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  They call it a storm and after days of it she felt storm-tossed, clinging to the wreckage of her life, each new attack dashing against her with a force that left her bruised
  and gasping. She might have borne it if it had simply been words, painful, devastating words though they were, words that cruelly shredded her self-worth, her professional reputation, her trust in
  her own judgement, her identity as a woman, but it was more than that; her sense of safety was threatened.

  It had been her first time in a television studio, Jolyon Gunn’s late night chat show, and she’d been invited on at the last minute because one of his guests had been taken ill.
  Probably with fear. Narcissistic Jolyon was not known for his charm, though this seemed only to boost the ratings.

  ‘And we welcome historian Briony Wood, who is writing a book about World War Two, is that correct, love?’

  ‘Yes, it’s to be called Women Who Marched Away. It’s about the ATS, the women’s infantry service during—’

  ‘Sounds smashing,’ he cut in. Jolyon did not have a long attention span. ‘Briony’s here to talk about the news that lady soldiers will now be fighting on the front line.
  Briony, I know this will be contentious but, really, war is a job for the lads, isn’t it?’

  ‘Not at all. There are plenty of examples of fighting women going right back to the Amazons. Or think of Boudicca or Joan of Arc.’ Briony tried not to sound strident, but the sight
  of so many men in the audience, some of whom had nodded in agreement at Jolyon’s words, meant she had to speak with confidence. Dazzled by the studio lights, she blinked at her host, who
  lounged lord-like in his leather director’s chair with his short legs spread, suave in a designer suit, his fat Rolex watch glinting. He smirked back at her and rubbed his neat black
  beard.

  ‘Surely they’re exceptions, though, Briony, and we remember what those Amazon ladies had to do to use their bows, don’t we?’ He made a slashing gesture to his chest and
  winked and there were shouts of male laughter. ‘You see it’s not natural, women fighting, they’re not shaped for anything apart from pulling out each
  other’s hair.’

  More bayings of amusement.

  Briony drew herself up and glared at him. ‘That simply demonstrates their determination. Anyway, just because something is “natural” doesn’t make it right. Warfare itself
  is natural, after all. But, Jolyon, surely our discussion should be about psychology and the social conditioning around gender . . .’

  The word gender made Jolyon straighten and his eyes filled with a mad light. Briony realized she’d walked right into a trap. This was a populist show and outspoken Jolyon had a huge
  following among a certain sort of male, but it was too late to retract her words, she’d look weak and stupid. She was suddenly acutely aware of how schoolmarmish she must appear, her light
  brown hair tied in a knot at her nape, her charcoal-coloured sheath dress smart and understated rather than fashionable, even with the soft blue scarf coiled about her shoulders.

  ‘The girls aren’t tough enough, Briony. They’ll cry, and fuss about their lipstick.’ The audience howled with laughter at this, though there were one or two hisses of
  disapproval as well.

  ‘I’d like to see you on a battlefield,’ she snapped. ‘You’d not hack it for a second compared to some of the brave women I interviewed for my book.’

  There were shouts from the floor and several men rose to their feet. One shook his fist at Briony. Jolyon himself stared at her with a pasted-on grin, for a moment lost for words. Only for a
  moment, though.

  ‘Thank you, Briony Wood,’ he pronounced with mock surprise. ‘I think she’s just called me a coward, guys! Isn’t that smashing?’

  

Escaping into the rainy night, Briony switched on her phone to be greeted by a tattoo of alerts as the messages flew in. She opened her Twitter app with trepidation. As she
  read the first notifications, her eyes widened with horror.

  You ugly cow cum the war you’ll be first against the wall.

  Our Jolyon’s tuffer than any wimmin.

  The third was merely a string of obscenities that brought her hand to her mouth.

  The phone then rang. A name she recognized. She swiped at the screen.

  ‘Aruna?’ She glanced about the lonely South London backstreet and began to walk briskly towards the main road.

  ‘Don’t look at any messages. Especially not Twitter.’ Briony heard the panic in her friend’s voice.

  Too late. ‘Oh, Aruna. Why did I say it? How can I have been so stupid?’

  ‘It’s not your fault, he was awful, the pits. I’m sorry I ever gave his people your name. Listen, where are you?’

  ‘Clapham. I’ve just left the studio.’ Briony turned onto the high street and startled at a trio of youths in leather jackets who swaggered, laughing, out of a brightly lit pub.
  They brushed past, not even seeing her. ‘What did you say?’

  ‘Don’t faff about with public transport. Get a cab.’ Aruna sounded urgent. ‘Go straight home, then ring to tell me you’re safe.’

  Men from Jolyon’s audience were beginning to emerge from the studio front door. They hadn’t spotted her yet, but their coarse gestures and rough laughter frightened her. Briony
  pulled her scarf up over her hair and began to hurry.

  

Aruna came to her flat in Kennington that night, and Briony was glad because the next morning the abusive messages were still pouring in. At first, despite Aruna’s
  protests, she read them, answered the more reasonable or supportive ones, deleted others, sobbed with rage, but on they came. Finally, Aruna made her suspend her Twitter and Facebook accounts and
  told her to avoid the internet altogether. She did read a blog piece Aruna found, from a female politician who’d suffered similar attacks. ‘Eventually the cyber trolls will tire and
  retreat to their lairs,’ the woman concluded. The advice was to ‘stay strong’.

  ‘It’s all very well to say,’ Briony sighed. She wished her father and stepmother weren’t on holiday. She could have done with a bolthole.

  The ‘staying strong’ strategy might have worked had not the furore been stoked by Jolyon Gunn himself. When she sneaked back online that evening it was to find some stinging comments
  about her ‘prudish’ appearance being the reason she was still single in her late thirties. His fans, thinking this hilarious, all joined in.

  ‘Prudish? When have I ever been prudish?’ Briony gasped. Never mind Aruna’s reassurances, this was unfair.

  

It had been a quiet Easter for news and the second morning after the ill-starred chat show she emerged, a bag of student essays in hand, to hear a man bellow, ‘Briony!
  Over here!’ She turned and was blinded by a camera flash. ‘Give us a quote about Jolyon, love,’ he said, with a cheerful grin. Panicking, she fumbled her way back indoors and
  watched him drive off. She’d leave going in to college till tomorrow.

  Later that day Aruna rang to warn that someone had posted her home address on Twitter. They knew where she lived now, the trolls. On the third morning, an anonymous postcard with a picture of a
  clenched fist on it arrived in the post. She was now too frightened to go out and made Aruna, who’d popped by with some shopping, tell a group of teenagers loitering on the pavement to clear
  off. Aruna’s dark bobbed hair flew in the wind as the youngsters stared back in innocent puzzlement at her earnest, pointed face. Briony realized with embarrassment that she was being
  paranoid. After Aruna had gone, an avuncular policeman showed up and settled his bulk on Briony’s sofa, where he sipped tea and recited comforting platitudes about the online threats.

  She rang Gordon Platt, her department head, for advice, but he sounded flustered, muttered about the college’s reputation and told her not to come into work for a few days ‘for
  security reasons’. She ended the call feeling let down and marooned. ‘It’ll all go away soon,’ Aruna told her again. ‘If you keep your head down they’ll soon get
  bored.’

  Aruna was right. The attention melted away as quickly as it had begun. There was other news. The trolls found new victims. It was safe for her to come out.

  The trouble was that for a long while after that she didn’t feel safe at all.

  She still dragged herself into work, but felt overwhelmed. It wasn’t simply the usual heavy workload, the administration she had to do on top of teaching and her own research, it was
  anxiety about getting any of it done. The headaches that had been bothering her for some time became more frequent. They would start at the base of her skull and creep up to her temples and behind
  her eyes so that sometimes students or colleagues might find her collapsed on the tiny sofa in her office, as she waited for the painkillers to kick in.

  Eventually her doctor referred her to a counsellor. A few weeks later, she found herself in a peaceful upstairs room scented with lavender, sitting opposite a supple, elegant woman with a thin,
  wise face. Her name, appropriately, was Grace.

