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      Stella’s napkin fluttered to the floor. She twisted around as far as her new dress would allow but a smiling waiter had got there first. He spread the fine linen back across her lap.

      ‘Thank you.’ She took a spoonful of her sorbet, the deep raspberry red dangerously dark against the pristine white cloth.

      ‘Palate cleansing,’ Joe said, his voice filled with a forced bonhomie. Perhaps he was regretting booking them both in for the nine-course tasting menu. Though as a self-professed gourmet he had treated her to several similarly extravagant dinners.

      It wasn’t the quantity of food that shocked Stella – each dish a mere tiny island marooned in a puddle of jus or stacked in a quivering tower that threatened to collapse at the first touch of a fork – it was the odd juxtaposition of ingredients that surely shouldn’t be combined together. Maybe it was old-fashioned to prefer the simple fresh ingredients and bold flavours of the Ligurian dishes she’d learnt to cook at her mother’s knee. She felt old-fashioned, old in fact, in here. The black lace-trimmed dress she’d thought so sophisticated and suited to her olive skin and short dark brown hair looked positively funereal against the hummingbird wallpaper and turquoise upholstery.

      The two waiters hovering near the fashionable open kitchen kept looking over at her, adding to the feeling she was acting in a play. Act three: the last supper.

      ‘Perhaps we should have booked one of those booths tucked in the corner,’ Joe said.

      ‘I’m happy here.’ She smiled; it wasn’t his fault their table was stuck slap bang in the middle of the room. It didn’t matter anyway. She wasn’t likely to see him again. Eighteen months of dating apps had taught her the signs. Tonight, something had shifted between them. Perhaps their three-month relationship had been too good to last. She’d never really imagined she’d find a life partner at the age of fifty-nine and was amazed she’d met Joe online, a man who ticked all the boxes: handsome, well mannered, own teeth and more importantly considerate and kind.

      The sound of violins, something she recognised from a perfume advertisement, drifted towards her. The music was a pleasant distraction from Joe, who was now shifting awkwardly in his chair. Heads were turning towards the entrance; the other diners had lowered their voices. Joe looked to be on the verge of saying something: kindly expressed wishes for the future, a well-intentioned, never-to-be-kept promise to remain friends. The seven courses she’d sampled – she couldn’t help counting down – swirled in her stomach. The modern habit of vanishing without trace – ghosting, didn’t they call it? – suddenly seemed preferable to this very public goodbye.

      Perhaps she should jump in first and call it a day before Joe said, ‘It’s not you, it’s me.’ But the four musicians dressed in black tie were heading straight across the travertine floor towards Stella and Joe’s table, grins wide as clowns’. One stood at each corner, bows flying. Oh dear. She wished it was a single squawky accordion player who could be swiftly dispatched by the purchase of a single red rose.

      The musicians withdrew to a smattering of applause. Strangely they headed back the way they’d come in, instead of making their way from table to table. Stella was about to comment on this when a waiter appeared holding two sundaes, one with a sparkler aflame. Course eight. No doubt cheese would follow.

      ‘Madame.’ The waiter set the boat-shaped dish in front of her. The squidgy pink dessert was decorated with swirly chocolate piping. It looked like writing. Merry something? She hadn’t been able to fit her reading glasses in her ludicrously small evening bag. She felt Joe’s eyes on her.

      ‘Stella?’ How strange his voice was. Beads of sweat bubbled on his forehead despite the near-glacial air conditioning.

      ‘Joe, are you okay?’

      For a moment she thought he was going to stand up but he sank to the floor. Stella gasped, alarmed. The restaurant chatter ceased abruptly.

      Then she realised one of Joe’s flannel-clad knees was resting on the hard shiny tiles. He rummaged in his jacket pocket, producing a small square box. He held it out to her.

      ‘Stella, will you do me a great honour? Will you be my wife?’

      He flicked open the box. A square-cut diamond ring flashed in the velvet cushioning.

      Stella gasped. Applause rippled across the dining room.

      ‘You do like it, don’t you?’

      ‘Yes, yes, it’s beautiful, perfect.’ It was rather large, but what sort of person complained that a diamond was too big?

      He wiped his brow. ‘Thank goodness. I’m glad I can stand up now, my knee’s killing me.’

      He sat back down, took her hand and slipped the ring onto her finger.

      She turned her hand this way and that. It really was a huge stone.

      ‘It fits perfectly! I can’t believe you’ve proposed! I thought… oh, never mind. I’m just bowled over.’

      ‘I wanted to make it special, different from the last time.’

      ‘Yes.’ She rather regretted sharing the story about Ricky’s proposal with Joe. She’d been just nineteen when Ricky had pulled into a motorway service station, screeched his motorbike to a halt, ordered them a couple of plates of egg and chips and slipped the ring pull of his can of cider onto her finger. ‘Fancy getting married?’ he’d said with a smirk. Stella had screamed out ‘Yes’ and ‘Yes’ again! And it felt as though she’d leapt onto the back of a galloping horse – out of control, but what an adrenaline rush!

