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To


My warm, wise, wonderful friend


Jenni Keer


I’m blessed to have you in my life










Chapter 1


The sun had long since set over the Italian horizon before the last of the mourners finally headed back to their homes, leaving behind a mountain of food and a silence in the farmhouse kitchen that neither the Rossi family nor I could bear to acknowledge.


No one’s eyes strayed to Mum’s much-loved patterned Moroccan shawl draped over the chair next to the stove, or to her collection of thin gold and silver bangles bundled together in a box on the table amid the crockery and cutlery. Early that morning, I had thought I might wear them to her funeral, but when it came to it, I couldn’t.


‘I don’t think I can do this,’ I had sobbed, pulling them off again when it was time to leave for the church, but I wasn’t talking about wearing her jewellery. ‘I’m not ready.’


I had watched Mum’s last breath leave her body and yet somehow, I still couldn’t believe that she was gone. I didn’t want to believe that she was gone. We might have spent more time apart than together, more hours sparring than hugging, but the thought of never seeing her again, never having another spirited cross word, wrenched my heart in two.


I had tried to make myself believe that she was travelling again, off on one of her adventures, but the image of her final moments was imprinted on the inside of my eyelids and that made the pretence impossible.


‘You will never be ready, darling Fliss,’ Nonna had said, her eyes as swollen from crying as mine as she gently took my hand and guided me out the door into the spring sunshine and then to the waiting car. ‘Not for this.’


Nonna’s diminutive figure had been by my side all day. She had led me through the service, walked me to the graveside, and afterwards found me a seat and another plate of food back in the kitchen which had bulged with Rossi relatives all wanting to pay their respects. She was watching me even now, from the far side of the room. I quickly got up and began covering dishes and rearranging chairs, not wanting to worry her further.


‘Fliss,’ said Alessandro, Nonna’s son, the dear man who considered Mum his sister even though they hadn’t shared a single drop of blood. ‘Leave that.’


‘But it needs doing,’ I replied, my voice every bit as hoarse as his. ‘The food needs to be put away, at least.’


There were no dishes to wash. The many friends and relatives had made sure of that. Practically nothing had been left for the family to do aside from grieve for my mother, the woman who had arrived at their door, a pregnant teenager, all alone in the world, almost three decades ago. Without question they had welcomed her in, given her a home and taken her to their hearts and now they mourned her passing every bit as gravely as if she had been one of their very own.


‘It can wait,’ Alessandro kindly said. ‘I need to give you this.’


‘What is it?’ I asked, turning to face him.


‘Una lettera,’ he said, holding out a white envelope.


‘A letter?’ I swallowed. ‘For me?’


I never got mail at the farm. I had no one to write to me in Puglia. Everyone in the world I loved was right here. Except for Mum. I swallowed hard, pushing the thought of her final destination away.


‘It’s from your mother.’


My eyes flicked from the envelope to Alessandro’s care-worn face and I bit my bottom lip to stop it trembling. I couldn’t have more tears to shed. It surely wasn’t possible for my body to produce another single one.


‘She wrote me a letter?’ I croaked.


‘You know your mamma,’ he shrugged, the tiniest smile on his lips. ‘She always liked to have the last word.’


I slid the envelope into my skirt pocket and minutes later, having grabbed a coat and lantern from the porch and made sure Nonna was looking the other way, I slipped out of the house and made my way down to the cherry orchard. It was chilly, even for April, and I turned up the collar of the coat and walked a little faster.


The letter sat heavy in my pocket, almost as heavy as the weight which had settled on my chest the moment Mum had returned to the farm after cutting her last trip short. Footloose and fancy free, there were few corners of the globe she hadn’t visited and she had planned to be away for months. When she turned up again, just a few weeks later, we knew something was wrong. Just one glimpse at her unusually pale and painfully thin face told us something was seriously amiss. The doctor confirmed our fears and the cancer rampaging through her system had claimed her before any of us had even started to take the diagnosis in.


‘Oh, Mum,’ I sobbed as I came to a stop at the foot of one of the oldest cherry trees on the farm. I rested my back against the trunk and slid down, coming to a bump on the hard ground.


I tugged the envelope out of my pocket and arranged the lantern so I could read what was inside. The writing didn’t look much like Mum’s. It was spidery, obviously scribbled before her strength had left her and she couldn’t even hold up her head, let alone control a pen. I pushed the image away. I didn’t want to think of her like that. She had always been so vibrant and full of energy, that was what I needed to remember.


Even though the words didn’t look like hers, the tone was unmistakably Mum’s; I could imagine her standing over me and I could hear her voice in my head.


‘This can’t be true,’ I whispered into the evening air as I scanned the page. ‘I can’t believe it.’


‘It is,’ came her swift response, clear as the night sky and carried on the chilly breeze. ‘You must.’


I looked at the letter again.




Fliss, I have something to tell you, something I should have told you years ago but I could never find the words. I know it will come as a shock and I hope you can forgive me.





I could tell the letter had been hastily written, as if she wanted to commit her confession to paper before she changed her mind… or ran out of time.




Do you remember when you told me you didn’t want to travel with me anymore? That you’d seen enough of the world, and that you wanted to stay at the farm because it was where your roots were planted?





I did remember saying that, and mostly because of her reaction. Rather than laugh my words off, as I had expected her to in her free-spirited I-refuse-to-be-tethered kind of way, she had been upset. I had always assumed she was disappointed that I wasn’t going to carry on following in her flighty footsteps, but apparently not.




The truth is, I stayed away for so long after that because I was feeling guilty. I know you will roll your eyes at that because you’ve always said I’m too self-absorbed to feel bad about anything…





I wasn’t rolling my eyes. Far from it.




… but I did feel awful and that’s because I have kept something from you Fliss. I have kept something important from you and the Rossis. Your roots shouldn’t be planted here in Puglia because you have family elsewhere. I know I’ve always maintained it’s just the two of us in the world, but it isn’t. It never has been.


When I left the UK in search of your father, I left my family behind. I never got on with my dad, but I think you might. I think you might be a better fit for the family farm than I was too. I think your roots should be there, Fliss, buried in the British Fenland soil, not planted here in Italy where I put them.


