me, we would have torn a hole in our hull to join it.

      Suddenly the water around us is a ripple of rolling silver. The old man yells at me to help him as he casts his net. I feel its pull as many fish tug to escape.

      ‘Basta, basta,’ Domenico shouts above the slap of waves against the boat. ‘We have enough. Leave the rest for another day. Today the ocean has been generous.’

      When we beach, I jump into the shallows and use all my strength to push the boat to shore. Domenico shakes his head and laughs. ‘Wait for the water to help bring it in. Porca miseria, boy! Do you not remember a bloody thing?’

      It might be the right moment to tell him I am not his Roberto. That, as far as my fractured memory can tell me, I have never fished before and I am trying my damned best to help him today. But something tells me it would be cruel as well as pointless, and so I apologise.

      ‘It’s been too long, Nonno. I am sorry.’

      He nods his head. ‘Yes. Far too long. Years in prison in an African desert where there is no sea. I can understand why you are rusty. But we will soon get you back to old times. Don’t you worry, Roberto.’

      Have I been in Africa? I have no idea. Once again, I rack my poor brain to conjure up a past that is lost to me. The old man falls silent. He is puffing on his pipe again and this time I take up his offer to share and he tells me he will hunt out another pipe to use. I must have been a smoker in my former life because this time as I drag the nicotine deep into my lungs, the sensation is good. It relaxes me.

      With the boat safely anchored, Domenico sorts his catch. I recognise sardines and mackerel, their colours iridescent as they flap in the sunlight. But there are larger blue fish with wide mouths and sharp teeth that he calls palamita that I have never seen before.

      ‘We shall have a feast tonight. Anto will cook these over the fire on skewers of rosemary.’ He presses a finger to his cheek and makes a circular motion, moving his fist, and I recognise the gesture: an appreciation of good food.

      I reach into the haul to discard a couple of sea urchins, their black spines spiky like tiny hedgehogs, and he slaps at my hand. ‘Have you forgotten that too? I used to have to stop you and Anto bickering for these. Eee!’ There and then he pulls out his knife and carefully cuts them open. From his pocket he produces a lemon and cuts that too, before squeezing juice over the yellow creatures inside and then he swallows one raw. I copy him. The taste is not unpleasant and, I am sure, new to me. Feeling that some kind of progress has been made today with my memory, I nod my head and tell the old man that it’s good. I like it. But my pleasure is due to the realisation that I am discovering more about myself. I am sure of what I have never done before. And in that sense, I am owning a snatch of my former self.

      ‘The rest we take back for Anto. These ricci are a favourite,’ Domenico says.

      I carry the net and crate for him and we return up the steep path, the sun beginning to drop to the sea, where the waters absorb its colour. And then I hear a sound. A sound that rings bells. The sound of aircraft high above, the drone of its engines familiar. Placing my burdens down, I gaze up, shading my eyes with my right hand as three planes, glinting like the silver fish we have caught today, pass overhead.

      ‘Liberators,’ I say, without thinking twice.

      ‘Inglesi,’ the old man adds.

      And, without a shadow of a doubt, I know that both facts are spot on.
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      When we are back from the sea, Anto’s words bubble out as he pulls me to one side and tells me in a half-whisper that he has worked out where Nonno has concealed his treasures. Perhaps I should have searched for them myself, but there has not been a right moment. The boy or the old man are always nearby. My heart leaps and I ask Anto if I can see them right now, but he shakes his head.

      ‘We will have to wait for the right time to look. I don’t want to upset him. And Nonno has a temper. Mamma mia, what a temper he has when he is riled! I believe he has hidden your things because he is afraid you might leave us once you see them.’

      ‘You talk about my things but I have no idea what they are, Anto. Tell me where they are…’

      He gestures to me to be quiet as the old man approaches up the path, carrying a stick on his shoulder with a net containing fish.

      I almost wish Anto had not mentioned his find at all, as my curiosity is now piqued. Nonno’s hidden treasures might reveal more about myself. My real self, for I am living a curious existence at the moment, disguised as somebody else. But despite my impatience, I know I must wait. Anto knows his grandfather’s ways best and I shall respect his advice. To distract my thoughts, I help out by breaking sticks for the cooking fire.

      We sit for a while outside after a wonderful fish meal. As the day fades, Nonno puts away the hens. They follow him as he walks slowly towards their coop, and he bribes them to enter with his dish of fish skins and bones, scattering bits around their cage as they squawk and squabble.