      Joe was right. This proposal was different. She couldn’t expect to feel that heady excitement now. Not at her age. She was different too. She wanted different things from the girl who’d married Ricky. Joe was a grownup, someone who understood the seriousness of a lifetime’s commitment. This marriage was going to last.

      Joe seemed to be waiting for something.

      ‘It really is beautiful.’ She smiled, looking at the ring again.

      ‘You haven’t said “yes” yet,’ Joe said.

      ‘Of course,’ she said quickly. ‘Of course I’ll marry you.’
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      Amy secured three gold helium balloons to Grandpa Lance’s wheelchair: one, zero, two. Outside the sky was pale. The wind whistled, a branch of Mum’s wisteria knocked against the patio doors.

      ‘It’s a good job we’re not sitting outside, I might take off.’ He chortled. ‘Mind you, that would be some way to go – whee-hee, up, up in the air!’

      Dad laughed. Mum frowned. ‘You’re not going anywhere, Dad, not for a long time.’

      ‘Doctors only gave me six months, didn’t they? Thought I’d never reach a hundred never mind a hundred and two.’

      ‘You’ve only reached this age ’cos you’re a stubborn old so-and-so,’ Mum said.

      ‘That’s true enough.’ Grandpa chuckled. He twisted his neck towards the mantelpiece. ‘Such a lot of cards – marvellous! And that cake, what a treat! I’m looking forward to having a slice, if I may.’

      ‘And some tea?’ Amy asked. She made to get up but Mum was already halfway to the kitchen.

      ‘Stay here with me.’ Grandpa patted the arm of the sofa. He glanced towards Mum’s retreating backside and lowered his voice. ‘Shall we watch that video clip again before your mum comes back?’

      ‘I thought you’d say that.’ Amy picked up the phone Lance had treated himself to on his ninety-ninth birthday. ‘Come and have a look, Dad.’

      ‘Will you press the buttons for me, love? It’s a bit fiddly with the old arthritis.’

      Amy quickly found the footage. A close-up of her younger brother’s face, flushed and happy, flashed briefly across the camera before it cut away to show an expanse of ocean. The picture went fuzzy for a moment then back into focus. Jack was strapped into some sort of seat high up in the air, suspended beneath a red and yellow parachute. He stretched out his arm. The streamer he was unfurling flapped and twisted but there was no mistaking the message printed on it.

      
        
        Happy 102nd Grandpa Lance!

      

      

      Grandpa whistled. ‘Parasailing, isn’t that great! His best post yet. I don’t know why your mother wouldn’t take a look.’

      ‘She can’t stand watching Jack doing anything dangerous,’ Dad said. ‘And she’s still a bit cross with him for not being here. She doesn’t think it’s right he should miss your birthday, gallivanting off round the world.’

      ‘Nonsense! I told Jack I’d be furious if he arranged his gap-year trip around me. What my daughter doesn’t understand is that our Jack is giving me one last great adventure. I’d never make it back to Vietnam or India now. It’s a struggle to get down the road to the Raj Tandoori. But with Jack’s videos, I almost feel like I’m there myself.’ He tapped his phone screen. ‘Now, let’s put a pin in my map.’

      Amy walked over to the bureau. She fished a red drawing pin out from the little box next to the letter rack. Grandpa gestured at the cork noticeboard on the wall behind it with a shaky hand.

      ‘About here?’ She hovered the pin just above the board.

      ‘Hmm… Up a bit… right on the coast… perfect,’ Dad said.

      ‘We’ve got a lot of pins in that wallchart now, makes this lounge look like Churchill’s operations room.’ Grandpa chuckled.

      ‘Churchill indeed!’ Mum tutted, closing the door behind her with a push of her elbow and putting down the tea tray. ‘Who’s for some cake?’

      ‘You sit down, Mum.’ Amy busied herself with the china cups and saucers and proper napkins Grandpa insisted upon. Her mother picked up an envelope.

      ‘You’ve still got another birthday card here, Dad.’

      ‘Pass it over then, love, I’ll take a look whilst this tea cools down a tad.’

      He studied the creamy white envelope. ‘This is a right old scrawl, must be from an oldie like me. Postmark looks like Fife. I only ever knew one fella from there…’ Struggling to open it with his pale fingers, he reached for the cake knife and slid it under the flap. Amy smiled as her mum suppressed a tut.

      ‘Well, I never… Marty McGlenn, how on earth did he get hold of my address?’

      ‘You’ve never mentioned a Marty,’ Dad said.

      ‘He was in my regiment, a bumptious little pipsqueak. We weren’t friends, but when you’ve been through something like that together…’ Grandpa quickly turned his head towards the garden.

      ‘He fought in the war with you?’ Amy trod carefully. Other people’s elderly relatives seemed to thrive on trotting out their old wartime stories. But not Grandpa. He’d been captured in Libya and somehow made it back to England. Mum was sure he’d once muttered something about escaping from a prisoner-of-war camp but Lance never spoke about it.