I know I’m not in a position to make demands, but I think you should go to the farm and see it for yourself. It’s called Fenview Farm, and it’s near a town called Wynbridge. Go and find it before you finally settle on your place in the world.


I’m sorry I never told you any of this before and I’m sorry there’s no time now to tell you more. I hope you can forgive me. I’m not sure I can forgive myself.


With all my love, Mum xxx





I stared at the letter, my hands shaking with more than the cold. Countless times both Mum and Nonna had recounted how she had arrived at the farm pregnant and looking for the boy she had had a holiday romance with. The address he had given her didn’t exist, but the Rossis did and they had taken her in. Their farm became ours. It was where I belonged.


Or at least it was where I had always believed I belonged. I had never given a thought to what Mum’s life had been before Puglia, but now I knew she had grown up on a farm in England that bore the Brown name and she had left it behind, along with her family, and I felt shocked to my very core. She must have fled under one hell of a cloud if it had stopped her going back.


‘Fliss!’


The sudden voice, cutting through the silence, made me jump. I almost dropped the letter and pulled in a lungful of air. I hadn’t realised I was holding my breath.


‘Fliss!’ bawled the voice again.


It was Marco, Alessandro’s son, Nonna’s handsome grandson. The man I thought of as my brother. We had grown up on the farm together. I had been there for him when he lost his mamma and now, he was here for me as I tried to navigate my way through saying goodbye to mine.


‘I’m here!’ I shouted back, making the dogs in the yard bark.


‘Sbrigati!’


‘I’ll be there in a minute.’


‘It’s time to eat!’


The long day had been punctuated by nothing but crying and eating. In fact, the whole of the last few days had been an exhausting mix of the two. I really didn’t think I could manage to do more of either.


‘Sbrigati,’ came Marco’s demand again.


‘I am hurrying,’ I muttered, trying to slip the letter back into my pocket and only then realising that there was another, slightly smaller, envelope inside the first.


‘What are you doing out here?’ Marco asked, his voice closer as he negotiated the path I had taken through the trees, aided by the torch on his phone. ‘It’s too cold.’


‘I just wanted a minute,’ I sniffed, my eyes quickly scanning the second envelope which had the request ‘please pass on when you arrive’ scribbled on the back.


Mum obviously expected me to deliver her missive, but that wasn’t going to happen. I wouldn’t be going to Fenview Farm or to Wynbridge. I had no need of another family, even if they were my flesh and blood. My home and my heart were here in Puglia with Nonna, Alessandro and Marco.


‘What have you got there?’ Marco asked.


I shook my head.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s none of my business.’


‘It’s fine,’ I told him, pushing the letter further into my pocket, but not wanting to shut him out. ‘It’s a letter. From Mum.’


‘What does it say?’


‘Nothing important,’ I lied, holding out my hand so he could pull me up.


He stared down at me, his eyes searching mine.


‘It really is nothing,’ I swallowed.


Arm-in-arm, we set off back towards the house.





Even though we were all used to Mum being away for months at a time, there was no deluding ourselves that she was coming back. As much as I would have loved to, I couldn’t erase the memory of the last couple of months any more than I could pretend that her letter wasn’t sitting on the nightstand next to my bed.


I felt her absence everywhere. It was the last thing I thought of before I tried to sleep and the first thing I remembered when I woke from the hours spent tossing, turning and dreaming. As the days slowly passed, and even though I tried not to because my life really didn’t need further disruption, I began to think more about the words she had left behind and the implications they could have if I acted on them.


The internet at the farm was intermittent at best which was frustrating because, as my thoughts strayed more and more often to what this Fenview Farm and Wynbridge looked like, it couldn’t maintain a consistent enough connection to satisfy my curiosity.


I had been adamant the day of Mum’s funeral that the Rossis were all the family I needed, and that I wasn’t going to share with them what she had revealed, but my inquisitiveness had slowly got the better of me. Just as Mum had known it would. What sort of farm was it, I wondered, and more to the point, why did she think that I would be a better fit for it, and her father, than she had been?


Within a fortnight I was fit to burst and couldn’t keep the details of the letter secret any longer. I had made up my mind that I would go. I would take a flight to the UK and find the previously unheard of family and farm for myself. If nothing else, the trip would take me to a place where I wouldn’t constantly be reminded that Mum had left me for good.


‘So,’ I said, carefully laying the letter on the kitchen table after supper one evening. ‘I need to talk to you all. I have something to tell you.’


Grandmother, son and grandson sat in silence but each became increasingly wide-eyed as I read what Mum had written. Their expressions told me that they had absolutely no idea there was a Brown family back in England missing their daughter. When I had finished, I slowly drank my coffee, letting the words settle and sink in.


I knew it would have pained Mum to know that I would have to share her secret. To the Rossis, nothing was more important than family; they were the classic Italian famiglia and she would have worried about lowering herself in their adoring estimation. But she needn’t have. They were shocked, but not unkind.


‘Almost thirty years,’ Alessandro quietly said. ‘She left England almost thirty years ago and she never breathed a word about growing up on a farm or about her family.’


‘I know,’ I nodded.


‘I suppose we all just assumed that she had no one,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘No one who would miss her anyway, but this,’ he said pointing at the letter, ‘suggests otherwise, doesn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I think it does.’


‘Has she been in touch with them at all in all that time?’


‘I don’t think so,’ I swallowed. ‘I don’t even know if she told them she was pregnant before she left, so they might not even know I exist.’


Alessandro ran a hand through his thick salt-and-pepper curls. Marco chewed his thumb-nail and Nonna stared at the letter.


‘How old would that make your grandparents, Fliss?’ Alessandro frowned.


‘Pretty old,’ Marco haphazardly calculated before I could answer. ‘Perhaps as old as Nonna. What are you going to do, Fliss?’


‘She’s going to go, of course,’ Nonna firmly answered, finally finding her voice.


‘Yes,’ Alessandro added. ‘Fliss, you must.’


They sounded as though they were all set to try and convince me, but I’d already decided.


‘But we’re Fliss’s family,’ Marco cut in. ‘What was Jennifer thinking, dropping this bombshell from beyond the grave? Why did she wait?’