      ‘A fox has been seen roundabouts,’ Anto says. ‘And a neighbour lost her chickens last week to two men on the run. She thinks they were tedeschi runaways refusing to fight any longer. Now that they know they won’t win this war, they’re desperate. They ordered her to prepare a meal and one of them pointed a gun while she rolled out the pasta.’

      ‘Remind me how long this war has been going on,’ I say.

      ‘Too long. First, we were on the side of the tedeschi but since 1943, and with Il Duce no longer in power, we have been on the side of the inglesi and americani – the alleati. They say fighting will end soon, but I’ll only believe it when all the bells in Puglia ring out.’

      He looks at me, a frown puckering his thin face. ‘Do you remember nothing about all this?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Your mind doesn’t want you to know. Something very bad must have happened.’

      My head begins to ache and once again, dizziness returns. Suddenly, I am exhausted.

      ‘Forgive me, Anto. I need to sleep.’

      Nonno has given up his bed for me, despite my protests, and that night as I settle down on his old metal cot that creaks with every movement, I try to imagine the possessions that he has secreted away. Maybe tonight I might dream of who I was and, in the morning, my old self will have returned.

      SATURDAY, APRIL 7, 1945.

      After a good sleep, I am still Roberto. I go outside to fetch water from the well to sluice myself. Anto is already there, gutting the remainder of the fish we caught yesterday. He works quickly, swatting at flies trying to feed off the catch.

      ‘I’ll make you coffee but I have to preserve these first before they turn bad,’ he says.

      ‘Can I help?’

      He laughs, his teeth white against olive skin, sunlight glinting at a crucifix on a chain round his neck.

      ‘With those damaged hands, you’ll be more hindrance than help, signore.’

      ‘Am I not Roberto this morning?’

      ‘It sounds strange on my tongue. Go and help Nonno in his vegetable patch if you want some work and later, when the time is right, I shall show you where your things are hidden.’

      Domenico is busy tying wayward tomato shoots to sticks. I watch as he pinches between the slender stems and when I try to help, he slaps at my hand and tells me I have pinched out a flower.

      ‘They must have stuffed that head of yours with so much soldier nonsense that there’s no room now for daily things that matter,’ he says, a look of disgust on his face.

      ‘Here,’ he says, shoving a metal bucket into my hands. ‘Gather stones instead. Surely you can manage that, figlio?’ And then he leans up to ruffle my hair, the back of my head still bandaged from the wound taking so long to heal. ‘Povero Roberto,’ he says, ‘some of your poor brain must have fallen from your head when you fell down to us.’

      For one hour I work hard by his side and soon I have collected half a dozen buckets of limestones, big and small, which Domenico directs me to add to a huge pile in the corner of the olive grove.

      For our midday meal, Anto has prepared a tasty fish soup he calls ciambotto. To various shellfish he’s added potatoes, aubergines and tomatoes. Domenico slurps at the shells, sucking out the contents and Anto smiles at his enjoyment, topping up his tumbler of strong red wine several times, which the old man knocks back, belching loudly when he has finished. He is like a child, uninhibited, seemingly without a care in the world.

      I help Anto clear away the dirty plates and then as soon as Domenico has settled himself down for his siesta, the boy wipes his hands on a cloth and gestures to follow him outside.

      ‘We must be quick,’ he says as I follow him under the olive trees to the little trullo where Domenico stores his tools. ‘He doesn’t usually sleep for more than one hour. But I made sure to give him extra wine today.’

      ‘I noticed.’

      At the back of the trullo, he pushes crates and a wooden barrel to one side and points to the earthen floor, the colour of the soil darker than elsewhere.

      ‘We should dig here,’ he says, taking the long-handled, sharp-edged pala from where it leans against the wall.

      I take it from him and begin to dig, my heart hammering not so much from the effort, more because I am anxious – and at the same time, curious as to what we shall find. The earth is soft, recently worked. At about twenty-five centimetres down, my spade reveals a metal ring.

      ‘Eccola!’ Anto says. ‘I knew it. Here it is!’

      We work together and he uses a small bucket to scoop out soil until we can pull up a wooden box, about 65 by 35 centimetres, two hands deep. There is a circular metal ring at the top to pull it open.

      ‘It’s the box Nonno packed to take to America but at the last minute he refused to board the ship,’ he tells me. ‘He was so in love with Nonna that he ran away instead and they married very young. They lied about their age to the priest. Nonno stores all his treasures in here.’

      He opens the lid and pulls out metres of creamy-white silk.

      ‘Your angel wings,’ he says.

      Domenico’s wings are a parachute. He described me as falling from the sky like an angel. So, if this parachute truly belonged to me, then I must have jumped from an aircraft. I take the material from Anto, marvelling at the silk running through my fingers, willing my mind to recall if Nonno’s angel was really me. Before I have a chance to examine the rest of the contents of the box, the old man rushes through the open door into the trullo.