      Grandpa nodded. ‘Marty was there in the desert. Saw him on TV at the Cenotaph this year, he didn’t look so good, surprised he’s still with us. There’re fewer and fewer of us every year. Soon no one will remember… Hard to understand for today’s young people, isn’t it?’ He patted Amy’s hand.

      ‘I can’t imagine it.’

      ‘That’s for the best, love. I was your brother’s age when I joined up; I’m glad he’s having a better time of it but he’ll be working hard once he starts that engineering degree.’

      ‘He knows what he wants, our Jack,’ Mum said. Amy winced.

      ‘And what about you, Amy?’

      Amy stared into her tea. Surely Grandpa wasn’t going to join the chorus of people nagging at her, expecting her to know what she wanted to do with the rest of her life? All her friends seemed so sure of themselves but after three years of university, Amy was none the wiser. And she suspected a degree in History of Art wasn’t going to help widen her options.

      ‘With your grades you could apply for an MA,’ Mum said, as if she hadn’t raised the subject many times before.

      ‘I wasn’t thinking about Amy’s career, I was thinking about this summer,’ Grandpa said. ‘No plans to go gadding off abroad, love?’

      ‘I thought we could throw some pots, like we did before.’

      ‘I’m getting a bit old for that. My hands shake when I’m trying to shape the clay,’ Lance said. ‘But if you want to work in my old shed, I’d like to come and help.’

      ‘Sit and chat, you mean.’ Mum grinned.

      ‘Amy won’t have too much time to play about with pottery, she needs to start looking for a proper job,’ Dad said, cutting himself a second slice of cake.

      ‘I’ll have to sign up at the temp agency, I suppose.’

      ‘Not for the summer you won’t,’ Lance said. ‘I’d like to employ you myself.’

      Amy spluttered on a mouthful of tea. ‘Doing what?’

      ‘Typing – you can do that, can’t you? You’re tapping on that phone of yours often enough.’

      ‘Touché, Grandpa. What do you want me to type up?’

      ‘My memoirs. I’ve made up a couple of small memory boxes. One for you, Amy, and one for Jack, mementoes to leave you when I’m gone. But recently I got to thinking, I’d rather like you to have them whilst I’m still alive. And I need you to understand the stories behind them. Otherwise, well, they’re just clutter, and we’ve all got enough of that.’

      ‘You can put secretarial work on your CV, no need to tell anyone you worked for your grandpa.’ Mum winked.

      ‘When can we start?’

      ‘Tomorrow afternoon any good? When a man gets to my age he can’t afford to waste time.’

      Making pots in Grandpa’s shed and typing up his memoirs. It was going to be a good summer. Jack could travel the world. Amy wasn’t going anywhere.
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      The football slammed against the wall of the Chiesa di Sant’ Agata, ricocheting back into the village square. Fernanda shook her broom angrily.

      ‘Sinners! Kicking a ball at a church, you’ll go straight to hell!’

      The three young boys ran off laughing, one tossing the ball as high as he could. He jumped up to catch it, his T-shirt riding up, exposing his bare midriff. Fernanda knew the boys wouldn’t dare come back until she’d gone. Although they’d smirked and giggled, she knew she scared them. Yes, she with her tiny frame who could barely reach to polish the eagle on Sant’ Agata’s lectern. She who was so frail her eighty-seven-year-old body creaked and groaned as she bent over her broom.

      She smoothed down her shock of white hair and focused once more on the doorstep. The entrance of the church couldn’t possibly get any cleaner but still she worked on, wielding the stiff bristles again and again. Back and forth, back and forth. Father forgive me, Father forgive us all. The tall apartment buildings, the restaurants opposite, the people enjoying their morning coffees all faded away. Nothing but Fernanda sweeping away her sins, praying for herself and her dear departed sister.

      ‘Fernanda!’ Father Filippo’s voice jolted her back to reality. He peered at her through round metal-rimmed glasses, smiling kindly.

      ‘Buongiorno, Father.’ He was a young man, this new priest, full of fashionable ideas, peppering his sermons with modern soundbites. Words like integration and diversity. She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him mention the fires of hell without looking embarrassed. But she wasn’t going to knock him, whatever brought people closer to God and turned them away from their wicked ways was a good thing.

      ‘Brava, Fernanda! The step is spotless, grazie! But now you have done enough, lay down your broom.’ He raised a hand to silence her protest. ‘Even the good Lord knew the importance of rest. Please, join me for a coffee. I have something I want to talk to you about.’

      ‘Of course.’ She knew he had a penchant for the village bar’s cavolini. Fernanda rarely allowed herself one of the fresh cream buns, but perhaps she would today. And it would be nice to sit at one of the bar’s shady tables knowing that thanks to her companion, she would receive only kindly looks.