  ‘I feel I’ve struggled so hard all my life,’ Briony told Grace when she’d finished explaining why she’d come. ‘Now I don’t know what it’s
  for any more. I’ve lost all my confidence.’

  Grace nodded and made a note, then looked at Briony with eyebrows raised, waiting.

  ‘Everything’s a huge effort.’ Her voice caught in her throat, so that ‘effort’ came out as a whisper.

  ‘Tell me about the other things in your life, Briony; your family, for instance, what you enjoy doing when you’re not working.’

  Briony briefly covered her face with her hands, then took a breath so deep it hurt. ‘My mum died of cancer when I was fourteen. She wasn’t ill for long, but it was an awful time and
  then she simply wasn’t there any more. It was like this huge hole.’

  ‘That must have been dreadful.’ Grace’s sympathy encouraged her.

  ‘What was worst was there was no one I could talk to. Dad thought we should just get on with things, be practical, and I tried to be like Mum with my brother, which he hated. Will’s
  younger than me. He’s married with two kids and living up north because of his job. We’re fond of each other, but we’re not close.’

  ‘And you don’t have a partner of your own? Children?’

  Briony shook her head. ‘I . . . it simply hasn’t happened for me, I don’t know why. Nothing’s quite clicked. It doesn’t bother me, exactly, I have
  lots of friends but, well, sometimes I think it would be nice.’

  Grace stirred and smiled. ‘If you are open to it, then it might happen,’ she said, her eyes shining.

  ‘What do you mean?’ It sounded mysterious and a little patronizing, to tell the truth. She explained crossly how relationships had fizzled out, though she’d felt perfectly
  ‘open’ to them continuing.

  Grace simply smiled in that slightly maddening way. ‘We can talk more about that. I think you should slow down a bit, Briony. Say “no” more often and try to do things that you
  enjoy. And perhaps the next time we meet we should start by talking about your mother.’

  Briony nodded, wondering how all this could help her, but the doctor had said Grace was good, and she liked the sense of peace that the room imparted, so she agreed to visit again.

  Over the course of the next few months she found herself telling Grace about how abandoned she’d felt by her mother’s death, how it had been the sudden end of her childhood. Grace
  pointed out the importance of other losses – her mother’s parents only a few years before, how her brother Will had learned self-sufficiency and their father had finally married again.
  Perhaps, Grace suggested gently, Briony had developed her own defensive shell that stopped her letting anyone in. And the trolling experience had traumatized her so much because of the stress she
  was already under.

  After her eight weeks of seeing Grace, she sensed that something tightly coiled, like a steel spring, inside her was beginning to unfurl. There were still days when she would relive her ordeal,
  and feel frightened and powerless again, but these became fewer. She was beginning to come through.
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  Several months later

  

‘Stop it, Zara. You’re driving everyone crazy.’

  ‘Apologize then, Mike. Say you’re sorry.’

  ‘I’m not saying sorry for something I haven’t done . . .’

  The angry voices faded as Briony tugged shut the door of the Italian villa with the tiniest of clicks. Her sigh of relief sent the gecko in the porch darting into the eaves. A fellow escapee,
  she thought, watching it vanish but, unlike her, it wouldn’t feel guilty. How long did she have before the others stopped bickering and noticed she’d gone? Perhaps they’d think
  she’d retired to bed early and lock up. Well, she didn’t care. Three days into their holiday and she was already tired of their company. Of Mike and Zara, anyway. Aruna and Luke
  weren’t to blame. At least, they didn’t mean to make her feel the odd one out.

  The evening was thick with the late July heat. Briony sniffed at the savoury smoke from their barbecue still hanging in the air as she set off over the rough ground between the olive trees to
  the gate. When she gained the leafy coolness of the lane, a fragrance of resin replaced the pungent smoke and she breathed it in gratefully.

  Which way now? Downhill the road led back through the hamlet with its bar and shop, then across a bridge over a babbling river where light dazzled off the water, a beautiful spot where children
  paddled. That way meant other people, though, and she wanted to be by herself. So she struck out left, up the hill towards the dying sun. It was a direction she hadn’t taken before.

  The going was easy despite the warmth and it wasn’t long before the lazy atmosphere of the Italian countryside and a pleasant stretch in her calves calmed her ruffled mood. She hated any
  form of conflict since the trolling, even when she wasn’t directly involved. It made her want to run and hide.

  Soon, the gritty road crunching under her trainers became a soft grassy track that drew her up between terraces of fruit trees where the air smelled fresh with citrus. Minutes later she came to
  a bend in the path above a sharp drop. She stopped, then stepped out onto a rocky crag to stare at a sudden breathtaking vista of the valley. Up and beyond the encircling hills were the folds of
  other hills and other valleys, a view that lifted her mood, it was so beautiful.

  Beneath the gold-streaked sky all was peaceful. The air was so still and the valley so deep that the smallest sounds echoed up. Briony narrowed her eyes and listened. Far away, a dog yapped a
  warning in canine Morse code. The strains of a car engine competed with the putter of a tiny plane passing overhead. Close by, a lone cicada tried a hesitant note like a violinist testing a string.
  Another, and then, as if at the drop of a baton, a whole orchestra of them started up around.

  Briony’s gaze rested on the terracotta roofs of a small town clinging to the neck of the valley. Tuana. She recalled a fragment of conversation she’d had with her dad the week
  before. She’d rung him to let him know where she would be staying.

  ‘Tuana?’ Martin Wood had said. ‘That rings a bell. You know your mum’s dad, Grandpa Andrews, was stationed there during the war?’ The reminder was enough to send
  her online to look for pictures of the town, then to the college library for a couple of books about the Second World War in Italy that she’d brought with her. Her grandfather had died when
  she was ten, silent about his war experiences to the last.

  They had stopped in Tuana for supplies on the day they arrived and found it a tranquil place with tight winding streets and a public square dreaming in the sun, but after they’d visited
  the little supermarket, Mike had been impatient to drive on to the villa and crack open the local vino he’d bought, so there’d been no time to poke around.

  The valley was idyllic; well, it appeared to be. Just as Briony knew that the grey haze crowning the furthest hills must be the pollution of Naples’ industrial belt, and the distant twin
  peaks wreathed in smoke was Mount Vesuvius, so did the thought of Mike spoil her pleasure. She yanked a tendril of bindweed from a nearby bush. It snapped, flailed the air like a whip, then lay
  limp in her hand. She let it fall.

  There must be something wrong with her to feel this way. Anyone else would consider themselves lucky. Two weeks’ summer holiday at a villa in the mountains of Italy! It was Aruna
  who’d asked her along. Lovely Aruna, who since they’d found themselves sharing a student flat together, years ago, had been her best friend.

  Apart from Aruna, the holiday party were comparative strangers to Briony. Aruna’s colleague Zara and hospital doctor Mike were the couple in full spate of a row. Then there was Luke, a
  tall, gentle, laid-back man in his late thirties who was Aruna’s boyfriend of six months and whom Briony found considerate and easy to talk to.

  Briony stepped down from the rock and continued along the narrow path around the shoulder of the hill, treading carefully; one wrong step could send her tumbling. When she next looked up it was
  to see an escarpment ahead. Among trees crowded against the hillside above, her sharp eyes could make out part of the roof and upper storey of a sizeable house. How did one get to that, especially
  by car? There must be a road from some other direction.

  The footpath led more steeply uphill now, zigzagging between trees, but, curious about the house, Briony began to climb. She reached a ridge, hot and out of breath, to find that there was indeed
  a rutted earth road, snaking off right towards where she’d seen the house.

  Someone must have come this way because there were tyre marks in the dust. The owner of the house, presumably. But who would live up here, in such a lonely spot?

  She followed the car tracks for a couple of minutes before the road suddenly broadened out then ended abruptly at a pair of sagging wrought-iron gates bound by a rusty chain. A creeper with tiny
  red flowers twisted through them. It must have been a long time since they’d been opened. Of a car there was no sign, only soil thrown up on the road where the vehicle must have turned in
  impatient movements. Reaching the gates, Briony grasped the bars and stared, like an outcast, into the lush greenery beyond.