      ‘Vigliacchi! Miserable cowards – what are you doing with my things?’ he hollers, picking up the spade from where it leans against the wall. He raises it above his head, his face contorted with rage and Anto screams at the top of his voice.

      ‘Nonno, stop! You’ll kill him.’

      The old man is strong but he is old and I wrench the tool from his hands and fling it outside while he continues his rant.

      ‘I knew you were up to no good. Plying me with extra wine. You have no right to meddle with my things—’ He steps towards me and I raise both my hands in surrender, attempting to placate him.

      ‘You are right, Nonno,’ I say in as calm a voice as I can muster and I hand the parachute back. It has unravelled and he pulls it to himself, trying to fold the slippery material, which keeps unfurling and tangling round his bandy legs. I move to help him but he pushes me away. ‘I should have burned your wings, Roberto,’ he says. ‘You have to stay here with us.’ He begins to sob. ‘Too many of our loved ones have disappeared. Stay here, stay here.’

      He lets me pull him into my arms. His head reaches my chest and I let him cry, his bony shoulders heaving.

      ‘Nonno. Let me brew you a good strong cup of chicory coffee,’ Anto says. ‘We’ll put some fennel liqueur in too. Vieni, Nonno. Come,’ he says, bending to speak to his grandfather where he clings to me. ‘Pack the wings away. We promise we won’t go near them again. We promise, don’t we, Roberto?’

      After the old man has stuffed the parachute into his wooden case, muttering all the while, we walk slowly back to the larger trullo, the old man between us. He drinks his coffee and then he falls fast asleep, no doubt exhausted from his emotional outburst. We leave him to rest and we step quietly outside.

      The sun is hot and we sit beneath a fig tree, its branches trailing almost to the ground, creating a canopy of shade.

      ‘I’m sorry, signore,’ Anto says. ‘He’s getting worse. If you’d met him even six months ago, you wouldn’t recognise him as he is now. I guess he’s worn out with sadness. I hoped once we returned to Mattinata, he would be more at peace with the world.’

      It is the first time he has spoken to me of his past. Maybe it is because he is more at ease with me now. As each day passes, I witness his many acts of kindness with his sick grandfather. And with me, he is patient too. He is a caring and sensitive lad, wary of pushing me to deal with my own past. A past I cannot recall. A past that teases me.

      ‘Where did you come from?’ I blurt out, breaking the silence that has fallen between us.

      He sighs. ‘I was born here but when I was very young, we moved to the city of Foggia with my parents, my brother Roberto as well as Nonno and Nonna. We all lived together in a new house near the station. My father had a job at one of the big new factories where they make paper from straw. He did well and became a foreman. Not bad for a man who had always worked as a fisherman. Every August without fail, when the factory closed, we came here for a month. I looked forward to that time so much. Life here is simpler but my parents wanted Roberto to have a good education in Foggia and here there is only a primary school. Everything was fine until the outbreak of this war…’

      He breaks off and I wait for him to continue, pleased that he can trust me with his story. He is struggling with tears and clenches his hands, his knuckles white as he bites his lips and tries to compose himself.

      ‘Nonna died first. She’d been ill for a long time. Then, Roberto enlisted. We received a telegraph to tell us he had died in Africa. After that my parents were killed in a traffic accident. A Jeep, driven by a crazy soldier. He knocked them down as they crossed the road by the cathedral.’

      He unclenches his fists and looks into the distance. ‘So, then there was only Nonno and myself. Foggia was in ruins; there wasn’t much left for the planes to flatten and we came here. Nonno had always wanted to return to the place where he was born. Until we left for Foggia, he’d fished every day of his life. I don’t know how many times he’s told me that in these last months. Since we’ve been back here, he’s calmer. It’s the best place for him.’

      ‘I am sorry, Anto. You have been through too much.’

      He shrugs and runs his hands through his spiky hair. ‘There are many people worse off.’ He stands and hitches up his baggy trousers, pulling the string tighter in the loops that keeps them from falling below his skinny ankles. ‘Nonno is all I have left. I have to look after him, signore. There’s nobody else.’

      ‘Let me help you. After all you have done for me, it is only right. And I understand better now why it is best that you continue to call me Roberto,’ I say. ‘For the sake of Domenico, I will continue to be your brother. I think you are right not to upset him with the fear I might disappear.’