‘Probably so she didn’t have to deal with all this,’ I answered, with a wry smile.


Marco reached across the table for my hand and squeezed it tight.


‘She shouldn’t have said anything at all,’ he frowned.


‘Yes,’ said Nonna. ‘She should.’


‘I’ll come with you then,’ Marco added, having taken a moment to absorb Nonna’s pronouncement.


‘No,’ I said. ‘You’re needed here. And besides, this is one journey I really feel as though I need to make on my own.’


Alessandro and Nonna exchanged a look, clearly relieved that I didn’t need talking around.


‘Are you going to contact your grandparents before you go?’ Marco asked.


‘I wouldn’t know what to say,’ I shrugged, my heart fluttering at the thought of having to find the words.


‘I suppose it would be difficult to explain in a letter or on the telephone,’ said Alessandro, sucking his bottom lip as he looked down at Mum’s spidery words.


‘And I don’t want to overthink it,’ I told them. ‘Now I’ve made up my mind, I just want to go. I’ll think about what I’m going to say when I get there. It’s the only way to make sure I don’t talk myself out of doing it. One step at a time, you know?’


‘One step at a time,’ Marco repeated.


‘When will you leave?’ Nonna asked, her eyes filled with tears.


‘At the end of the week,’ I told her. ‘I’ll book a flight for Friday.’


She nodded and reached for my other hand, and just like that the course of my life completely changed direction.










Chapter 2


My worldly goods didn’t amount to all that much and when I sorted through Mum’s things it transpired that she had amassed even less. Aside from her bangles, her other possessions were staying at the farm and I packed the little I needed to take with me into my capacious rucksack and carry-on bag. Materially, I didn’t have a lot to show for twenty-eight years of living, but my heart had always been full and that was all that mattered to me.


‘I don’t understand why you’re taking so much,’ Marco sulked the morning I was set to leave, even though he could clearly see I was taking very little. ‘It’s not as if you won’t be coming back, is it?’


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, pulling him into a hug. ‘You’re not getting rid of me for good.’


‘I should hope not,’ he said, squeezing me tight. ‘The season starts soon and you need to be here to organise the troops. That’s still your job, you know?’


Inspired by how Mum had worked on various farms around the world to fund her happy-go-lucky lifestyle, the Rossi farm was set up to welcome travellers who wanted to stay and immerse themselves in local life for a while, rather than whizz through, barely taking in the sights before moving on.


Everyone worked and lived together over the summer months and even though each year welcomed a different mix of people, the atmosphere was always the same – inclusive and a lot of fun. From mid-May to late October the farm buzzed and we all preferred it to the quieter months of winter.


‘I know it is,’ I smiled, amused that Marco was using my role at the farm to mask how much he was going to miss me. ‘And I’ll probably be back even before the first lot arrive.’


‘Probably?’ he asked, pulling away, his eyebrows raised.


‘Stop pressuring her, Marco,’ said Alessandro. ‘She’ll be as long as it takes. Fliss, we need to go.’


He took my bags out to the truck and I swallowed down the lump in my throat. I wasn’t sure I could handle saying goodbye to Nonna.


‘Here,’ she said, holding out a sheet of paper. ‘This is for you.’


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Read it and see.’


I only took in the four words written at the top before my throat closed up and my vision blurred. Copied straight out of her ancient handwritten family cookbook it was the Rossi cherry and almond tart recipe. I had been asking her for it for years, but she had always refused to give me the exact details. The particulars were a closely guarded family secret, not even Alessandro and Marco were privy to the extra ingredient which she only ever added when no one else was in the kitchen.


‘Wherever you end up,’ she shakily said, ‘this will always give you a taste of home.’


I let out a steadying breath and nodded.


‘I’ll keep it safe,’ I huskily promised, carefully folding and tucking it into the breast pocket of my shirt alongside Mum’s two letters.


Together they felt like a protective talisman close to my heart and I was in no doubt of the honour Nonna had bestowed upon me by handing the treasured recipe over.


‘And you only add the last ingredient when no one is watching,’ she sternly reminded me.


‘Of course,’ I smiled, bending to give her one last hug.


This departure from the farm felt very different to when Mum was dragging me off somewhere. It felt unsettlingly final. Not as though I would never be coming back, rather that when I did things would be altered for good.





The journey from Puglia to Peterborough wasn’t all that long but by the time I checked into the hotel where I was staying for my first night on UK soil, I felt exhausted. I briefly video called the farm to let everyone know I was safe and then, refusing to give in to the bout of homesickness the sight of the familiar kitchen aroused, I indulged in a long, hot bath.


Still with no real idea of where I was going to end up the next day, but knowing I had come far enough not to change my mind, I snuggled down in the comfortable double bed and began to google.


‘Fenview Farm,’ I said aloud as I typed the name into the search bar. ‘Wynbridge.’


There was no website for the farm, or social media presence, and Google Street View offered up little more than a view of a Fenland drove road, flat and far reaching, but the land on either side of it appeared to be full of orchards. I hadn’t given much thought to what sort of farm Fenview might be, but looking at the landscape, a fruit farm felt likely. My heart skittered at the thought. The acres of trees would provide a setting I could relate to and there was some comfort in that. Perhaps that was why Mum considered it a match for me, but why hadn’t it been for her?


I could see that most of the trees looked to be well-tended, but there were a couple of areas which were either neglected, or altogether abandoned. The exact spot on the road where the farm was located was obscured by a row of silver birches so I couldn’t see much, but from what I could make out it looked to be a proper working farm.


It pained me to think that Mum had never once mentioned it. She had worked her way around numerous farms over the years, but she had never shared a single detail about the one which was owned by her family. Why exactly was that? My mind started to race again in spite of my efforts to stop it before and, knowing I was in danger of undoing all the good my relaxing bath had done, I quickly put my phone down and turned off the light before I worked my way up to a panic.





Saturday was a warm, soft, spring day and practically as soon as the bus left Peterborough I became mesmerised by the landscape. Parts of Puglia were flat, but nothing like the Fens. The vast fields stretched all the way to the horizon, occasionally interrupted by a distant copse, or boundary defining ditch, but beyond that there appeared to be nothing. Or there was nothing until we reached the outskirts of Wynbridge. Then the orchards began.