  Because of one of those odd tricks of perspective, she could no longer see the house. Such an air of dereliction and loneliness lay over the place that she felt an answering melancholy. She
  yearned to slip between the gates or attempt to scale the crumbling wall that ran at head-height on either side, but she did not dare. Suppose the owner caught her and accused her of trespassing?
  Although she could read some Italian, she stumbled to speak it, and she’d have difficulty explaining herself. She smiled, imagining trying to charm some furious Mafioso type. The place
  appeared to be deserted, but the vehicle tracks told her she couldn’t be certain.

  The sun was dipping behind the hills and the sky bloomed crimson. Soon it would be dusk. With reluctance, Briony turned from the gates. As she scrambled her way down the hillside, tiny bats
  teased the edges of her vision as they swooped for insects.

  At the crag where she’d paused half an hour before, she was surprised to see someone else standing there, staring out across the valley. The sunset dazzled, but then she recognized that
  lanky figure, his hands in jeans pockets, that mane of nutbrown hair. It was Luke. ‘Hello,’ she called as she drew close.

  The light glinted off dark glasses as he turned. ‘Hey.’ He smiled his quirky smile. ‘Isn’t this amazing? I was trying to orient myself.’ He pointed over the valley.
  ‘Do you suppose that’s the road we came in by, Saturday?’

  Briony squinted at the silver ribbon winding down the hillside towards Tuana. ‘It must be.’

  ‘What did you find up there?’ Luke nodded in the direction she’d appeared from and she described the wild garden, and tried in vain to point out the roof of the old villa. Now,
  in the dying light, the trees appeared to be fused together in a dark slab.

  ‘Never mind. Perhaps another time.’

  ‘Yes.’ They stood quietly for a while watching a tiny train cross a distant hillside, then she asked, ‘Were you taking a walk, or did you come to find me?’

  ‘I saw you slip out earlier and . . . well, you were gone a long time. Aruna wondered if you were OK.’ Luke’s forehead wrinkled in a frown. ‘Are
  you?’

  ‘I’m fine. Just needed some peace and quiet.’

  ‘Ah. Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.’ He raised his sunglasses and looked rueful.

  ‘You weren’t, honest.’

  ‘Good. The lovebirds have made it up, by the way. It’s safe to go back in the water.’ This last he said in a stagey whisper with an ironic twist of his eyebrows, and she burst
  out laughing. As he led the way back down the narrow path towards the villa, she felt happy because someone understood.

  ‘Mike’s all right really,’ Luke remarked. ‘He enjoys upsetting people with those grisly hospital tales. It’s best not to rise to it, then he’ll shut
  up.’

  ‘I think it’s horrible to talk like that about your patients.’ I do sound prim, Briony told herself, but to her relief, Luke nodded.

  ‘He’s an idiot. I don’t think Aruna realized exactly what she was taking on when she invited them. He was all right in London. Isn’t it strange when you see people out of
  their normal context? You notice new things about them.’

  ‘About how they really are?’

  ‘Different sides, perhaps. You still have to consider them as a whole.’

  She envied Luke his laid-back attitude. ‘I suppose so.’ Mike was affable enough, she had to admit, and could be amusing company, but when he’d had a drink or two he became
  loud, boorish. And – she felt a flash of anger – it was their precious holiday he was spoiling.

  ‘So, what about me?’ she said lightly. The path had widened and they were walking side by side now. ‘Am I different out of my milieu?’

  Luke didn’t answer for a moment. ‘Yes and no,’ he said finally, as though choosing the right words. ‘I think in London we instinctively act in a certain way; it’s a
  kind of armour, but here it’s easier to see behind that to the person beyond. A nice person in your instance, of course.’ He glanced at her with a grin.

  ‘That’s all right then. Sometimes I suspect the person inside me is a poor shrivelled thing.’

  ‘We all feel that about ourselves sometimes. I know I do. I suppose, since you asked, you seem a little . . . careworn. I’m sorry if I’m saying the wrong
  thing . . .’

  ‘You’re probably right,’ she admitted. ‘I’m still unwinding, I think.’

  They trudged on in silence, Briony’s feeling of anxiety returning the closer they got to the villa. She was faintly alarmed now by the concerned glances Luke was throwing her. Perhaps
  she’d made a fool of herself by flouncing out and he thought her bonkers? But when they came to the door and he stood back to let her go first, their eyes met briefly. He did not smile, but
  his grey-blue eyes under the mop of springy hair danced with good-humoured complicity.

  ‘Thanks for coming to find me.’

  ‘No problemo,’ he said. ‘Aruna was worried.’

  

‘It is called the Villa Teresa,’ the stout barman of the tiny local tavern pronounced loftily the following day in answer to Briony’s question. He gave the
  round zinc table a deft wipe with a cloth and set before her a cappuccino and a glass of iced water. Then he glanced about the sunny terrace and lowered his voice. ‘No one lives there now,
  bella. There is, how you say, a difficulty.’ He spread his fingers to indicate a web of intrigue.

  ‘But who does it belong to?’ Beautiful, he’d called her. The way he’d spoken almost made her feel it. She lifted her sunglasses up onto her head and blinked up at him and
  ran a smoothing hand over her long hair, released from its usual neat chignon. The sun was lightening the pale brown to blonde, she’d noticed happily in the mirror that morning.

  More customers arrived, distracting him. ‘I do not know, signorita, sorry.’ With a bow of his head he stepped over to serve a silver-haired American couple
  who were settling themselves at a table nearby, the woman fanning herself with a tourist pamphlet, and her husband calling impatiently for acqua minerale.

  Briony sipped her coffee and flicked through the book she’d brought down with her. It was an illustrated account of the Allied forces’ liberation of Italy. Round here must have been
  quite a battleground, she realized as she examined the photographs, fought over by the Germans and the invading Allied forces. It was difficult to imagine now, sitting outside this pretty
  ochre-roofed café with its view of the arched bridge and the chattering river, though this terrace would have been the perfect lookout spot. ‘The Germans retreated, blowing up
  transport links as they went . . .’ she had begun to read, when—

  ‘Scusi, signorita.’ A soft female voice from the table behind, where previously there had been no one.

  She twisted round to meet the almond-eyed gaze of a fine-boned, middle-aged Italian woman in a long-sleeved top of royal blue who was sitting in the shade over a coffee. It took a second for
  Briony to recognize her as Mariella, the maid for their villa. Only yesterday she and her shy grown-up daughter had driven up with piles of fresh sheets and snowy towels which they had stowed in a
  cupboard before restoring the kitchen to order with tactful efficiency.

  ‘Buongiorno, Mariella, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you before. Sono Briony.’

  Mariella acknowledged this with a nod, but her eyes were on the book. ‘Per favore, Briony, the book?’

  Briony showed her the cover, then when Mariella reached out a beckoning hand, passed the volume to her. She watched the woman turn to the pictures with her long fingers, and was struck by the
  passionate expression in her eyes.

  ‘You, you know about this here?’ Mariella said, tapping the book, and Briony caught her meaning.

  ‘I’m a historian,’ she explained. ‘What happened here is fascinating to me. I write about the Second World War,’ and she explained about Women
  Who Marched Away, while the woman listened, examining Briony’s face with calm eyes. ‘Also,’ Briony added, ‘my grandfather, mio nonno. He was
  a soldier here, a British soldier.’

  At this Mariella stiffened and her stare intensified, leading Briony to wonder if she’d unwittingly given offence. The war might be history to some, but she knew that for others it had
  left wounds that would never heal, with repercussions that affected their children, of whom Mariella might be one. She was still troubled when Mariella returned the book with a simple,
  ‘Grazie.’ The cleaner switched subjects. ‘La casa? The house? You are happy?’

  ‘Oh, very happy,’ Briony hastened to say. ‘Everything’s lovely, thank you.’