      ‘You’re very kind. But, your own memory…’ he says. ‘You’re very young. Not like Nonno, whose memory will soon disappear completely. I’ve seen it with so many old people. If your memory comes back, then you won’t want to stay here. There’ll be a family waiting for you somewhere, I’m sure.’

      ‘Let’s take it day by day. I’ll stay as long as I can.’

      As soon as I utter those words, I know it will not be hard for me to remain here. I’m admitting to myself that these two souls are the only ones who know me right now. The person I have become. I should hate to leave. It would be like jumping into a fire and I am not ready yet.

      ‘I must admit it would help if you kept an eye on him. I can’t be with him all the time and he does tend to wander off.’

      ‘Of course. It’s the least I can do to pay my way. But I will recompense you as soon as I can.’

      He waves his hands to stop me and then hesitates before asking me if I would mind sleeping at night in Nonno’s trullo store instead of sharing with them. ‘There’s not enough room for three in here,’ he says. ‘We can find you bedding to use and I’ll explain that you’ve longed to sleep on your own after years of being with soldiers.’

      ‘That could work,’ I say. ‘Of course I don’t mind.’ I want to add that the old man’s snores often keep me awake and it will be a relief to have a sleep-filled night, but it sounds ungrateful and so I don’t mention it.

      Anto helps me clear a space to sleep in the small trullo store and I carry Nonno’s treasure box to put beside his bed in the larger building. My fingers burn to rummage through the rest of the contents stored under the parachute, desperate to see if I can learn more about myself. There might be more clues. But I decide to wait. There will be a better opportunity, I am certain.

      That evening, Nonno is subdued. He sits on his box, staring into the fire, watching Anto preparing a meal of fish and polenta. Anto sings as he works, his voice high and clear, not yet broken, like the voice of a chorister. He urges his grandfather to join in. ‘Dai. Go on, sing with me, Nonno. Roberto loves it when you sing the old tunes, don’t you, Roberto?’ he says, winking at me.

      But Nonno remains silent and before darkness falls, I bid them both goodnight and make my way to the little trullo. Before turning in on my makeshift bed of straw, I smoke the pipe that Nonno has unearthed for me. It will have to do for the moment but it would be good to get hold of cigarettes. Leaning against the stony wall, I jot down the day’s events in my notebook. Inside the trullo, I lie down and pull a worn blanket over my shoulders. Outside, the sound of the sea sucking at the shore helps me drift to sleep.

      That night, I have a series of dreams, as clear as pictures in a comic book.
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      SUNDAY, APRIL 8, 1945.

      A girl with blonde hair and scarlet lips hums as we dance to the latest Glenn Miller tune. We kiss and I inhale her perfume, the faces of my friends around me dancing in a blur of colour as we all jive and jitterbug to the band.

      I walk her home and as we slip and slide over compacted snow, she hangs on, pulling me behind the bins as we say our long goodnight. The snow is cold through my thin soles but she’s warm under her dress and she lets me do more than I’ve done before. Her name escapes me but my dream is full of her mouth and soft curves. In the mess of moonlight her face is blue, her lips a gash of red and I am cold as ice as she floats away.

      I am in a tightly enclosed space, perishing cold, icicles forming on my nose as I am shaken around, my head scrunched against a low roof, my feet glued to the floor in heavy, fur-lined boots, and outside this confined space the world is full of lights which scratch a black sky. Vomit is in my mouth and I swallow it down as I am turned, turned, turned and plummeted earthwards, screaming for my mother as I fall…

      

      I feel a hand, gentle against my forehead and I struggle to open my eyes. My body is drenched in sweat and I shiver, my teeth chattering.

      ‘You had a nightmare,’ Anto tells me. ‘And your fever has returned. I think you have a touch of malaria,’ he says as he dips a cloth into a basin of cold water and squeezes out excess liquid before dabbing my face. ‘We heard you shouting.’

      I am shaking. My dream was very real and it takes me a few seconds to register where I am: in Nonno’s little trullo, onions hanging from the stone wall next to my straw bed. Daylight pours in through the door and I steady my breathing.

      ‘You were shouting in a language that wasn’t Italian,’ Anto tells me.

      ‘Pass me my notebook,’ I ask and when he hands it to me, I write down what I dreamt, racking my fevered brain for a name, my hands shaking. I have to pin my past, bring it back to life with my stub of pencil. My instincts tell me that these dreams are more than hallucinations caused by fever: they are a part of me. I try to recall as much as I can before the memory of them slips away with the day, and I scribble words frantically, without punctuation.

      ‘What are you writing, Roberto?’

      ‘I’m trying to make sense. There was music, dancing, somewhere very, very cold in my nightmare.’ I read out the words I’ve written and hold them up for Anto to see.