      Father Filippo led the way, down the passageway beside the church. He had to slow his steps right down to match hers, giving him the effect of having geisha’s shoes under his black cassock. A table on the pavement outside the bar was free. He pulled out a chair, making sure Fernanda was comfortable before he sat down.

      ‘Nice to see you, Father,’ the woman who ran the bar greeted him. She often left Fernanda sitting there for ages before she bothered to wander out, but this time she appeared almost at once and returned with their coffees and cavolini in record time, flashing Fernanda a half-smile and a slightly shamefaced look. The woman was only in her thirties. Her family hadn’t even moved to the village until after the war, but Fernanda knew that she knew. Knew that she judged her.

      Father Filippo shifted in his seat. He steadied his tiny espresso cup with the forefinger of his left hand as he brought it to his lips.

      ‘How are the preparations for the return of the bones of the unknown soldier, Father?’ Fernanda spared him the small talk.

      ‘Not so unknown.’ The priest smiled. ‘The lab results are finally back.’

      ‘It is Pietro Parodi?’ Pietro had fled the village the day the German soldiers came searching for partisans and deserters. His mother and sister had always hoped he’d got away. Months and years had gone by with no letter, no contact. But the hope never went away.

      ‘Yes, it is Pietro, poor fellow.’ The priest closed his eyes for a moment, his hands clasped in silent prayer. Fernanda joined him, thinking of the young man she’d once known, reduced to bones, a bullet hole in the back of his skull. Pietro had got less than ten kilometres up the old mule tracks through the woods, his body unearthed on some farmland, buried in a shallow grave.

      ‘Will his sister come back here for the ceremony?’

      ‘Yes, she is the only one of the family left. And of course she will stay for the unveiling.’

      ‘Of the new memorial? My grandson has been working ever so hard.’

      ‘I called into Leo’s workshop a few days ago. God has given him a wonderful talent.’

      It was the argument that had sealed the village committee’s decision, that had quietened the voices that muttered that employing a relative of Fernanda’s wasn’t right.

      They talked of parish business for a while.

      Father Filippo’s hands twisted together; his Adam’s apple rose up and down above his white priest’s collar. She knew he was churning over how best to broach the subject of the celebrations. She’d put him out of his misery.

      ‘I will come to the memorial service to see Pietro receive a proper Christian burial and I will make my special focaccia bread for the festa. But I will sit at the back of the church and slip away before the unveiling and the dancing. I cannot cope with too many people. At my age I prefer to pay my respects and admire the memorial the next day without the noise and the bother.’

      The priest’s face gave a peculiar twitch as he tried not to show how relieved he was. He swallowed the last bite of his cavolino, wiping a blob of cream from his nose.

      She used the edge of the table to help lever herself up. ‘Thank you for the coffee, Father. Much appreciated. Buona giornata.’

      ‘Buona giornata, Fernanda.’

      She walked home slowly, greeting everyone she passed, even the ones who replied with nothing but a curt nod. There were fewer of them nowadays; those who’d lived through the war slowly dying away. Fernanda kept her head up, meeting everyone’s eyes whether they were friendly or not.
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      Joe had told Stella to come and go as she pleased but even though they’d now been engaged for three whole weeks and she was officially moving in at the end of the month, she still felt awkward just waltzing through his front door without loudly announcing her arrival.

      ‘Hi, I’m here!’ she called, dropping her bag on the hall table and walking into the kitchen. The aroma of frying onions made her stomach rumble despite the substantial prawn and avocado salad she and her best friend Carol had eaten just a few hours earlier.

      Joe turned away from the range cooker.

      ‘Hello, darling.’ He kissed her gently on the lips. ‘Wine? I’m cooking my signature spaghetti so I’ve opened some red. Here you are, you go and sit down and relax.’

      She kicked off her shoes and sat on the leather couch at the far end of the kitchen-diner, arranging the overstuffed cushions behind her. A wine merchant’s brochure lay on the coffee table. She’d left Joe to choose the drinks for the wedding.

      Everything else for the big day was beginning to come together. Thanks to Carol’s gentle bullying, Stella had already sorted out a venue, a menu and a photographer. She’d even found her wedding outfit thanks to her daughter, Lauren, taking an unheard of day off and dragging Stella around the local boutiques. Lauren hadn’t exactly been over the moon about what she considered to be her mother’s all-too-hasty engagement but when it came to practical matters she was laser-focused.

      The dress Stella had chosen was pale oyster, it seemed more appropriate at her age than traditional white and Lauren had promptly declared it ‘The One’ in a tone of voice that brooked no argument. Stella had worn a white dress to marry Ricky – a short satin number she’d plucked from a rack at the back of a second-hand shop. Ricky had worn his leathers. They’d had a quick registry office ceremony then all gone down to the local pub for sausages and mash. It hadn’t been the wedding she’d imagined, growing up. She’d dreamt of the church of Sant’ Agata, floor-length white lace, a bouquet of flowers gathered from the Ligurian hillside, her mother’s wedding veil. And Gino. She’d even imagined the suit he would wear. Her family and his would put aside their long-held hostility. The whole village would be there, even Fernanda.