  ‘Prego,’ the woman replied vaguely, glancing again at the book. Then, ‘Signor Marco,’ she called over her shoulder and
  the proprietor appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, drying his big hands on a towel, his bald pate shining under the electric light. She spoke several sentences of Italian to him, too fast for
  Briony to follow, but the words ‘Villa Teresa’ kept being mentioned. Signor Marco replied with the same rapidity and Briony looked from one to the other trying to make sense of it all.
  Finally he retreated to his kitchen and the woman arranged her cardigan around her shoulders, collected a black tote bag from the floor and stood up to go. ‘Ciao,
  signorita.’

  ‘Ciao. Good to see you,’ Briony mumbled, still wondering what the conversation with Signor Marco had been about, and she watched Mariella call goodbye to
  him and wander out into the sunlight.

  There was something puzzling going on here, she reflected. Mariella, her slender frame bowed, walked slowly, deep in thought. Suddenly she paused, turned and stared back up at the café, a
  watchful expression on her face. Then she seemed to come to a decision, for with purposeful stride, she crossed the road and set off along a narrow footpath that vanished up the hill behind the
  village shop opposite. Briony stared after her, feeling considerably disturbed by the whole encounter. Had she unintentionally touched upon some secret trouble?

  


  Three

  [image: ]

  


  

  The following morning Mike announced an outing to a nearby vineyard. Briony immediately elected to stay behind. ‘I’m feeling a bit tired,’ she lied.
  ‘You all go. I’ll do some shopping and book us a table for tonight.’ They were going to try a restaurant in the next village, which Aruna had found recommended in the
  visitors’ book.

  ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ Aruna asked, her face worried. Since Briony had returned from her evening escape the atmosphere in the house had been subdued and everyone except Luke
  had been giving her wary glances, which she hated.

  ‘I’m absolutely fine,’ she said, trying her best to appear cheerful. ‘Really. I’m just not sleeping that well. It’s the heat.’ This was true, but so was
  the fact that she felt embarrassed by their concern and simply yearned for her own company.

  Aruna nodded, but she didn’t look convinced.

  After she had waved them off, Briony made the restaurant reservation then walked down the hill and bought a few supplies at the local shop, which she lugged back to put away in the kitchen. Then
  she made a pot of gorgeously scented coffee. Settling herself on a sunbed by the pool, she picked up a novel she’d bought at the airport. The pleasure of being by herself, with the thought of
  olive bread, soft cheese and fruit in the kitchen awaiting her, was immense. Then she heard the sound of a vehicle stopping outside in the lane. Surely they weren’t back already.

  There was a hammering on the front door. Surprised, Briony opened it to find an overgrown youth of about eighteen standing in the porch. At his feet lay a big cardboard box. He’d left his
  car with the engine turning and its ugly chugging annoyed her.

  ‘Buongiorno. For you,’ he said in heavily accented English, indicating the box.

  Briony glared at it with suspicion. It was grimy and bore a picture of a food mixer on its side.

  ‘For you,’ he repeated, his huge, dark-lashed eyes pleading. ‘My mama give.’

  ‘Sorry? Non capisco.’

  The boy waved his arms in frustration, then spun on his heel, pushing his hand through his thick black hair as he searched for words. He turned to face her again and tried a charming lopsided
  grin.

  ‘For you to see,’ he said. ‘Like TV. Thank you.’

  She studied him for a second, then hunkered down and pulled up the flaps on the box. Inside was a machine of some sort, though not a food mixer. An old film projector, she realized, and a couple
  of round shallow tins – old-fashioned film canisters. ‘I don’t think this can be for me,’ she said, miming ‘no’ with palms raised.

  ‘Si, si,’ he insisted. ‘Mama, she, she . . .’ He rubbed the air vigorously as though with a cloth on a window.

  ‘Cleaning? Oh, your mother is Mariella?’

  ‘Si, cleaner. Very good. This for you. I go now. Arrivederci, signorita.’ And he set off down the garden, stopping only to wave
  one last time.

  ‘What is it for?’ Briony called, too late. She watched him jump into his car, execute a hurried three-point turn and accelerate away with a screech of grinding metal, leaving a
  cartoon cloud of dust.

  Briony wriggled her bare toes, her arms folded, and stared down at the box. Why on earth had their cleaner sent them an old film projector? She sighed. Whatever the answer, she couldn’t
  leave it on the doorstep. She dragged the box into the kitchen where there was enough light to inspect the contents. She picked out one of the canisters. The slim round tin was so tightly closed
  that it took a few goes with a coin from her purse to prise it open.

  She was no expert, but the film inside appeared to be in usable condition. She found the end of the tape, unwound a long strip and held it up to the light, examining the place where the
  photographic film began, but could discern no identifiable image. She thought for a moment, then wound it up and returned it to its case.

  The presence of the box on the floor troubled her as she sat on a stool to eat her bread and cheese, hardly noticing the taste she’d so looked forward to. It occurred to her eventually
  that there might be an explanatory note with the gift. She hefted the machine up onto the table. The second tin contained only an empty reel. There was nothing else in the box nor anything written
  on the side. If only she had some idea of how to operate the wretched machine. Usually a technician would set film up for her if she needed it during research.

  She was still puzzling over it when, in the early afternoon, the others returned from their expedition, hot, bothered and, in Zara’s case, much the worse for the wine-tasting. ‘She
  drank it instead of spitting it out,’ Aruna whispered, as they watched Zara haul herself upstairs to lie down.

  Mike, carrying a box of clinking bottles into the kitchen, noticed the projector at once. ‘Hello, where did that come from?’ He set down the case next to it and picked up the
  canisters. He was breathing heavily and his fleshy face dripped with perspiration underneath his short thinning hair, but his eyes brightened as he examined the machine.

  ‘The cleaner’s son brought it over, I’ve no idea why.’

  ‘I might just be able to get this baby going,’ Mike murmured as he fitted the empty reel onto a sprocket. ‘My dad had one. He used to show us Charlie Chaplin films at
  Christmas. It was brilliant when he made them go backwards.’

  

‘Ladies and gentlebums,’ Mike’s deep voice boomed out of the shuttered darkness of the sitting room late that evening after they’d returned from the
  restaurant. ‘With any luck the show will now begin.’

  The white bed sheet Luke had rigged up as a screen caught a sudden square of winking yellow light that leaped from the projector.

  ‘There’s a spider on the sheet!’

  ‘Don’t be a wuss, Zara,’ Mike sighed.

  ‘Come on, little guy. It’s not your turn for the limelight.’ Luke nudged it to safety.

  The machine’s whirring loudened as the sprockets began to turn. A series of grainy black panels flickered over the sheet and then came a quivery black and white image. It took a moment for
  Briony to make it out. ‘A plane.’ It was tiny, flying smoothly in a cloudless sky, then suddenly it began to emit flames and black smoke and dipped and weaved, coming in and out of
  focus as the camera swooped to follow it. There were gasps from everyone in the room.

  ‘Any sound there, Mike?’ Aruna said urgently.

  ‘Can’t get any.’

  The plane dropped silently behind a hill and everyone groaned.

  ‘Ah,’ Mike said as the image changed. A panorama shot of a large, untidy garden, a couple of parked trucks.

  ‘Army, or something?’ said Luke.

  ‘There are no markings, but could they be British?’ Briony moved to a better vantage point, trying to see the details more sharply. Two men in uniform were unloading boxes from one
  of the vehicles, then there was a close-up shot of the soldiers’ faces, grinning for the camera. One made a V for Victory sign and his lips moved. ‘Definitely British,’ Briony
  muttered, seeing a badge on a sleeve.

  There was a whitish building of some sort in the background. Briony hoped the shot would pan out so she could see what it was, but instead it hovered over the boxes, then swooped round to show a
  small group of men sitting on crates playing cards and smoking. One made a monkey face, another waved, but a third hid his face with his arm. The camera zoomed in on the cards in his hand and then
  there must have been a scuffle after that because the picture spun chaotically towards the sky, and then there was a sudden glimpse of the white building again as it was righted. Window shutters, a
  pantiled roof.

  ‘A villa,’ Luke said quietly. ‘British soldiers at a villa here during the war.’

  ‘Seems like it,’ Briony agreed. The screen went dark then brightened again. This time the picture appeared to be a peaceful scene across a valley with all its terraces and groves of
  trees. ‘It’s our valley!’ Then she breathed in sharply. ‘Oh no.’