Acre upon acre of rows of flat-topped trees, many laden with frothy bursting blossom, were planted along both sides of the road, just as I had seen on Google. My heart soared at the sight and I wondered if there would be as much of a spectacle waiting to welcome me to Fenview Farm. I hoped the discarded orchards I had seen online didn’t belong to the place. That really would be too sad.


But more to the point, would there be a welcome for me at Fenview Farm? For the first time since I had decided to come, I felt a real rush of nerves. It was more intense than what I had felt the night before and it stamped all over practically every other emotion I had recently experienced. I began to feel nauseous.


Was I making a mistake? Why did Mum think that me coming here was so important when she herself had left almost thirty years ago without a backwards glance? She had written that I would be a better fit for the place, but were she and I really so different?


‘This is as far as I go,’ said the bus driver, as he twisted round to look at me from his seat and pulled me out of my reverie. ‘Are you getting off or going back?’


He didn’t know it of course, but that was actually a huge question.


‘Getting off,’ I said, grabbing my bags and rushing along the aisle and down the steps before I bolted back to Peterborough.


‘Town square’s that way,’ he called after me, pointing along the road.


Clearly, I didn’t look like someone who knew where they were going.


‘Will I be able to find a taxi there?’


‘Shouldn’t be a problem,’ he said, before closing the doors and swinging the bus round to face the way we’d just come.


I hoisted my pack on to my back and headed in the direction he had indicated. The little town looked lovely in the sunshine, almost idyllic. There was a busy market in the centre of the square and an interesting variety of shops around the edges. There was a pretty café set behind a cherry tree, with some sort of gallery next door, and a pub with an impressive array of spring flowering containers.


The friendly chatter and busyness reminded me of where I shopped in Italy and I tried to marry my initial impression of the place with a vision of Mum. This must have been where she visited and hung out when she was growing up, but I couldn’t picture her anywhere. ‘Work hard, play hard’ was the ethos she had lived by. The second she’d earned enough in the country she was off to the bright lights and big cities to spend it and immerse herself in new experiences, but there didn’t look to be those sorts of opportunities here.


Wynbridge looked too restrained for her taste, altogether too small, but I was charmed. That said, the town was no doubt a very different place all those years ago, and Mum a different person. Perhaps it had satisfied her until she fell pregnant with me and her life had inevitably changed.


‘Can you take me to Fenview Farm, please?’ I asked the only cab driver who was parked in a bay marked out for taxis.


‘Do you have a postcode?’


I couldn’t place his accent.


‘Yes,’ I said, pulling a scrap of paper out of my jeans pocket and handing it over. ‘It’s on Lady’s Drove, if that’s any help.’


‘Yes,’ he said, as I stuffed my bags into the back of the car. ‘I know that road. It’s the fruit farm you want.’


The journey only took a few minutes but in that time my heart started to canter again and as we came to a stop and I took in more of the landmark orchards, I thought it was going to make a bid for freedom and burst right out of my chest.


‘This is it,’ said the driver. ‘That’s four pounds, please.’


‘Keep the change,’ I said, the words sticking in my throat as I handed him a five-pound note.


‘Thanks. Do you need a receipt?’


‘No. No, thank you.’


I took in the peeling farm sign which was leaning drunkenly towards the road. This didn’t look like the Fenview Farm that I had spent the long watches of the previous night building up in my mind. I wondered if the rosy-cheeked Nonna and big-hearted Nonno I had imagined were going to be missing too. There was a small red car parked in the yard, so clearly someone was home.


The taxi driver cleared his throat, making me jump.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I’ll get out.’


I still didn’t move.


‘Do you need a hand?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s all right. I can manage.’


I had barely closed the door before he pulled away, leaving me in a cloud of dust. I watched until he was out of sight, then took a tentative step into the yard.


‘Eliot!’ shouted a voice from the house. ‘Is that you? You’ve taken your time, haven’t you?’


The voice didn’t sound old enough to belong to my grandmother and obviously I had no idea who Eliot was, so I felt on the back foot even before I’d knocked on the door.


‘Come on!’ called the voice again. ‘Hurry up. I have to go.’


I took a deep breath, walked briskly to the open door and knocked loudly on the frame in the hope that whoever was inside would realise I wasn’t who they were expecting.


‘Stop buggering about and give me a hand, would you? I need to get to Mrs Simpkins. Her stats were ridiculously low first thing, and I…’


The words trailed off as the owner of the voice glared up from the pile of paper she was rifling through and saw me hovering in the doorway.


‘Oh,’ she frowned. ‘Not Eliot then.’


‘Afraid not,’ I smiled, apologetically.


‘And not the doctor either.’


‘Definitely not the doctor.’


The young woman, dressed in a blue healthcare tunic, her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, looked me up and down and then dumped the papers back on the table. She couldn’t have looked more annoyed if she tried.


‘So, who are you then?’ she frowned.


I cleared my throat. I really didn’t want to tell her. She was obviously neither of my grandparents and I had planned to announce myself to them before anyone else.


‘Do you not know?’ she snapped.


‘Fliss,’ I swallowed. ‘Felicity Brown.’


I knew instantly that I should have just said my first name, but her waspish manner had thrown me and I found myself in an even more heightened state of tension than I had been when I climbed out of the taxi.


‘Brown?’


‘Yes,’ I swallowed.


There was no point retracting it now.


‘You’re a relative?’ she asked, sounding slightly less peeved.


‘Granddaughter,’ I told her, my voice barely louder than a whisper.


There. I’d said it. The cat was definitely out of the bag.


‘Granddaughter?’ she repeated.


I wanted to ask her to lower her voice, but daren’t. She still looked irritated and I found her a bit intimidating, even though she was only a tiny little thing.


‘That’s right,’ I confirmed.


It was a less than satisfactory start and I felt my shoulders sag. In my head, I’d imagined finding my grandparents sitting together, perhaps enjoying a mid-morning coffee and looking through the newspaper when I rocked up, presented myself and made their day. Facing a harassed care worker before I’d even properly crossed the threshold hadn’t been part of any of the fantasies I’d indulged in. I wondered which of my two grandparents required the assistance of the aggravated carer.