      ‘Stella!’ Joe’s voice cut in. ‘Our food’s ready. I thought you were dropping off! Your eyes were closed.’

      ‘Oh, sorry!’ She scrambled to her feet and took a seat at the kitchen table. The pasta, as she’d suspected, was limp but Joe had tried and that was what counted. Once they were married, she’d gently take over the cooking. She’d make mesciua with chickpeas and grains, veal belly stuffed with vegetables and cheese and she’d chop great green bunches of basil to make bright fresh pesto the way she’d learnt back in the village. Back in the days when her mother’s kitchen was still a place of energetic endeavour, warmth, joy and love.

      She realised he was looking at her expectantly.

      ‘Delicious,’ she said.

      ‘I’m glad I decided to cook tonight. I hope this wedding planning isn’t tiring you out.’

      She bit back a yawn. ‘No, I’m glad of something to do.’

      ‘More fun than working in a supermarket.’

      Stella smiled weakly. She could hardly believe it when they’d called everyone in to announce the redundancies. They hadn’t even wanted her to work her notice, that was how little they valued her.

      ‘It’s a blessing in disguise, you know.’ He patted her hand. The weighty diamond ring glittered under the kitchen spotlights. It had looked a little out of place with her nylon uniform, but she’d enjoyed working on the till at Save Mart, a fact that mystified Joe, who’d been dropping heavy hints for weeks about cutting her hours.

      ‘I’ll look for another job,’ Stella said firmly. ‘Just as soon as I’ve finished this wedding admin. Every time I cross something off the list Carol or Lauren think of something else I need to do.’

      ‘Perhaps I should have whisked you off to Gretna Green.’

      ‘You could whisk me off anywhere.’ She took a welcome break from the spaghetti to squeeze his hand.

      ‘Funny you should say that…’

      ‘Why? Have you booked the honeymoon already?’ They’d talked about the Maldives, Portugal, even a safari.

      ‘I’ll tell you – show you – after we’ve finished.’ He mopped up the remains of his pasta sauce with a small piece of bread. Conscious her bowl was still half full, Stella chomped through the rest, glad she had a couple of Rennies in her handbag.

      He swivelled round and took an envelope from the drawer behind him. She recognised the logo of the high street travel agent at once.

      ‘Open it.’ He smiled.

      She scanned the printed itinerary. So, he had booked their honeymoon.

      ‘Two weeks in the south of France? How lovely.’

      ‘Look more closely.’

      ‘But that’s in less than a week!’ Her voice came out in a squeak. Had he changed the date of the wedding without even asking her? Carol would be furious; she’d booked the two of them in a for a whole raft of hard-to-get hair and beauty appointments.

      ‘This isn’t our honeymoon, you daft thing. It’s for your birthday. You didn’t really expect us to celebrate your sixtieth down the local Chinese like I said we would? Take a look at the hotel.’ He held out his phone.

      She expanded the screen: an exclusive-looking yellow villa with bottle-green shutters perched on a cliff; a terracotta tiled roof; vivid pink bougainvillea cascading down one wall; small tables lit by lanterns on a long terrace. An infinity pool. Absolutely dreamy. It certainly beat the shiny wallpaper and slightly limp pot plants at the Yin Court. And a celebratory meal locally hadn’t seemed quite so special once Lauren had cried off to go to some super-important conference in the States.

      ‘It looks like Italy.’

      ‘Portofino.’

      ‘Portofino, of course! I recognise the harbour now.’ She’d seen pictures of the exclusive Ligurian resort, but never visited. Never been back to Italy, save for Florence and Rome, since she’d left. ‘But surely it’s easier to fly into Genoa than Nice.’

      ‘It’s not a one-destination holiday. We’re going somewhere else first.’ Joe grasped her hands in his. His eyes were shining.

      ‘Where?’ Stella tried to push down the feeling of dread. She extricated her hand and took another, very large, mouthful of wine.

      ‘I told the woman in the travel agent’s the name of the little village you came from but she said there weren’t any hotels there.’

      Stella let out a breath. No Airbnbs either, she hoped.

      ‘She told me San Remo was the nearest big town and when she showed me the pictures of the palm trees on the seafront I couldn’t resist booking us in for a few nights. I know you’ve probably been there a million times but I hope you’ll indulge me.’

      ‘But why do you want to go there?’

      He didn’t seem to notice the tremble in her voice.

      ‘I want to see the area where you grew up. I want to know everything I can about my soon-to-be wonderful wife. I want to share everything with you. Our present, our future and our past.’

      Stella swallowed. She knew she should be honest with the man she was marrying. But she couldn’t bear to share her shame.

      ‘The past’s been and gone,’ she said as breezily as she could muster. ‘It’s our future together that matters.’
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      ‘Hi, Mum!’ Amy dashed up the front steps, almost tripping over the Home Sweet Home doormat. She set down two shopping bags. ‘Sorry I was so long, I thought I’d be back at least an hour ago. The Everglades was mobbed and I couldn’t get a parking place. Then I bumped into Rhianna from school and we went for a coffee. Where’s Grandpa? Is he in his shed? I’ll go and get my laptop when I’ve put this stuff away. I can’t wait to get started.’