      He shakes his head. ‘I can’t read that.’

      ‘Dancing, Glenn Miller, freezing, snow,’ I read out.

      ‘Those aren’t Italian words,’ he says.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘What languages do you speak – besides your Italian?’

      ‘Inglese,’ I tell him. And when I follow that with, ‘English’, the word slips easily from my tongue, for the first time since I’ve been here.

      ‘So, Roberto’s wings – the parachute – you came from an English plane, or maybe American. They speak the same language, I think,’ Anto summarises. ‘You are either inglese or americano but you speak good Italian.’

      ‘I think you are probably right.’

      It’s a relief to know this one, key thing about myself. It feels right too. I am English.

      ‘There are many inglesi, americani and canadesi planes in the valleys round Foggia. When you feel stronger, you could visit one of those bases. Somebody might know who you are. But it isn’t safe at the moment.’

      He repeats what Nonno has pleaded. ‘Stay here with us. Stay until you are stronger.’

      I have little energy to protest. ‘One day I will repay you for your kindness,’ I say. I am really shivering now despite the sunlight creeping through the door. I cannot stop my shakes and my teeth bang against each other.

      ‘You need medicine,’ he says. ‘Mamma used to make us eat grapefruit and lemons each morning to keep malaria at bay. She added cinnamon, which I don’t have. But I can find the fruit for you as well as different herbs.’

      He stands up. ‘Stay there, Roberto. Rest. Nonno will bring you another blanket. I’ll be back soon.’

      He returns with a concoction of green liquid. ‘Assenzio,’ he says, ‘wormwood,’ as I pull a face at the bitter tea. ‘Drink it all up and then try to sleep.’

      

      Sometime later, he returns and tells me to sit up. He helps me drink a sour citric mixture of grapefruit and lemon.

      ‘I can find more of this fruit after dark,’ he says. ‘My neighbour won’t miss a lemon or two from his land. Now is not the time to go into town to buy more from the market.’

      I am too weak to argue, powerless and feeble. When I have finished drinking, I lie down again and sleep the sleep of the dead.

      I am floating by the light of the moon. I have pushed up through layers of clouds and below me I see what resemble flies crawling over a large white tablecloth. My eyes are sore and watering. I am freezing, my hands have no feeling and I long to rest, to crawl beneath warm covers and sink into blessed sleep. But there is no respite from the white glare. Suddenly one of the flies in the distance approaches, its body huge, silver and menacing. Flashes of fire burst around me. There is nowhere to hide. I am rescued by an enveloping cloud and I pillow myself into softness and find precious moments of peace.

      WEDNESDAY, APRIL 18, 1945.

      Anto tells me I slept on and off for several days until my fever broke. Nonno comes to help me wash, sponging my body down, talking to me all the while as if I am his little Roberto. I am still weak and it takes another ten days until I start to feel stronger. Each day, I mark off the date in the tatty notebook and every day I have to drink disgusting concoctions that Anto prepares for me and he insists that as soon as possible, he will get hold of proper medicine. ‘There is no quinine to be had at the moment, but I can find you Atabrine.’

      ‘I have no money to pay for it,’ I say.

      ‘Please do not worry, Roberto. You will pay us back when you can.’

      In my weakened state, the generosity of these people brings me to tears and I marvel at the gentle kindness of this boy, who seems older than his years.

      THURSDAY, MAY 3, 1945.

      I lose track of time. There is no radio, no newspaper to tell me what day it is as they pass by. If it were not for the jottings in my notebook, I would have no idea of the date. I begin to wonder if this is even correct. This place is isolated. Since arriving here, I have not seen another person besides Anto and his grandfather. We are far from any road, our trulli hidden amongst hectares of olive trees that stretch far and wide to the sea. Today I wake early to the call of the cockerel. For the first time in many days, the dizziness has gone and when I stand up and stretch my stiff body, I feel almost normal. I emerge from Nonno’s trullo to a new morning. There is a slight wisp of mist caught in the trees. The sun is a hazy ball in the sky. There is nobody about in the yard and no smoke curling from the larger trullo, but the chickens have been let out and they cluck and scavenge beneath the trees.

      I call out to Anto and Domenico but there is no reply. A tumbler of fresh goat’s milk and a corner of bread sit on the table inside the main trullo. I am hungry and wolf it down. Feeling strong, I take the axe and manage to chop half a dozen logs. The day is already warm and I am soon dripping with sweat. The idea of plunging into the ocean tempts me and I make my way down the footpath I last trod with the old man. The sea in the distance is turquoise-blue broken by white frothy breakers and I cannot wait to dive in to cleanse myself.