‘Well, come in properly then,’ she said, looking me over again.


I shuffled into the cool kitchen and rested my rucksack against the table while my gaze flicked around the room. It was practical with a few homely touches, but not particularly tidy. I wasn’t sure exactly what I had been expecting, but this place didn’t match the comforting rustic Rossi space that I associated with country kitchens.


‘You don’t look much like a Brown,’ said the carer, narrowing her eyes. ‘And Bill’s never mentioned family to me, but then he is quite a private person, isn’t he?’


Bill was my grandfather’s name then. I wondered if it might be short for William. Mum really should have added her parents’ names to her letter, but then given the little energy she’d had when she wrote it, it was a miracle she’d got down as much as she had.


‘Mm,’ I tentatively agreed, guessing that it was most likely him who was under the weather. ‘And I’ve not been around,’ I added. ‘I’ve been abroad.’


It wasn’t quite a lie.


‘Been travelling, have you?’ she asked, sounding envious.


‘I’ve been in Italy,’ I said, my cheeks colouring.


‘Lucky you,’ she sniffed, thankfully distracted from my family connection. ‘The furthest I’ve been in the last couple of years is the other side of Peterborough and that was only for a weekend and it chucked it down the whole time. I’m Vicky, by the way.’


‘Nice to meet you, Vicky.’


‘I shouldn’t still be here,’ she then impatiently added, before checking her watch. ‘I was only supposed to get his meal sorted, but he’s not right, so I thought I’d better hang on. I called the doctor ages ago and Eliot’s supposed to be on his way too.’


I still had no idea who Eliot was but didn’t want to raise her suspicions by asking. The way she casually dropped his name into the conversation suggested that if I knew my grandfather, then I should know Eliot too.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ I asked, now completely certain it was my grandfather who was unwell.


‘Water infection, I reckon.’


Thankfully that didn’t sound too serious.


‘He’s got a bit of a temperature and he can’t stop peeing. He’s confused too. He keeps asking for Felicity, your grandmother.’ Vicky shook her head and let out a long breath. ‘The poor love.’


My head began to spin and I gripped the edge of the table. I had my grandmother’s name. Mum had given me her mother’s name. How could she never have mentioned that in the years since I’d been born?


‘I see,’ I swallowed.


‘I haven’t got the heart to keep telling him she’s been dead for the last thirty plus years every time he starts shouting for her. It’s nice that you’re named after her though. You all right? You’ve gone a bit pale.’


I clung tighter to the table, my knuckles turning white, and nodded.


‘Yes,’ I said, my voice an octave too high. ‘I’m okay. Just a bit tired after my journey.’


But of course, that wasn’t it. I’d had no idea that my grandmother wasn’t alive. I’d been expecting to find both her and my grandfather at the farm. My cosy Nonna and Nonno dream was evaporating before my eyes. What else had I mistakenly assumed?


‘Thankfully his scar is healing up nicely,’ Vicky carried on, blissfully unaware of the blow she had just delivered. ‘So that’s something, but he’s going to be stiff when he starts the exercises again. But it can’t be helped. He’s certainly not steady enough on that new hip to carry on with them at the moment.’


‘Right.’


A water infection and a new hip. Definitely not a quick fix. My timing really couldn’t have been worse.


‘But thank goodness you’re here now,’ Vicky rushed on, smiling for the first time since I’d arrived. ‘You’ll be able to manage until the doctor gets here, won’t you?’


‘Oh no,’ I quickly shot back. ‘I’m not staying. I can’t.’


Vicky looked shocked, but not as shocked as I felt.


‘Well, I can’t either,’ she said, fiddling with the papers again. ‘I’ve got to get to Mrs Simpkins. I told her I’d be there almost an hour ago.’


‘But I don’t know what to do to help him…’ I protested.


I didn’t add that I didn’t know him either.


‘You won’t have to do anything,’ said Vicky, who was already halfway out the door. ‘The doctor will be here any second and she’ll sort him out. Just go and sit with him. Tell him about your holiday in Italy. That’ll distract him.’


I didn’t know about distracting him, I thought the shock of my unexpected arrival was more likely to finish him off completely.










Chapter 3


I watched with a sinking heart as Vicky speedily completed a neat three-point turn, pulled out of the yard and drove off in the same direction as the taxi had gone without a backwards glance. She hadn’t even said goodbye to my grandfather and now he was left in my care and I had absolutely no idea what to do with him.


With one ear still on the road and desperately hoping to hear the cavalry, I turned back to the kitchen and took the room in, in more detail, all the while trying to assimilate the wealth of new information I had just been given.


Looking beyond the piles of newspapers, dirty laundry in the basket and unwashed dishes crowding the sink, I could see there were the foundations of what had once been a lovely room. Whether it was no longer fulfilling its potential because my grandfather couldn’t manage to keep on top of it, or because he didn’t care whether it looked lovely or not, I had no idea, but it wouldn’t take much to get it back to its former glory.


I ran my fingers along the edge of the battered pine table which stood in the middle of the floor and wondered if this was where Mum had sat and eaten when she was growing up. Had she been responsible for any of the dents and scuffs which marked the wood? Had she sat and lamented the loss of her mother here, like I had so recently mourned for her around the Rossi table?


‘Vicky!’


My hand flew to my chest and my heart thrummed. If that was how my grandfather usually sounded, then I could appreciate some of the reason why Mum had distanced herself from him. He sounded terrifying.


‘Vicky!’ he belligerently bellowed again. ‘Where are you? I need you!’


The gruff demand hadn’t come from upstairs, but from somewhere on the ground floor. There was no longed-for timely arrival of a car on the drive and I knew I was going to have to make my presence known, but what was I going to say?


Bill Brown sounded extremely agitated and the sudden appearance of a complete stranger, when he was already in such a vulnerable state, was hardly going to endear me to him or form an instant bond, was it?


‘Right, I’ll do it myself!’ he yelled.


That sounded serious. What if he was trying to get off his chair, or out of his bed and took a tumble? That wouldn’t help embed a recently replaced hip. I took another deep breath and quickly headed towards the room I could hear him calling from.