  ‘The bridge!’ They all spoke at once as they pointed out landmarks and noticed with dismay the wartime damage. A bomb crater; terraces ravaged by vehicle tracks; the shell of a
  burned-out house, charred rafters swaying in the wind; finally a shot of an overturned tank. A scrap of a boy with a rapturous smile stood balanced on the black cross on its side, one raised arm
  punching the air.

  And then, ‘Those gates,’ Briony cried out, when the picture changed again. ‘Luke, it’s the place I came across the other evening.’

  It made sense suddenly. ‘I was asking Mariella about the villa I saw up the hill,’ she explained. ‘Where I walked before Luke found me. That must be why she’s given us
  the film. But,’ she wondered, ‘where did she get it from?’

  ‘Sshh, there’s more,’ Luke said.

  They found themselves staring at two men in khakis weeding a patch of earth studded with tender little plants.

  ‘Potatoes!’ he pronounced knowledgeably.

  ‘Tatties, eh? Ooh ah!’ Mike’s teasing voice.

  The camera zoomed in on one of the hoes working briskly between the plants and a hand reaching down to yank out a weed, then moved upwards. The man’s open jacket revealed a vest stretched
  over a tanned, muscled chest. His head was lowered as he concentrated on his work, and his arms glistened with sweat. As though noticing the camera for the first time, he looked up and straight at
  the lens, pushed his cap back and wiped his forehead with his arm. Short, springy dark hair grew above a high forehead and laughing eyes in a narrow, tanned face.

  Surprise raced through Briony’s whole body.

  She knew that face, those eyes.

  There came a loud ripping sound, the picture flew away in a rag of ribbon and the screen glared yellow once more.

  ‘That’s it, folks,’ Mike said, switching on the lights. ‘Can’t see what the fuss is all about, personally.’

  There were general murmurs of bewilderment. Why had Mariella given Briony this film? ‘It was of round here,’ Aruna said, ‘so perhaps she thought we’d be interested. Hey,
  Briony, are you OK?’

  Briony blinked and realized that everyone was staring at her. ‘Sorry,’ she said, then after a moment, ‘I wonder if Mariella meant it for all of us, or
  maybe . . . well, I don’t know. Listen, guys . . . Mike, sorry to be a pain, but I need to see it again.’

  There were groans, but she didn’t care. She had to. She knew without doubt that the film had been for her and her alone.

  The soldier’s face was as familiar to her as her own.

  

‘He was exactly like my brother. I didn’t mean it was Will, of course,’ Briony told Luke and Aruna, ‘it would have been my grandfather. Mum always said
  Will took after him.’

  It was later in the evening and she had stepped out to join the others in the gloom of the vine-canopied patio, hesitant until they welcomed her. Astringent smoke from a candle on the low table
  filled the warm air, its flickering flame throwing restless shadows up the leafy wall and reflecting off beakers of the ruby wine they’d bought at the vineyard. With Mike’s help she had
  watched the film again, making him slow it right down when they reached the shots of the man who looked like her brother.

  ‘I did see what you mean about him being vaguely like Will, though the clip was so grainy. Do you know for definite your grandfather was here during the war?’ Aruna asked.

  ‘According to Dad he was in this part of Italy.’

  Aruna looked sceptical. ‘It would be an amazing coincidence if it was him, Briony. I mean, those men all looked alike, especially in khaki with those savage haircuts.’

  ‘Mmm.’ She wouldn’t let Aruna sway her. The man’s eyes had looked out across the years into her own in a way that had tugged at her heart. She had only been ten when
  Grandpa Andrews died and could not remember him clearly, but she’d seen pictures. She was possessed by the desire to know if this man was him.

  The obvious thing would be to ask Mariella, but she wasn’t due for a day or two and Briony couldn’t wait. In the morning she’d find out where she lived and visit her.

  After Aruna and Luke had retired to bed she sat alone for a while in the candlelight watching the shimmering reflection of stars on the tranquil surface of the pool and thinking. Grace, her
  counsellor, had encouraged her to talk about her mother, and in the course of these conversations Briony had come to understand the true extent of her loss. With her mother’s death she had
  lost that entire side of her family. Maybe, just maybe, she’d been handed a chance to recover something.
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  It was to a modest farmstead that Signor Marco at the café directed Briony the next morning, on the side of the hill directly above the village, the path a slog to climb
  in the heat. Behind the yard gate, a heavy muscular dog of uncertain breed and doubtful friendliness broke into deep barks at her approach, but at a sharp command from Mariella it slunk back to its
  kennel.

  Mariella invited Briony through into a cool, tile-floored kitchen where she was glad to sit at a wooden table and sip water. Of the boy who had given her the projector and the mysterious cine
  film there was no sign.

  Mariella continued with her tasks, tidying freshly ironed laundry into a basket with deft movements. The back door stood open to a view of the terraced hillside and from the yard came the
  contented chook chook of chickens scratching for food. It was an idyllic place, and yet there was a tension in the room. Briony felt it in the way the woman watched her as
  she folded towels. It was as though she was weighing her up.

  ‘I wanted to say thank you,’ Briony began, meeting her eye. ‘For the projector.’ She mimed rolling film, like in a game of Charades.

  ‘Prego.’ The woman nodded. ‘You . . . watch it?’ She sank onto the kitchen chair opposite, clutching a pillowcase against her
  chest.

  ‘Yes. It’s the Villa Teresa, isn’t it?’

  ‘Si, si. In the war.’

  Briony leaned forward. ‘Mariella, why did you want me to see it?’

  Mariella shrugged in surprise. ‘Why? You are historian. You find out maybe, the people? Who they are?’

  ‘They’re British soldiers, definitely.’

  ‘Si, but their names, who they are. You can find out.’ Mariella appeared so eager, but why, why?

  ‘This is obviously important to you, Mariella. Where did the film come from?’

  That wariness again. ‘Somebody give it to me,’ she mumbled. She would not meet Briony’s gaze.

  Briony, puzzled, tried once more. ‘Who?’ she asked gently. ‘And why?’ but the questions silenced Mariella altogether. She held the pillowcase tightly, her face as
  expressionless as a smooth brown nut.

  ‘May I?’ Briony murmured, getting up to fill her glass from the tap. The drops of cold water splashing on her skin steadied her. She tried again. ‘Mariella, where did the film
  come from?’

  ‘The Villa Teresa,’ Mariella said finally. She laid the pillowcase on the table and neatened the folds. ‘My father find it there long time ago. When he was a boy.’ Now
  she’d decided to speak her words came out in a rush. ‘He die last year and these things he leave. I don’t know what to do with them.’

  ‘What things?’ Briony felt a prickle of interest. She couldn’t forget the face of that soldier in the film, weary, but cheerful, despite all that he must be going through. She
  remembered her grandfather had been like that, a steady man who been happy to live for the present and rarely spoke of the past or the future.

  ‘I will show you.’ Mariella left the kitchen and Briony heard her light tread on the stairs. After a couple of minutes she returned with a rectangular tin like an old-fashioned
  sandwich box. She flipped open the lid and took out a fat folded manila envelope that was soft and furry with age. She handed it to Briony, who turned the package over hopefully, but nothing was
  written on the front. She looked to Mariella for guidance.

  ‘Open,’ Mariella invited.

  Briony untucked the worn flap, peeped inside and carefully withdrew a thick pile of old letters tied together with a length of frayed blue ribbon. Mariella sat down again, folded her arms and
  watched her with an expectant air.

  The knot would not undo and it took Briony a while to ease the ribbon off the bundle. The envelope on the top was crumpled, as though someone had once forced it out, examined it and tucked it
  back under the ribbon again without much care. The ribbon suddenly split and the letters flew out over the table, twenty or thirty of them, maybe more. She herded them together, hoping the order
  was right, picked one up off the top and studied it, then another.