      I am the only person on the beach and I strip off and dive, the water warm as a bath. Turning onto my back, I float for a while in the salty water, my legs and arms spreadeagled as I watch two gulls soar above, feathers on their bellies reflecting the aquamarine sea. Then, turning on my stomach, I change pace and slice the water with my arms as I crawl past Nonno’s fishing platform and out towards a rocky outcrop on the far left of the cove.

      As I draw near, I spy a grotto, impossible to see from the shore. A figure stands on a flat rock at the entrance, poised above the lacy breakers and I tread water as I watch a woman execute a perfect dive, slicing the surface with hardly a splash. She is naked, her hair short like a boy’s but she is definitely female, with her pert breasts and the gentle curve of her hips. To my utter surprise, I realise she is unmistakably the boy who calls himself Anto. I sink beneath the surface immediately and swim back towards shore underwater until I can hold my breath no longer, hoping desperately she has not realised I have watched her like a voyeur.

      My limbs are wet and I am fatigued after days of fever and it takes me longer than I want as I struggle to pull my shirt and trousers on my wet body. As I struggle back up the path, my mind is full with a single question: why does Anto disguise herself as a young man?
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      Her father’s painting was in the shadows where it always hung in its corner: the image of an old Italian farmhouse mysterious, melancholy, echoing her own unsettled feelings. It was not the best place to display it and Susannah Ferguson removed it to carry it round the living room until she was happy with a new position. Light poured onto the opposite wall through a large window that gave out onto the courtyard of her terrace house. It was crying out for the painting and she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before.

      As she’d unhooked it, something fluttered to the carpet. The old postcard her father had talked about – a black-and-white photo of the Italian farmhouse he’d painted.

      Once in its new place, she stepped back to gaze at the work in oils created by her father at evening class. He’d had very few possessions and she was delighted he had left it to her. He’d told her he had no idea where in Italy the old house was and had simply used the postcard for inspiration. His mother, her grandma Elsie, had apparently given it to him when he was a boy. ‘One day, I’ll track the place down,’ he’d told Susannah.

      She’d laughed. ‘Good luck with that, Daddy. You’ll be going round in circles with that quest.’

      ‘I’ll enjoy that. Round and round in Italy. Not a bad project for the future.’

      He’d begun to cough and she’d waited at his side until he’d stopped, trying not to notice how thin and old he’d become as she straightened the bedclothes, filling his glass on the bedside table with fresh water. Her daddy, once so strong, who’d carried her on his shoulders when they’d walked along the stony Hastings beaches when she was tired and grizzly, was a shell of his strong self. But he was still her daddy with his glimpses of humour and his cheeky grin that always cheered her up.

      She missed him so much. Her gaze moved to the ugly plastic urn on the mantelpiece containing his ashes. ‘Scatter me where you think best,’ he’d told her when she’d reluctantly listened to him planning his funeral arrangements. ‘Best to sort it now,’ he’d said when she’d protested. ‘I don’t want to leave a mess.’

      Typical Daddy. Thoughtful to the last.

      Next to the chimney breast, the dolls’ house he’d made took up far too much space. It would be more sensible to build bookshelves there really, she thought. Maybe she should be ruthless and declutter by selling it in her shop. It was nothing fancy and probably wouldn’t fetch much, made by Daddy from an old packing case and rather heavy. But it held a special place in her heart. The roof was painted bright red, and all the chunky furniture had been carved by her father. As a child, she’d spent hours inventing stories about the family that lived in the house but she doubted whether she would ever have children herself to pass it on to. At thirty-eight, her biological clock was ticking away and there was no man on the horizon. And there was no way she would bring a child into the world unless she was truly, madly, deeply in love with the father. Maybe she watched too many romantic films, but that was her dream.

      Although her dad had always loved her so much, her own childhood hadn’t been the best. She didn’t want the same for a baby of her own. How often had she heard Grandma Elsie nag her father – her shrill voice going on and on like a needle stuck in an old LP. ‘You ruin that child, Frank.’

      Susannah swore she’d ask for those words to be chiselled on her grandmother’s tombstone once she passed away. At ninety-seven, Elsie was now living in Mountview Care Home and Susannah pitied her long-suffering care assistants. Susannah knew what a difficult woman she was to her cost, having looked after her for three long years before a care home had recently become inevitable. Her dormer bungalow was empty now but soon she and her sister, Sybil, would have to clear it of a lifetime of possessions. ‘Only things,’ Sybil, had muttered when they’d made a preliminary recce of what should go to the house clearance company. ‘And grotty things at that.’ Although there was little love lost between Susannah and her grandmother, she couldn’t help thinking it was sad to have to clear her bits and bobs while she was still alive and that she would never live in her own home again. But the care fees were steep and needs must.