      ‘Amy…’ Mum’s voice was strange as though coming from a faraway place.

      ‘What is it? What’s happened?’

      Tears welled in Mum’s eyes. Dad emerged from the door to the garage and came and stood behind Mum, one hand on her shoulder.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Amy. Grandpa’s gone.’

      ‘But he can’t have. You’re wrong, it’s not true!’ Amy almost shouted.

      ‘Oh, love, I know it’s a shock, but you know how ill he’s been.’ Dad wrapped his arms around her. She buried her face in his shirt, breathing in that familiar Dad scent of ferny aftershave, fabric conditioner and cigarettes.

      Amy untangled herself. ‘But he was fine last night. He was talking about… about us going in the shed and his memoirs and…’

      ‘The doctors never thought he’d last so long. No one expected him to make it past his hundredth,’ Dad said. ‘Sorry… that came out a bit blunter than I meant it to.’

      ‘He was determined to hold your cousin Martha’s baby. It was almost as though becoming a great-grandfather was the goal he was holding on for after your grandma had gone. And after that…’ Mum’s voice tailed off.

      ‘When did it happen? Why didn’t you call me? I would have come back straight away.’

      ‘I couldn’t tell you over the phone and it made no sense knowing you’d be home soon enough,’ Mum said. ‘Come on in, I’ll make some tea. We can’t just stand around in the hallway.’

      Amy trailed after her. She didn’t want tea. She didn’t want anything except to go back in time. She should have been here. She should have taken Grandpa his morning coffee in bed. He might still have been alive. She might have heard his voice one last time, spent precious moments with him. Instead, she’d been sitting in some soulless shopping centre café cooing over Rhianna’s rainbow-coloured bikinis as she swiped through her school friend’s holiday snaps.

      Mum switched on the kettle. She took out a carton of milk and gave it a sniff. Dad opened and closed cupboard doors as though he’d forgotten where the mugs lived.

      ‘Can I see him?’ Amy started for the stairs without waiting for an answer.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Dad called out but he didn’t go after her.

      Amy pushed open the door. Lance was dressed in his usual striped pyjamas, his head back against the pillow. She crept in quietly as though he might be disturbed and stood by the head of the bed instead of perching on the quilt as she normally did. The window was open. Down on the patio, clothes were pegged out on the rotating dryer. The sun was out. It wasn’t a day for dying. Maybe he was just sleeping, maybe it wasn’t true. She reached out to touch him.

      ‘Grandpa?’ His cheek was cool. She snatched back her hand.

      A floorboard creaked. Dad crossed the room.

      ‘Oh, Amy!’ He smoothed down her hair and kissed her on the forehead the way he’d done when she was little.

      ‘He was the best grandpa in the world.’ Amy gulped. ‘I was going to write up his memoirs, what he did when he was young, what he did in the war. And now it’s too late. I wish I’d asked him about it before. Why didn’t I?’

      ‘I suppose it was hard to imagine he wouldn’t be around forever,’ Dad said. ‘Did you see that box sitting on the bedside table? Grandpa made it for you himself.’

      She traced her finger over the letters AMY carved into the wooden lid. ‘This must be what he was talking about yesterday.’ She picked it up. It was lighter than she expected.

      ‘Bring it downstairs and open it.’

      ‘Do you think I ought to?’

      ‘Wasn’t that what Grandpa wanted to do today?’

      ‘Not like this… Not without him. It’s not fair.’

      ‘It’s not fair, love, that it isn’t… now let’s go down and sit with your mum. That tea will be stewed to the colour of gravy if it’s left much longer.’

      She followed him down the stairs. Mum was in the living room. She’d poured out the tea.

      ‘Grandpa put this tin of Ceylon Blend in my stocking a few years ago. I never opened it. It seemed such a bother when it’s so easy to chuck in a teabag. Stupid, isn’t it?’ Mum took a sip. ‘It’s well gone past the use-by date, but it still tastes so much nicer than the supermarket stuff. Wish I could tell him.’

      ‘Amy’s brought down that memory box, Eileen.’

      ‘I found it this morning fallen on the floor by his slippers. He must have been looking at it before he nodded off last night. I wonder what he kept for you and your brother.’

      ‘Oh!’ Amy clamped her hand to her mouth. ‘What about Jack? Have you told him?’

      ‘We haven’t got hold of him yet,’ Mum said. ‘New Zealand’s hours ahead of us. He’s probably out in some noisy bar somewhere.’

      ‘He’ll be gutted. And he’ll be so upset he wasn’t here yesterday.’

      ‘What’s done is done. I don’t want him brooding on that.’ Dad picked up the box of drawing pins and gave it a rattle. ‘Our Jack’s trip was Lance’s last adventure. I’ll remind your brother of that.’