  The letters were all addressed to a Private Paul Hartmann in the same educated English hand; elegant italic, a woman’s probably. Briony studied the addresses but they’d mostly been
  sent via the British Forces Post Office, so she couldn’t tell where Hartmann had been when he received them. Some envelopes were scrawled over in blue crayon, clearly forwarded from place to
  place. There were several letters without envelopes, including one that must have been folded and refolded so many times it was falling apart. She put that down and selected another. Wafer-thin
  paper crackled in her hand. The writing on it was fairly easy to make out. Flint Cottage, the writer had headed the page. 1st September 1940.

  ‘Read it,’ Mariella bade her, so she read it aloud in halting tones, sometimes having to go back to convey the sense properly. Dear Paul, it began.

  
    I promised to write to you again very soon and apologize that this is the first opportunity that I’ve had, I’ve been so busy with the garden.
    We’re picking soft fruit, do you remember all those raspberries we planted at Flint Cottage? Well, there’s a good crop, mercifully, and Mrs Allman and I have been kept busy with pies
    and bottling for weeks, what with damsons, now the pears and the blackberries, and the Bramleys not far behind. It’s a nuisance that there’s so little sugar to be had.

    Now I’m rambling and I haven’t asked you how you are. Did the last parcel from your mother arrive, with the soap and the blue jersey? I’m glad you’re
    not near London at present, given the news. If you do get moved let us know, won’t you. We think about you a great deal and try to imagine what you’re doing. You’re keeping your
    spirits up, I hope?

    Diane is in Dundee still and we hear from her occasionally. Mummy is taking First Aid classes along with Mrs Richards! We are all keeping bright considering. Your mother is
    well and seems to like the library books I choose for her. We miss you like anything at Westbury Hall. All is well there, though we’ve hardly seen a blink of the Kellings. Ma and Pa, I
    mean. Diane’s seen Robyn in Dundee. I will try to write again soon.

    Yours,

    Sarah

  

  It was a well-judged letter, warm and deliberately cheerful, but a little distant, Briony thought when she’d finished. A letter between friends. September 1940. The Allies hadn’t
  arrived in Italy until 1943, of course, so Hartmann must have received it when he was elsewhere. It struck her that this meant he might have carried it around with him for several years. It must
  have been special to him.

  Briony looked up to see Mariella’s eyes upon her, calm dark pools, but with a touch of trouble. ‘Please take them,’ Mariella said. ‘Maybe you find her family and give
  them.’

  ‘Maybe.’ Briony frowned. ‘I wonder who Paul Hartmann was.’ There was something about the voice of the letter she’d read, its vitality, and the lightness of the
  handwriting, that stirred her interest. She could almost imagine the writer sitting by a window with a view of an autumn garden, the air smelling of bonfire smoke, as her hand flew over the
  page.

  ‘Please.’ Mariella was pleading. ‘The film, these letters, they do not belong to us. You take them.’

  ‘But Mariella, if your father took them from the villa without permission, perhaps I shouldn’t have them. They don’t belong to either of us.’

  To Briony’s surprise, Mariella drew herself up proudly, her dark eyes glinting. There was no sign of anxiety now in the stern line of her mouth, the firmness of her hands clutching the
  table edge. ‘Some people say he steal them, but I tell you the Villa Teresa belongs to my family,’ she said.

  ‘Oh,’ Briony said in surprise.

  ‘What happened in the war was important to my father. The young people, they say it was so long ago. What does anyone care now?’

  ‘I care,’ Briony said quietly.

  ‘Yes, so I tell you a little. The Villa Teresa belonged to the father of my grandfather, you understand?’

  ‘Your great-grandfather.’

  ‘Yes. But he die in the war and then my grandfather and the cousin of my grandfather both say the villa belongs to them. So, for many years they fight about it, until there is no more
  money to pay l’avvocato.’

  ‘The lawyer?’

  ‘Si. And then my grandfather die, some say of sadness. For many years, we do not know what will happen.’

  ‘But no one lives there now?’

  ‘No. The villa is falling down. No good.’ Mariella smoothed her hair and sighed. Then with the same quick movements that she used to fold linen, she straightened the pile of letters,
  pushed them back into the big envelope and shut them in the tin. ‘Take, take,’ she said, pushing the tin towards Briony.

  It was apparently impossible to refuse and part of Briony didn’t want to. Whoever Sarah, the letter-writer, turned out to be – an acquaintance of her grandfather or otherwise –
  Briony was curious.

  ‘I can try to find her family, I suppose. If not, maybe I should give them to an archive? Museum,’ she explained hastily, seeing Mariella frown.

  ‘Yes, museum.’

  She took the box. When she thanked Mariella, she was surprised when the woman embraced her warmly. Only as she made her way down the hillside did it occur to her that Mariella had not properly
  answered her questions, but instead raised new ones.

  

‘So the Villa Teresa was occupied by Allied troops during the invasion of Italy, but when the time came to give it back to its owners, Mariella’s great-grandfather
  had died and the family argued about who should inherit it,’ Briony explained to Luke and Aruna later that afternoon. She was sitting at the pool’s edge, her stripy sundress drawn up
  over her knees, swirling her feet in the water. ‘And the case has lain unresolved for years and years, the old people are all dead and no one knows what’s happening.’ The dolphin
  mosaic on the bottom of the pool wriggled and bucked.

  ‘The bureaucracy. Unbelievable!’ Luke’s teeth flashed in a sardonic grin. ‘It could only happen here.’ He was sitting on a sunlounger, a paperback splayed face down
  on his stomach. His body had already turned a pale gold in the sun.

  ‘That still doesn’t explain why Mariella gave us the film.’ Aruna, in her white bikini, gleamed darker than ever. She was sitting awkwardly on the sunbed next to Luke’s,
  examining a nasty blister on the side of her foot. ‘Damn these shoes,’ she muttered, wriggling her toes. ‘Bri, chuck me the suncream, will you?’

  ‘It’s not fair,’ Briony grumbled, obliging. ‘All I get is this boiled lobster look.’

  ‘You are a delicate English rose,’ Aruna agreed with a grin. Her sparkling nose jewel brought out the brilliance of her sharp brown eyes and a coiled snake tattoo on her ankle
  emphasized the delicacy of her bone structure.

  Briony smiled back with fondness. Aruna was so slender and perfect it was no surprise that everyone fell for her. Luke was a case in point. Briony had been with Aruna when the couple had first
  met and she still remembered the besotted expression on his face the instant he set eyes on her friend.

  ‘You’re both gorgeous,’ Luke sighed. ‘Now go on with the story, Briony.’

  ‘Mariella’s family think of the villa as theirs and her father had taken the film and the letters away without asking anyone and she didn’t know what else to do with
  them.’

  ‘It all sounds a bit odd to me,’ Aruna said, arranging her towel on the sunbed. ‘So you’ve got some film of your grandfather and a few old letters and she’s got the
  stuff off her conscience.’ She reached for her Ray-Bans and lay down to cream her stomach.

  Luke sat up, peering at Briony over his sunglasses. ‘Do we know anything about this woman who sent the letters? You said her name was Sarah.’

  ‘I’ve only read a couple, so no. She lived in Norfolk, I think, somewhere called Westbury.’

  ‘You know Norfolk, Luke,’ Aruna murmured sleepily.

  ‘I don’t. It’s my parents who have moved there, not me. We can certainly look Westbury up on the internet next time we get a signal. I’ll tell you what, though.’
  Luke took off his glasses and fixed Briony with narrowed eyes. ‘The villa. How about a spot of trespassing when it’s cooler?’

  ‘That’s a great idea.’

  ‘Aruna?’

  ‘If it isn’t too much of a slog,’ Aruna groaned.

  ‘Try wearing some proper shoes for a change,’ Luke’s voice was gentle.

  ‘Oh shut up,’ she murmured.

  ‘Should we ask the others?’ Briony said tentatively.

  ‘They don’t like walking, haven’t you noticed?’ Aruna said with a laugh. She rolled over. ‘Here, will you put some cream on my back, Luke? Pretty please?’
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  Mike and Zara didn’t want a walk, so towards evening it was only the three of them who set out. The light breeze in the lane brought the trees to life and in their shadow
  the air was deliciously cool. They were hot and tired, though, once they’d scaled the hillside and reached the rutted lane that led to the villa. Worse, despite her better shoes, Aruna was
  hobbling from her blister. She sank down on the grass verge to inspect it and Briony observed the tenderness with which Luke crouched to wipe the dust from her heel and stick on a plaster he took
  from his pocket.