      Elsie had always been on the warpath, always needing something or someone to pick on. They’d come to live with Grandma Elsie and Grandpa Cedric when Susannah’s mother had died giving birth to her.

      ‘You were such a big baby, and you took so long to arrive,’ Grandma Elsie told her repeatedly, so that Susannah came to believe that it was her fault Mummy had died. It didn’t help when her older sister started to pick up signals from Elsie. ‘If it hadn’t been for you, Susannah, Mummy would still be here,’ Sybil had said, on more than one occasion.

      Daddy had always stood up for her. And that was another cause of resentment.

      ‘Daddy’s girl. You’re Daddy’s girl,’ Sybil would taunt, if Susannah fell over and ran to him rather than Grandma Elsie, who would only tell her it was a little scratch and not to be a crybaby.

      Her daddy picked up Gran’s favouritism for Sybil and let Susannah help him in his garden shed. It was his bolthole where he worked on old pieces of furniture bought at jumble sales and country auctions, slowly bringing them back to life. She remembered one particular cream-painted dresser: it had taken him months to strip, carefully scraping away layers of paint with a little knife while he listened to Radio 4 on his transistor. When every flake of paint was gone, he’d rubbed beeswax into the wood to bring out the grain.

      ‘Never use that new-fangled spray polish, Susi. It does the furniture no good. Full of silicone that doesn’t allow the wood to breathe.’ Only once had he talked about Grandma’s cruel comments. ‘Don’t mind too much what she says, Susi darling. She can be spiteful, I know, but I love you. Never forget that.’

      He’d put his rough fingers under her chin and kissed the top of her head. Susannah knew he loved her without him having to spell it out. She sat with him in his shed, on a stack of old encyclopaedias as she watched him at work or pored over the stories in the volumes. The hut was cosy, warmed by an old cylindrical paraffin lamp that cast patterns of diamond lights on the walls. Daddy wore his tweed jacket with its leather elbow patches and smelled of pipe tobacco and bonfires. Sometimes he gave her simple jobs. She applied polish to silverware and buffed up Edwardian teapots so that she could see her face in them – distorted, like in the mirrors at the funfair that came every year to park on the prom. Daddy could never go anywhere without rescuing an old piece of furniture other people had given up on. He’d returned from a walk on the clifftops on West Hill once, carrying a Victorian balloon-back chair with slight woodworm dumped under a hedge. Over the years, he’d rescued several items from skips, destined for the municipal dump.

      ‘Woodworm is no big problem. It’s treatable. A good polish and a new cover and I’ll find a home for this old chair,’ he said, stroking the wood with his calloused fingers, as if it were a living thing.

      She’d inherited his bug: a love of old things. She’d owned Cobwebs, her bric-a-brac shop along the High Street in Hastings Old Town, since she’d turned thirty, after giving up a stressful investment banking job in the city. It was her own sanctuary, as the shed had been for Frank: a place to be herself after years of reluctantly commuting up and down to London, caught on a treadmill which had eventually led to a mini breakdown.

      Frank had passed away almost six months ago and his loss had left Susannah bruised. They’d spent so much time together in his last years. They’d pooled resources and shared a house along Oxford Terrace. He’d helped her man the shop when she was busy on a house clearance, or when she had to travel to source paint and upholstering materials, and he was always keen to attend auctions with her. They’d sit near the front, their box of sandwiches and sausage rolls between them, and he was usually right when it came to guessing what would go for a song and what was a clever reproduction. ‘The feet aren’t right,’ he’d say, running his fingers down the legs of a Victorian dressing table. ‘Somebody’s patched this up. Badly.’

      He wasn’t keen on the painted, shabby chic look, but as she pointed out, fashions and tastes changed. ‘Nobody wants huge pieces of brown furniture anymore, Daddy. It’s gloomy and houses are smaller.’

      ‘Such a shame to cover up the grain of the wood, pet.’

      This, when she’d painted a 1920s bookcase with chalk paint, distressing it afterwards with streaks of gold paint.

      ‘This would have been thrown away otherwise, Daddy, or sold for nothing and shipped to America. I can sell it now. You watch, it will go in no time.’