      ‘Sit down, Amy, love. Drink your tea, then you can open that box,’ Mum said.

      Amy balanced the box on the arm of the sofa and sat on the end sipping her tea. She wanted to open her gift from Grandpa alone, in the shed. The place where he’d taught her how to shape her first pot from wet clay, where she’d daubed their creations with a paintbrush in her six-year-old hands.

      Dad’s eyes shifted towards where Mum sat staring vacantly at Lance’s wallchart.

      Amy took the hint. She opened the box’s hinged lid. Lying on top of a black and white postcard was a coin she didn’t recognise strung on a leather thong. ‘This is foreign, but it’s not a euro.’

      ‘Let’s see.’ Dad took it from her. ‘A one-lira piece – it’s Italian, the currency they used before Italy joined the EU. That’s Vittorio Emanuele, their old king, on the back. And on the front, this eagle is a fascist symbol, this must be from Mussolini’s day. What else is in the box – a couple of postcards?’

      Amy took the coin necklace from her dad and laid it on her lap, one hand playing with the leather cord. She studied the first postcard: a long expanse of beach, a small stone chapel, swifts circling overhead. She passed it to her mum. ‘Look, do you recognise it?’

      ‘Oh, yes. This is Alassio, on the Italian Riviera in Liguria; that’s the seafarers’ chapel at the end of the seafront. It’s where Grandpa grew up. His dad, your great-grandfather, was advised by his doctor to move to a warmer climate for the sake of his health. It was quite a fashionable thing for the English to do, back in those days.’

      Amy held out the second postcard, cracked with deep fold marks as though someone had kept it in their pocket. ‘This one’s a little village.’ The place looked like something out of a fairytale, all tiled roofs and a clocktower nestled higgledy-piggledy amongst olive groves and dark wooded hills.

      Mum frowned. ‘I don’t recognise this but I suppose this could be Liguria too. I don’t think the family travelled around all that much. I expect it says where it is on the back.’ She turned it over. ‘Oh, there’s a message! Something in Italian, I think… it’s not your grandpa’s writing. I’ll need my reading glasses.’

      ‘Let me see.’ Dad took the card before Amy could. ‘It is in Italian but I know what it means.’

      ‘What?’ Amy longed to snatch it back.

      ‘Baci e abbracci dall’ Italia. It means kisses and hugs from Italy – it’s their equivalent of saying “love from Italy”.’

      ‘But who’s it from?’ Mum, now with her glasses on, peered over Dad’s shoulder.

      ‘It doesn’t say. And the name of the place was printed in the top corner but someone’s struck through it with a thick black pen.’

      ‘Must be somewhere Lance visited as a boy.’

      ‘Love from Italy – do you think these things were from a girl? Maybe a teenage sweetheart?’ Amy said.

      Dad took the necklace back from her. He ran his thumb along the coin’s reeded edge. ‘There’s something etched into the back. Hard to tell what it is. A letter C or J perhaps but it’s a love token for sure. I’ve seen these before made from an old farthing.’

      ‘That’s so sweet,’ Amy said.

      ‘First love.’ Mum sighed.

      An odd look passed over Dad’s face. He screwed up his eyes to study the coin more closely. ‘What year did your dad’s family come back to England, Eileen?’

      ‘Sometime before the war. A lot of English families moved back here in the thirties. Must have been 1937. No, I remember, now, he told me it was 1938, he would have been around sixteen. These keepsakes must have been of some girl he’d left behind.’

      ‘I don’t think they can be. This coin wasn’t minted until 1941. At least two or three years after they left Italy.’

      He handed Amy the necklace back; the metal was warm. ‘I suppose he could have found that old lira coin in a flea market over here and made this anytime.’

      Mum chewed the edge of her finger. ‘That doesn’t explain that old postcard of the village or why he kept these things for you. But I can tell you one thing: I never saw your grandma wear that coin around her neck.’
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      The train was pulling into an underground station. The sign on the platform spelt out Sanremo, all in one word, the Italian way, but Stella didn’t recognise it at all. She remembered the train tracks running along the coast, a station painted pink, a view of the sea.

      Joe helped bump her suitcase down onto the platform. They followed a crowd of travellers to the start of a moving walkway.

      ‘This is so strange; it looks so different.’

      ‘They moved the station inland years ago. Didn’t you realise?’

      ‘I had no idea.’ There was no reason why she’d keep up with the news from Liguria. She hadn’t set foot in the place for more than forty years. She hadn’t even gone back for Mamma’s funeral. She’d only been twenty-one when she’d heard the news. And she knew she wouldn’t be welcome. Why would the mother who hadn’t wanted to see her in this world want her hanging around like a spectre as she made her way to the next? And Stella could not face the stares and whispers, the judgement of the villagers. She couldn’t bear the accusing looks on her brother and sister’s faces and to hear them spell out loud what a terrible thing she had done.