  ‘You carry them around with you!’ Briony was impressed.

  He held out his hands to show old scratches and scars. ‘Occupational hazard,’ he said, ‘even with gloves.’

  Luke ran his own business in South London, designing and planting city gardens. Briony still teased Aruna about the way they’d first met. ‘Your knight in faded denim,’
  she’d say with a chuckle. ‘Rescuing the beautiful maiden’s moggy.’

  Purrkins, Aruna’s beloved blue Burmese, was supposed to be an indoor cat, but sometimes made a break for it. On this occasion he’d been missing for two days and Briony was helping
  search for him. Luke’s van was parked outside a house three doors down and Briony nipped along to ask if he’d seen a big, fluffy, blue-eyed cat. He hadn’t, but he’d heard
  mewing from the house next door where someone said the inhabitants were away. Purrkins, it turned out, had become stuck behind a one-way cat flap. Luke simply clambered over the garden fence and
  let him out. Aruna was so grateful that she immediately asked him to join them for supper. Briony, seeing which way things were going, murmured an excuse.

  She liked Luke more than most of Aruna’s previous boyfriends, who had tended to be either stylish media types who ran a mile after meeting Aruna’s very traditional parents, or,
  during phases when Aruna was trying to please her mother and father, conventional professional men with whom she quickly grew bored.

  At first Briony imagined that given her own world of books and ideas she and Luke would have little in common except Aruna, but not a bit of it. Luke was well read. He simply came at everything
  from a different angle, which was refreshing. And he was so easy to talk to that the three of them got on famously. Still, sometimes she felt a bit of a gooseberry.

  Aruna slipped on her shoe again and stood up. ‘Come on, let’s go find this place,’ she snapped. It was clear she was still in discomfort. Luke put his arm round her slim waist
  to help her along.

  When they reached the old gates, Luke was as charmed as a boy by the overgrown garden. ‘Did you find a way in?’ he asked Briony as he peered between the rusted palings.

  ‘No, I didn’t like to try,’ she said, but Luke was already off exploring. In one direction the wall skirted the edge of a deep drop, so she followed him to the left where it
  disappeared into a tangle of trees. These initially defeated their attempts to break through, then Briony found a place where she could duck inside and squeeze along a path winding between tree
  trunks until it reached a crumbling section of the wall. Propped up there she saw the remains of an old ladder.

  ‘Hey, over here!’ she called, and after some crashing around Luke emerged from the greenery.

  ‘Aruna’s sitting this one out,’ he said, brushing twigs from his hair. ‘Blimey, who’s been here then?’

  ‘No idea. Is she OK?’

  ‘Think so, just wants a rest. You’re lighter, do you want to go first? I’ll hold the ladder.’

  Briony tested each rung before putting her weight on it, then scrambled onto the wall and looked down the other side.

  ‘More jungle,’ she called back. ‘Oh, and a ladder down.’ The top rung of this one was sound, but the next snapped and with a cry she half slipped, half tumbled the rest
  of the way, scraping her hands, before landing in a bush.

  ‘Briony?’ Luke’s voice was muffled.

  ‘Still alive, just!’ She inspected her palms and was picking out the splinters when Luke lowered himself safely beside her.

  ‘Let’s see,’ he commanded.

  ‘No, I’m fine, honestly.’

  ‘If you’re sure,’ he said, looking about. He helped her up, then began to move away through the green light under the trees. She tagged along, thinking how extraordinary it
  was, like swimming through a submarine forest. She could even hear running water.

  ‘Hey,’ came Luke’s voice ahead. ‘Come and see.’

  She found him investigating a narrow channel where silvery water gushed over pebbles. Sinking down, she plunged her smarting hands into the ice-cold flow with a sigh of pleasure.

  ‘It’s come out of the rock somewhere,’ he muttered, craning to see, but the foliage was too dense.

  She rose, shaking her hands dry. ‘Come on. The house’ll be this way.’ She stepped over the stream and pushed on through the branches until suddenly she came up against the wall
  of an outhouse. Like a tomb, darkness leaped from its gaping doorway, and she recoiled from a foul stink of decay. Her feet found an old path, which passed a tumbledown shed held together with ivy,
  its rotted roof bright with moss. Her trainer kicked against something hard that clanked and she paused to discover a rusted engine. Left perhaps by the British soldiers, she thought, her pulse
  quickening, then, ‘Eeurgh,’ she said.

  ‘What?’ Luke was close behind.

  ‘Got oil on my shoe. Oh, what’s this?’

  A stubby tree trunk fallen sideways turned out to be an old fountain. Briony ripped at the greenery and revealed a cherubic face with a hole instead of a mouth. Luke peeled off more ivy and
  exposed a stone wing.

  ‘One of the four winds, don’t you think? Hey,’ he glanced about, ‘maybe this whole area . . . Yes, look at that wall. This was once a pool with the
  fountain in the middle. And a tiled border round it, and over there, pillars, like that one.’

  ‘With a ball on top. How typically Italian.’

  ‘So sad it’s come to this.’

  ‘Do you suppose it happened in the war?’ Briony wondered.

  ‘Dunno. Could be the years of neglect.’

  Quietly they surveyed the ruined glory around them before stumbling on.

  Then, suddenly, the mass of the house loomed up before them. They were on a ruined concourse in front of the elegant villa familiar to them from the filmstrip, but the change wrought by time was
  terrible. Its shutters were hanging off, its broken windows stood open to the weather, the white-painted frontage was blistered and crumbling. There were signs of past beauty, though, in the
  graceful lines of the roof and the rusted iron latticework of the upstairs balconies.

  Briony said, ‘I feel bad that Aruna’s missing this.’

  ‘Me, too, but let’s look inside now we’ve got here.’

  They picked their way across a mess of shattered roof tiles and flakes of plaster to peer in through a window like a gaping mouth. The spacious room beyond was full of rubbish, broken chairs,
  twisted pieces of machinery, rotten beams, all thickly coated with dirt. The walls were blotched with damp and fungus, but on the far one was fixed a noticeboard still bearing a few scraps of
  paper. Bleached of whatever had been printed on them, Briony guessed; it was difficult to tell at this distance. She felt a low thrum of excitement seeing this sign of army occupation. Grandpa had
  been here. The idea was extraordinary.

  A thought occurred to her. ‘The place can’t have been like this when Mariella’s dad found the film reels. They’d have been ruined.’

  ‘I expect he took them quite soon after the army left. Come on, let’s look for a way in.’

  

Initially they had no luck. The main doors had rotted in their frames and would not shift, despite Luke’s attempts, but on rounding the right-hand side of the house they
  found a narrow entrance, with what must once have been a door, lying warped amid the debris inside.

  They peered into the gloom. ‘Scullery, do you think?’ Luke said. A huge stone sink stood under the back window. Daylight glowed from a doorway opposite that must lead further into
  the house.

  ‘Is it safe to go in?’ Briony’s voice echoed.

  ‘Probably not.’ Their eyes met. He shrugged.

  She stepped inside, brushing past cobwebs as she meandered round the cool, dark room then through the far doorway into a bright kitchen with a rusted range and an old bread oven. Sunshine
  falling through latticed panes patched the tiled floor. It would have become hot in here, she thought, but the scents of baking and delicious sauces must have been wonderful, and from the windows
  there would have been a view of fruit trees and terracotta pots of herbs . . . She was so caught up in this vision she didn’t notice where she was going. Her knee bumped
  against an ancient cupboard. Its door flew open and she screamed as a family of rodents shot out.

  ‘Briony?’

  ‘It’s OK,’ she gasped as Luke’s alarmed face appeared. ‘Mice!’

  He rolled his eyes.

  ‘It was the shock,’ she said crossly. ‘Oh, that’s pretty.’ He was holding a patterned teacup.