      On the following morning in Cobwebs, memories of him kept her company. She switched on the kettle in the galley kitchen for elevenses and automatically pulled down two mugs from their hooks, before shaking her head and reminding herself for the thousandth time that Daddy was not here. She couldn’t bring herself to throw away his mug, the glaze on the willow pattern chipped and faded, and as she hung it back on its hook, it swayed back and forth as if waving at her. It had been a quiet morning so far, summer rain lashing against the windows, keeping customers away, and she switched on the radio for company. Strong filtered coffee at her side, she settled down to write more price labels in her neat italic script. Life is a dance, she wrote, adding the price to attach to a black sequined pre-war dress found in a battered leather suitcase under a bed in a recent house sale. She hung the dress on a mannequin in the display window, next to an ornate three-piece table-top mirror, its price label bearing the words: Here’s looking at you, kid.

      Her customers told her they liked these touches and she enjoyed coming across lines and scribbling them in her notebook for future items. A tapestry clutch bag attached to one hand and a fan with a carved bone handle to the other completed the mannequin’s costume and she stood back to see what was missing from the display.

      The bell pinged as the door to the shop opened.

      ‘Morning! Only me. It’s awful out there. Have you got the kettle on?’

      Susannah’s face broke into a smile and she went to hug her friend. ‘Hi, Maureen. Lovely to see you. Coffee or tea? The water’s still hot.’

      ‘Any Earl Grey left?’

      ‘Think so.’

      She left her friend, hands on hips surveying the window display, while she prepared tea. When she returned, Maureen had added a few finishing touches and arranged a pile of sheet music next to a wind-up gramophone player that had been languishing for weeks on top of a wardrobe.

      ‘Got a decanter and glasses?’ Maureen asked. ‘We can turn this window into more of a story. Make it look like a romantic rendezvous.’

      ‘You’re a genius. How come I didn’t think of that myself?’

      ‘Must be the artist in me.’

      By day Maureen taught at the high school. Frank had attended Maureen’s weekly evening adult art classes, where he had worked on the painting of the old farmhouse, and had introduced her to Susannah. ‘You’ll like her, Susi,’ her father had said. ‘She’s full of life. If I were ten years younger…’

      Maureen had managed to winkle out a talent that Frank never knew he possessed. Susannah had even sold some of his watercolours of the Downs and Romney Marsh. There were still a couple hanging amidst the Wedgwood plates and antique mirrors on the shop walls and Susannah was tempted to keep them herself, but her little house was already too cluttered with items she had fallen in love with.

      ‘How’s business?’ Maureen asked from where she perched on a green velvet chaise longue that was draped with an antique Chinese wedding shawl.

      ‘Very quiet. This wet July doesn’t help. There are very few holidaymakers about and everyone’s being careful with their money after last year. The sort of things I sell aren’t exactly life’s basics.’

      ‘I disagree – what you sell cheers people up. And we all need that now.’

      ‘To tell the truth, Maureen, it’s not only July that’s been as dead as a dodo. The shop is losing money and I’ve had to take out a loan to tide me over.’ A tear trickled down Susannah’s cheek as she spoke and she wiped it away angrily.

      Maureen produced a tissue from her handbag and came to sit beside Susannah. ‘You’re missing your daddy, aren’t you? Come here, sweetheart.’ She opened her arms and Susannah sank into her hug.

      ‘I’m being ridiculous,’ she said, her voice muffled by Maureen’s Fair Isle sweater. ‘I should be over it by now, but, yes,’ – she pulled away, dabbing at her eyes and blowing into the tissue that Maureen had handed her – ‘yes… I really, really miss him.’

      ‘There’s nothing ridiculous about having loved somebody special and losing them.’

      ‘But it’s been six months now. It’s weird, but at the time I didn’t cry. But now it’s as if I can’t bottle up my sadness anymore. I’m thinking about Daddy all the time – everywhere there are reminders of him: here in the shop, at home… I almost made him a cup of tea today, for goodness’ sake… we’d have shared a problem over a cuppa and he’d come up with solutions. I wish he were here, Maureen. He’d know exactly what to do about the shop…’ Another tear slid down her cheek. ‘I mean, I miss him for him – not because of offering help about the poor sales…’

      ‘I know exactly what you mean, dear girlie. I miss him too, you know, and I haven’t got all the reminders around me.’ Maureen handed Susannah another tissue. ‘Maybe you need a break. Stress catches up in the end. You look exhausted and you’ve lost weight. Why don’t you let me look after Cobwebs while you get away and spoil yourself? When was the last time you had a holiday?’

      ‘Three or four years ago. Maybe more. I honestly can’t remember.’

      ‘You definitely need a break. What you did for your father, the way you looked after him, on top of years of caring for your impossible grandmother. You’re exhausted.’

      ‘I looked after Daddy because I loved him.
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