There was no time to process my emotions as I laid eyes on my grandfather for the very first time because he was, just as I had feared, trying to get himself out of the bed which had been shoehorned into what looked like the dining room. I dithered for a fraction of a second, then rushed forward to stop him toppling over.


‘About bloody time,’ he muttered, leaning his full weight against me.


He was heavier than I expected and it took all of my strength to support him and stop my knees from buckling.


‘Who the hell are you?’ he wheezed when he realised, I wasn’t Vicky. ‘What are you doing in my house?’


It was exactly what I had feared. He was going to have a coronary and it was all my fault.


‘I’m Vicky’s helper,’ I told him, in what I hoped was a placatory tone as I eased him carefully back on to the bed.


‘I don’t want you,’ he said, looking over my shoulder to the door. ‘I want Vicky.’


I wanted Vicky too.


‘She’ll be back in a minute,’ I told him, ‘and the doctor will be here too.’


I was feeling well out of my depth and more than a little afraid.


‘I don’t want that quack,’ he shouted. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’


I begged to differ, but was in no position to say as much. With him leant back against his pillows, I could see his face properly. His glasses were a little skew-whiff and I automatically reached out to straighten them, but he batted my hand away and did it himself. His hair was white, and his face, hands and forearms were deeply tanned. It wasn’t the sort of tan you got from a holiday, rather one that you developed as a result of a lifetime working outdoors. He looked older than his years, but then having recently undergone surgery and with a water infection brewing, that was little wonder.


‘Who are you?’ he wheezily demanded.


‘I’m Felicity,’ I said, my name escaping before I had the sense to check myself.


‘Who?’


‘Felicity,’ I said again, though this time more quietly.


His frown disappeared and his eyes were filled with wonder and then, to my horror, they were awash with tears.


‘I’ve been calling for you,’ he said, his lip trembling.


Oh god, now he thought I was his wife.


‘No!’ he suddenly yelled, making me jump back. His expression transformed into one of pure fury as he realised I wasn’t the Felicity he wanted. ‘You’re not my wife! You’re not my Felicity. What are you doing here? Get out!’


I took another step away, my mouth opening and closing like a trapdoor, but no more words fell out. Which was probably just as well, because I’d already said too much. I should never have come here. As soon as the doctor arrived, I would head back to town and get the bus to Peterborough and then book a flight back to Puglia.


This whole debacle was a disaster, I’d made a huge mistake and so had Mum in thinking that I’d fit in here. It was foolish of her and me to think it was necessary for me to come. A lot had happened in the time since she’d left and neither of us had had the sense to realise that.


‘Get out!’ he shouted again, making me flinch.


‘Now then Bill,’ said a calm voice behind me. ‘What’s all the fuss? I can hear you out on the road.’


I spun round.


‘She’s not my wife,’ he said again. ‘She’s not my Felicity.’


‘I’m Doctor Clarke,’ said the woman who had slipped in unheard, thanks to the furore. ‘I’m here so see Mr Brown. Who are you?’


‘She’s not my wife!’ my grandfather persisted, his words accompanied by an accusatory finger. ‘She’s not my wife.’


‘Would you mind waiting outside please?’


I couldn’t get back to the kitchen and outside fast enough.


My hands were shaking as I reached for my rucksack. I couldn’t believe I’d made such a mess of everything. I hadn’t been so naive as to think my turning up would go without a hitch, but I hadn’t for a single second thought it would all go so spectacularly wrong either. Twice I’d stupidly blurted out my name, and in the process, ruined everything. Right on cue, Mum’s letter, safe and snug with Nonna’s recipe, rustled against the fabric of my shirt. Should I leave it, I wondered?


My fingers hovered over the pocket for the briefest moment and then retracted. No, I’d keep it with me and disappear again without a trace. With any luck, my grandfather’s delirium would stop him from remembering the ugly little scene that had just played out once he’d recovered. Assuming he did. And with even more luck, the doctor wouldn’t mention me, Vicky would be too busy and stressed to remember our brief exchange, and it would be as if I’d never existed.


‘Blast,’ I muttered, as I pulled out my phone and tried to ring for a taxi.


Not a single bar of signal was filled. I hoisted my pack higher and stepped out of the door. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to walk too far along the drove before I hit, if not a signal hotspot, then perhaps a lukewarm one.


The distant drone of an engine met my ears as I reached the farm gate and I swallowed down the lump in my throat which had grown even bigger because of it. It was a Ducati motorbike engine, there was no mistaking it.


Alessandro had strictly forbidden his son from buying a motorbike, but that hadn’t stopped Marco firing up YouTube and watching endless videos of the powerful machines going round and round the circuits at Mugello and Misano, or pointing out that with his famous surname, a bike should have been his birthright.


It used to drive both me and Nonna crackers, but in my heightened emotional state, it made me want to cry. In that moment I would have given anything to swap the dusty drove road in front of me for the equally dusty track which led to the Rossis’ farm. This had to be a sign. I needed to get back to my haven in Puglia as soon as possible.


The bike was on me in a blink of an eye and turned smoothly into the farm gateway as I took a step out of the way. The person riding it was clearly a guy. Tall and well-built, easily filling the leathers which matched the machine’s classic red livery. I turned back to the road and tried to decide which way to go.


‘Wait up,’ called the rider as he cut the engine.


I had no intention of ‘waiting up’. I just wanted to get far away as quickly as possible.


‘Don’t take another step!’ he crossly shouted, when I didn’t stop.


Was he for real? Who the hell did he think he was?


‘Are you talking to me?’ I scowled, spinning back to face him and easily matching his aggression.


If he was looking for a row, he’d certainly picked the right moment and the right person come to that. I could feel all of my grief and frustration welling up. It really wouldn’t take much for my volcano of emotions to erupt on an epic scale.


‘I don’t see anybody else here,’ he shot back.


He unzipped the front of the all-in-one suit to reveal a broad chest encased in a plain dark T-shirt. His helmet and gloves were already balanced on the bike seat and I had to resist the urge to march over and knock them off. I also had to resist the flutter in my chest which occurred in response to the sudden and shocking spark of attraction which rushed through me as I took in his thick dark hair and handsome face.