      ‘Watch your feet!’ Joe grabbed both suitcases. The travelator was coming to the end and there was another ahead of them. At last, they stepped into the ticket hall. Outside, a line of taxis stood waiting.

      ‘I’d like to walk,’ Stella said. She needed the fresh air, the chance to focus on her surroundings, not the thoughts in her head.

      ‘If you’re sure… It’s not far to the hotel but you seemed a bit tired on the journey.’

      ‘I’m fine. I think I recognise this street.’

      ‘I guess you must have been here a hundred times.’

      ‘Hardly ever.’

      ‘But your family lived just a few miles away. You can’t have spent all your time in your village when you were a teenager. There wouldn’t have been much to do.’

      ‘I don’t know about that. There was always something going on: a visiting theatre company, a dance in the village square. And every village around has its own food festival. The snail festival was one of the best.’

      ‘You’re not serious!’

      ‘Deadly. Food is almost a religion here. And of course we had the saints’ days, the parades and the village band. Anyway, my parents didn’t like me and my brother and sister to get the bus down to the coast. I guess they felt there were too many temptations.’

      ‘Makes it sound like you grew up in the 1950s, not the eighties!’

      ‘That’s the way it was.’ Sanremo with its nightlife, its tourists and its fancy shops had only been a bus ride away but for her family it was as foreign as Madrid or Berlin. Or the moon. But she knew it would sound ridiculous if she tried to explain.

      ‘No wonder you upped and left. You must have been longing to stretch your wings.’

      ‘Isn’t that the Tourist Office over there?’ Stella said quickly. ‘We could do with a proper map.’

      They picked up a few leaflets and a city plan with all the sights numbered and colour coded. She hadn’t wanted or needed to soak up any culture when she and Gino had roared into town. They hadn’t needed to visit this or that or eat fancy meals. They had been happy just to be together, to escape their families for a while.

      Joe wheeled both cases past the great church of Santa Maria degli Angeli, palest green decorated with white stucco trim like icing on a wedding cake. The colour and style were typical of the big churches in this part of Liguria but the wide tree-lined street that led to the hotel felt more like Paris. Couples strolled past hand in hand; waiters attended tables and chairs arranged under glass canopies. Snatches of conversation reached her: English, Italian, German, none of the Ligurian dialect of home. She could breathe more easily.

      They entered another wide street, this one pedestrianised, lined with upmarket clothing stores.

      ‘We’ll come shopping tomorrow morning. I’ll treat you to a couple of outfits,’ Joe said.

      She was on the verge of protesting; Joe had spent more than enough money on her and she really didn’t need any more clothes but the shopping street was a safe place. Within the air-conditioned branches of Marella and Luisa Spagnoli she could pretend she was in Florence or Milan. Anywhere but here.

      ‘Yes, that would be lovely… thank you. It’s so kind of you. I really am lucky.’

      ‘It’s only what you deserve,’ Joe said.

      She bit down on her lip. It wasn’t true. She didn’t deserve to be happy after what she’d done.
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      Amy started packing the uneaten sandwiches into a Tupperware box. Jack wasn’t much help, hovering around picking things up and putting them down again with one newly tattooed hand, the other still clutching the poem he’d read. He’d shot up in the nine months he’d been away, the hems on his grey suit trousers now hovering around his ankle bones. The little brother who’d once followed her around like a puppy was all grown up. In a few months, he’d be starting university. Grandpa would have been so proud to wave him off but now he’d never see the man Jack would become. He’d never see Jack graduate or what Amy did with her life. All their family celebrations, their milestones, their triumphs and their tears would take place without him. Grandpa would never meet his great-grandchildren; he wouldn’t be sitting in the front pew when Amy’s dad walked her down the aisle.

      Dad closed the last of the church hall’s blinds. ‘That was a good turnout, considering.’

      ‘I’m glad they’ve all gone. I couldn’t listen to another person making excuses for not coming to see him when he was still alive,’ Mum said. She cast a last look around to make sure nothing was left behind.

      ‘Grandpa said it didn’t matter that I missed his birthday, we were going to celebrate later on.’ Jack’s voice cracked. ‘But that was just talk. I should have come back.’

      ‘I didn’t mean you, love. He was proud of you, saving up and going on your adventures,’ Mum said, holding the door open for Dad, who was laden down with the leftovers.

      ‘You all heard the vicar. When Grandpa was about my age he was fighting in the desert. He was captured in Libya, made a prisoner of war. What’ve I been doing? Backpacking on the gap-year trail with a load of trust-fund kids. I’m supposed to be flying back out on Monday, but it all seems so pointless.’

      Amy thought of the wallchart, the half-used box of red drawing pins. ‘You’ve got to finish your trip; Grandpa would want you to.’

      ‘I don’t know…’

      ‘Amy’s right,’ Mum said.

      ‘He left you his Africa Star medal,’ Dad said, as if that somehow settled the matter. He locked up the hall, posted the keys back through the letterbox.

      ‘Maybe Amy should take my place.
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