  ‘It’s such a shame, isn’t it?’ he said, placing the cup on the range and looking about dolefully. ‘This place must once have been idyllic. A garden villa up in the
  hills. What do you think – Mariella’s family’s summer residence?’

  ‘Rather than a farmhouse? She didn’t explain.’

  A long time ago, people had been happy living here. It had that atmosphere. She’d felt it a moment ago, but when she glanced at the window now, she saw it was cracked and filthy and that
  where she’d dreamed herbs and fruit trees was actually tangled jungle which almost reached the house. Something that could be the remains of an old truck lay just visible under a blanket of
  creeper. She shivered, imagining how the soldiers might have treated the place, wondering what brutal things had happened here.

  ‘Briony?’ She jumped. Luke’s muffled voice came from further into the house. She turned to see that he’d opened another door. She followed and found herself in the front
  hall, where bits of wooden banister hung down from a ruined staircase. ‘Hey.’ Luke’s figure filled the doorway to a room at the front. ‘You must see this.’

  It was the room with the noticeboard that they’d glimpsed from outside. The clatter of wings announced a fleeing pigeon. It cocked its head at them from a high beam. Broken tiles crunched
  under their feet and patches of bare earth were slippery with damp and bird droppings.

  The flakes of paper on the rotted board were held to it only by rust or habit. ‘A map once, I think,’ she murmured, seeing the ghost of a pattern, and for a moment was aware of
  Luke’s presence close by, the warm, salty scent of him.

  ‘What were they doing here?’ Luke was murmuring, gazing round the room. ‘These soldiers, in the middle of nowhere?’

  ‘The Allies invaded mainland Italy in September 1943,’ she told him. ‘This would have been roughly on the route north after Naples.’

  ‘But why would they have come up here to this villa?’

  ‘I don’t know. Maybe it was a good lookout place before all the trees grew up. You would be able to see down to Tuana.’ It was then they both heard a distant humming.
  ‘Hey, is that a car?’

  They listened. ‘It’s some way away,’ Luke said. ‘Whatever, we ought to go and rescue poor Aruna.’

  Briony nodded.

  He took one more glance about, then as he turned, his foot slid on a tile, which struck something that clinked. He prodded at a lump of mortar with his toe, then bent and picked out a small,
  oblong tin that had been hidden underneath. It was light in weight and rusted shut, but when Briony shook it gently, she heard a rustle from inside.

  ‘Let’s take it with us,’ he said.

  ‘Do you think we ought?’

  ‘Yeah. Come on. I’m worried about that car.’

  But by the time they’d left the house the engine noise was fading.

  

When they reached the lane beyond the gates, there was Aruna sitting on the rock exactly where they’d left her, her pointed face furious.

  ‘You’ve been nearly an hour. What the hell have you been up to?’

  ‘It wasn’t that long, Ru. How’s your blister?’ Luke murmured, stooping to see, but she drew her foot away in a sharp, rude movement. He looked dismayed.

  ‘We’re sorry,’ Briony cut in, trying to help. ‘It’s my fault, I kept wanting to see more. It’s an amazing place, I wish you’d come. The gardens must
  once have been beautiful. And the house . . .’

  Her friend shrugged without speaking. Luke stood up slowly and folded his arms, contemplating Aruna, one eyebrow cocked.

  ‘And what’s that?’ Aruna said finally, nodding towards the tin in Briony’s hand.

  ‘Just something we found.’

  ‘What’s in it?’

  ‘Have you got a key?’ Luke asked. Aruna had and the women watched him work away at the lid of the tin. Eventually, he levered up one corner, bent it back and squinted inside.
  ‘Here,’ he said, passing it to Briony, who took it from him. She tipped a heap of dry, tawny shavings out into her palm, rubbed and sniffed its faint remaining pungence.

  ‘Tobacco, is that all?’ Aruna said, disgusted.

  Briony didn’t answer. She knew that dusty fragrance. It brought her grandfather instantly to mind, his voice soft and husky like hers, the feel of his big hand in her child-sized one. The
  memory was so strong that for a moment she was overtaken by grief and longing.

  She stared at the dust in her hand. The film, the letters, the scent of her grandfather’s pipe. Everything was drawing her back in time. What had her grandfather been doing here in wartime
  Italy? Who were Paul and Sarah? What had once happened in this remote valley?

  


  Six
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  Briony hoped the trip into Tuana would answer some of her questions. Again, it was just the three of them, she, Luke and Aruna, and they’d come because Luke had cracked a
  tooth on an olive stone, but had managed to get an emergency appointment with a dentist in the town. The sun was high in the sky by the time they dropped Luke, so after buying some supplies and
  poking about in a gift shop, Briony and Aruna had fallen gratefully into chairs at a pavement café with an aspect across the main square. Icy lemonade revived them, though not to the extent
  of encouraging anything energetic.

  ‘Is the church open? The guidebook said there are wall paintings.’ Briony counted coins onto the table and nodded towards the sand-coloured Romanesque hulk that dominated the small
  paved square.

  ‘I’m too hot to even stand.’ With sunglasses, carmine lips and a gauzy scarf over her hair, Aruna looked like a film star travelling incognito and was drawing curious
  stares.

  ‘It’ll be cool inside,’ Briony coaxed. ‘And we have to see a bit of the town or there’s no point us all having come.’

  ‘Do we? That’s a difference between you and me. I’d be quite happy to collapse here till Luke’s ready. Have you finished with this?’ Without waiting for an answer
  she swallowed the last of Briony’s lemonade and grinned lazily at her. They’d been friends for so many years that they knew each other intimately. They’d shared a student flat and
  later a house together in London before getting places of their own. Aruna had been generous, drawing Briony into her huge circle of friends. She could be lazy about housework and had always been a
  great borrower of everything from shampoo to books, less good about returning them. Still, Briony had never really minded.

  ‘The church, come on, Aruna.’

  ‘OK, you bully.’ They collected up their bags and returned the waiter’s flirtatious ‘Ciao’ then drifted off across the square, Aruna still
  complaining about the heat.

  It was open, and Briony was right. The shadowy interior of the building provided blissful relief from the fierce sun and she was surprised they were the only ones taking advantage of it. Aruna
  pulled off her scarf, pushed her sunglasses into her hair and dumped herself down on a chair in the nave from which to view her surroundings. Briony was more methodical, following the perimeter to
  study the statuary and the memorial slabs on the whitewashed walls. She came across the famed frescoes in a side chapel. They were a pair of simple scenes of saints standing amid flowers and trees,
  the colours still thrillingly bright after many centuries. She pondered the rapturous faces and tried to imagine how treasured the pictures must have been in their time by ordinary people, not for
  any financial value, but as visual aids to worship and prayer.

  She was turning to go when a beautiful memorial slab on the wall near the altar lured her across. It was an oval of white marble etched with trails of gold-leaf flowers. The name on it was
  Antonio Mei and when she calculated the dates it touched her heart that he’d only been fifteen when he died. 1944, it had been.

  She walked away with a feeling of melancholy and went to sit beside Aruna. ‘Have you got the guidebook?’ she whispered, her voice echoing in the space.

  Aruna felt in her backpack. Briony flicked to the entry about the church and held the guide between them.

  ‘I love the translation.’

  ‘It’s great,’ Aruna said. ‘This bit, for instance: “A shell in 1943 destroyed part of the south aisle, but it has since been most happily
  restored.” Isn’t that a lovely phrase?’

  They glanced along the right side of the church, but there was indeed no sign now of the bomb damage. Briony drew the book towards her. Her eye had snagged on the name Antonio Mei. She read on,
  quickly. Fifteen-year-old Antonio had lied about his age and tried to join the army. Later, he’d been killed in an accident and his grieving family had raised the money for the memorial.

  She was brooding on this tragic story when a sudden sound made her look up. An elderly priest had entered the church through a door near the altar. He nodded at the two women and set about
  preparations for a service, so, after a minute, they got up, thanked him and left.

  Outside, they sat on the steps in the shadow of a tree, taking turns to sip from Briony’s bottle of sparkling water. Briony studied the pictures in the guidebook. There was a town hall,
  apparently, but no mention of a museum.
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