What a ridiculous and inconvenient moment for me to fancy someone!


‘What do you want?’ I haughtily asked, struggling to extinguish the growing flame as he ran his hands through his hair and readjusted his glasses.


The tough biker image, combined with the studious looking frames and glowering mood, was a total contradiction, but a very sexy one. I could almost feel Mum’s elbow nudging me in the ribs and see the mischievous smile which would have lit up her beautiful face had she been standing next to me. She always had an eye for a handsome man. I ignored what I knew would have been her reaction to this guy’s arrival and instead focused on snuffing out the flame of desire.


‘What?’ I shrugged.


The biker and I stood staring at each other for what must have been just a couple of seconds, but felt far longer. I couldn’t be sure, but he seemed to be as taken aback by the sight of me as I was by the look of him.


‘Who exactly are you?’ he frowned.


‘Who are you?’ I quickly countered.


‘I asked first.’


I shrugged and turned away again.


‘I’m Eliot,’ he said to my back. ‘I’m a friend of Mr Brown’s and currently one of his home carers.’


He couldn’t have looked any less like what I assumed a home carer would look like if he tried. Not that I generally went in for stereotypes, but this guy was becoming more unfathomable by the second.


‘Then it’s a shame you weren’t here earlier when Vicky needed you, wasn’t it?’ I snapped. ‘She said you were really late and she had to leave, but the doctor’s here now.’


‘I couldn’t be here earlier,’ he told me, ‘because one of the people I look after had a hypo and I had to stay with them until the ambulance arrived.’


‘Oh.’


I supposed that sounded like an adequate excuse for his late arrival. It certainly took some of the gale force wind out of my inflated sails.


‘But never mind that,’ he continued. ‘You still haven’t told me who you are.’


‘I’m no one,’ I shrugged, turning away again and looking towards the road. I was determined not to give up my identity to another stranger. ‘I was just passing and I heard someone shouting as I reached the gate so I stopped to check everything was okay.’


I knew that sounded unlikely, but I really didn’t want this guy knowing my name. If he was as good a friend to my grandfather as he made out, then he would no doubt mention that he had bumped into someone claiming the family name, and that was the last thing I wanted. I needed to get out of Wynbridge without another soul sussing me out.


‘But my colleague was here then, was she?’


‘I’ve already told you she was.’


‘And she left you with Mr Brown and headed off?’ Eliot frowned as I risked another look at him. ‘She just left you, a total stranger, in charge here and carried on with her day?’


‘That’s right.’


And it was right. I was a total stranger. Bill Brown and I might have shared blood, but we didn’t know each other.


‘Just like you, she had an emergency to get to,’ I added for good measure. ‘And I need to head off now as well, so if you don’t mind.’


‘I do mind actually,’ he shot back. ‘Because the way Vicky tells it, you told her that you were Mr Brown’s granddaughter, called Felicity, and that’s why she left you with him.’


Bugger.


Of course, she’d told him that. How could she not? She would have had to offer some justification for abandoning her post, and the presence of a family member would have been a more than adequate one, wouldn’t it?


‘Did she?’ I asked, chewing my lip.


‘She did.’


‘Well, that’s as maybe,’ I said, aiming for distraction, ‘but don’t you think you ought to be going inside? The doctor might need some help.’


‘I’m not going anywhere unless you come with me,’ he said, pulling his arms completely out of the leather suit and pushing it down to his slim waist. ‘I don’t want to let you out of my sight.’


I wasn’t sure how to read his tone but I knew I had no choice other than to begrudgingly follow him back inside.


The doctor entered the kitchen from the opposite direction just as we walked in and closed the door behind her.


‘Ah, Eliot,’ she smiled. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes.’


‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,’ he apologised. ‘I’ve just seen Joe off to hospital. The ambulance took an age to arrive, otherwise I would have been here a good hour ago.’


I rather wished he had been here then. I might not have been intimidated by Vicky and ended up revealing my true identity as a result. I could have scarpered without any of the intervening fiasco.


‘What’s the matter with them all?’ Doctor Clarke tutted. ‘They’re dropping like flies today.’ She eyed me curiously. ‘You didn’t get the chance to introduce yourself before,’ she pointed out.


‘Oh, I’m no one,’ I told her. ‘I just happened to be passing earlier, heard shouting and put my head in to see if everything was okay.’


I could feel Eliot’s eyes fixed on me.


‘Mr Brown was very upset when I arrived,’ the doctor frowned.


‘I don’t suppose he was expecting to find a stranger in his house,’ I smiled weakly. ‘But I was only trying to help. He got more upset when I told him my name.’


‘Ah,’ she said as the pager in her hand began to bleep. ‘Yes, Felicity. That’ll account for some of his confusion then. That was his wife’s name. She’s been dead for quite some time.’


‘Right,’ I said, horribly aware that Eliot was still staring. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘Not to worry,’ she said, thankfully distracted by the pager. ‘You weren’t to know. I’ve got his meds sorted now and he’ll be right as rain in no time. Although Vicky shouldn’t have left him here alone.’


‘He wasn’t alone,’ I cut in, not wanting her to get in trouble. She might track me down and subject me to further intimidation. ‘I was here and I said I’d wait because she was in a rush to get to someone else who was poorly.’


‘I’ll still have to talk to her,’ said Doctor Clarke. ‘It isn’t usual practice to leave a patient with a stranger, under any circumstances.’


‘Do I need to pick anything up for Bill today?’ Eliot asked, thankfully not revealing to the doctor who Vicky had told him I was.


‘No, I had everything I needed for today with me.’


‘That’s good,’ said Eliot.


I thought his eyes were still tracking back to me, but I didn’t dare check.


‘Right, I have to go,’ said Doctor Clarke, waving the pager about. ‘Apparently, I’m needed back in town. Thank heavens this thing still works out here in the land of no mobile signal. You might need to pick up more meds for Bill next week, Eliot.’


‘That’s fine,’ he said, moving aside. ‘I’ll see you out.’


‘Nice to meet you Felicity,’ she smiled. ‘Why don’t you get the kettle on before you go? I’m sure everyone would feel better after a nice cup of tea.’


‘I’ll do it in a minute,’ said Eliot. ‘And I’m going to stay here for the next couple of days too. Just to be on the safe side.’


That had to be service above and beyond the usual remit of home carer. Eliot had said that he was a friend of my grandfather’s and that kind gesture proved it.


‘That would be a great help if it isn’t too much trouble,’ said Doctor Clarke. ‘I had been wondering if it would be better to take him back into hospital.’


‘Oh no,’ said Eliot. ‘Don’t do that. You know how frustrated he was when they wouldn’t let him home straight after surgery. I’m happy to be here and Vicky’s already re-drafted the rota because I’m supposed to be on holiday.’


‘Eliot, Eliot,’ the doctor sighed. ‘Where would we be without you?’


He ducked his head, but didn’t answer and I began to feel guilty for biting his head off when he turned up. I supposed my unexpected arrival and claim to the Brown name did, in some way, justify him ordering me back into the house, and now I hadn’t fessed up to the doctor about who I was, his continued suspicious stare was nothing more than I deserved.


‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ I offered, trying to make amends.


Given the circumstances, it was the least I could do.


‘Excellent,’ nodded Doctor Clarke before rushing out.


By the time Eliot had seen her off, pulled off his boots and leather suit and checked on my grandfather who had fallen asleep, I had made a pot of tea and rinsed out a mug.


‘Who isn’t having any?’ he frowned.


‘Me,’ I told him. ‘I think it would be best if I left, don’t you?’


‘But you’ve only just arrived.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘But my timing’s not ideal, is it? I’ll go.’


Eliot looked at me again, this time his head was cocked as if he was trying to weigh me up. He was probably wondering if I was the real deal or a possible impostor.


‘Look,’ he said, as I fiddled with the straps on my rucksack. ‘I know you probably think I was out of order for snapping at you before.’


‘No, I don’t,’ I quickly interrupted, though just a few minutes ago I’d been fizzing. ‘You’re just looking out for my grandfather. I get that. And someone turning up out of the blue and claiming to be a relative isn’t a usual Saturday morning occurrence, is it?’


‘No, it isn’t,’ he said, clearly relieved that I’d accepted his previously harsh tone. ‘And you don’t look like a Brown. Not that I’m suggesting you’re not who you say you are, but as far as I know, neither dark hair nor olive skin feature in the family tree.’


Definitely weighing up my credentials then.


‘My dad was Italian,’ I told him, giving up yet more information.


‘Oh right.’


‘I never knew him, but Mum left here to look for him when she found out she was pregnant with me. She didn’t find him though.’


I didn’t seem able to stop myself from blurting stuff out. It was definitely time to head back to town.


‘And she’s never come back here in all that time, has she?’ Eliot mused.


‘No.’


‘You know,’ he pondered. ‘I don’t even think Bill knows she had a baby. He’s certainly never mentioned a grandchild to me.’


That made me feel marginally better. At least my grandfather wasn’t hankering for something he’d never had. Even if, thanks to Mum’s letter, I had started to.


‘How old are you?’ Eliot asked.


‘Twenty-eight.’


‘I’m twenty-six, so only slightly younger.’


‘Does he ever talk about her?’ I couldn’t resist asking.


‘He used to, but not for years now. Not to me, anyway. That said, he hasn’t talked about much at all recently. He’s not had the best couple of years.’


‘Oh.’


‘He’s not been well and not being able to properly look after the farm has only added to his problems. We’re all hoping he’s turned a corner now he’s got this new hip. Hopefully he’ll be up and running and back to his old self again soon. God knows, the farm needs him.’


Eliot was giving up information as readily as I was, and knowing my grandfather’s life was on the up again did go some way to making me feel better about not hanging around. I knew Mum had wanted me to come and potentially stay, but her dad didn’t need this sort of revelation at this point in his recuperation. Come to that, he probably never would.


‘Finding out about you is going to come as a bit of a shock though,’ Eliot then said.


‘Well,’ I said. ‘I didn’t tell him anything other than my name, and that could just be a coincidence like the doctor assumed, so if you and Vicky can keep it to yourselves, he won’t find out, will he? I’ll be out of sight in a minute and no one will be any the wiser.’


‘Is that why you didn’t tell Doctor Clarke who you are?’


‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘I’d already made up my mind to go again and so the fewer people who know about me, the better.’


And no one at all needed to know what had happened to Mum. No matter how she had left things here when she ran away, her premature demise would be the biggest shock of all. That was one thing I could stop myself revealing. Parents weren’t supposed to outlive their children. It wasn’t the natural order of things.


‘But you’ll come back at some point, won’t you?’ Eliot asked. ‘Give it a few months and then come again?’


I shook my head.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I won’t do that. I shouldn’t have come at all.’


‘I’m not sure I can agree with you about that,’ Eliot frowned.


‘Well,’ I said, pulling on my pack. ‘I’m not asking you to agree with me, just forget you ever saw me.’


He scanned my face again and his flushed.


‘I don’t think I’ll be able to do that either,’ he smiled.


His face was completely transformed, the lines around his eyes crinkled in such a way that suggested he spent more time laughing than frowning and I found I was rather pleased about that. I broke eye contact first and looked away wondering if his libido had taken a hit like mine had.


‘Does your mum know you’re here?’ he asked, clearing his throat.


I shook my head.


‘What made you come now?’ he carried on, determined to get more out of me before I left. ‘No offence, but you’ve taken your time.’


I kept my lips tightly pressed together.


‘Are you sure you’re going to be okay?’


‘I’ll be fine,’ I said, dashing for the door. ‘It was nice to meet you, Eliot. Thank you for looking after my grandfather.’


Once I was back on the road, I sent up a silent apology to Mum. I was certain that she had written her letter with the best of intentions, with a view to making amends for all the years of holding back, but it was too late to try and squeeze myself into a shape that would fit Fenview Farm. Life there had moved on, her dad had the chance for the fresh start he obviously needed, and there was no way I was going to risk screwing it up for him. I was going to catch a plane back to Italy and my roots were staying put in Puglia.
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