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  Preface


It is the work of old age to look back over a lifetime and consider how we met the challenges presented in our unique life. This book shows how a multi-generational family faced challenges and experienced many joys, laying a foundation for future generations. 
Etta and Nico came to life in Gillian’s imagination, sparked by memories of childhood and past times. Harry was inspired to contribute stories that were fun or important to him.
People who know us will recognise places, events, views and values from our lives. Some may even see aspects of their own lives. However, all the characters are fictional, except Seán who is based on a much-loved child.
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  NICO HAS DIED


Etta sat in the quiet room, listening to the faint hum of the air conditioner and Nico’s shallow breathing. The monitoring machines had been turned off the day before. The children and grandchildren had visited and now she waited. 
She looked at Nico, grey and shrunken now. Then she glanced out the window where the white trunk of a ghost gum shone in the street light.
It was quiet in the room and she felt quiet too. There was nothing to do now but wait – wait with her Nico as she had done so often in their busy life together. Wait to go out. Wait for the children to come home. Wait for the cake to bake. Usually, she kept busy during the waiting. She washed some dishes or did some ironing. But not now. Now, she just waited, hands in her lap, quiet inside.
Nico stirred and she moved closer. “Cara mia,” he whispered, “Light of my life”.
She kissed his sunken cheek and murmured in his ear, “My prince.”
Then she went back to waiting, holding his thin hand. His breathing slowed, but the next breath still came. It still came, with longer gaps between each one. Until it didn’t. It was so peaceful there holding his hand that she stayed a while, holding the moment that her vital, beautiful Nico slipped away. She said a prayer for him and committed him to God, “A good man”, she said.
She looked at the clock and went to get the nurse.
…

Etta sat in the front pew beside her sisters, Sylvie and Veronica, and her son Paolo. Her other children, their partners and all the children and grandchildren filled the pews along with the rest of the family. The church was full. Nico's brothers, nephews, nieces, cousins, business associates. Everyone was there. The organ played softly as they all waited. Children fidgeted, mothers wiped noses. Latecomers arrived and squeezed in. 
Etta stroked her sleeve, “Black again”, she thought. She had worn black for two months when her father, Antonio, died, and again when her mother, Bridget, died. “How long this time?” she wondered. “Maybe forever.” She didn’t mind. Veronica could make even black look good. No wonder her dress designs had made her famous.
Etta’s thoughts drifted back to that day at Balmoral Beach.






  
  ORIGIN STORY


“Ithink Nico’s going to propose to me today, Dad,” she said, gazing out the window. She had felt, rather than heard, her father approach and stand beside her. His silence confirmed what she already knew – he did not approve of Nico. It was not Nico himself. Who could not like the cheerful, handsome Nico? It was Nico’s family that her father disapproved of. 
Etta went over the family story: two young men, Antonio and Luigi, from a peasant village in the Dolomites sailing to Australia during the Depression and landing in Sydney with a few possessions in a kit bag. Etta’s father, Antonio, continued the family trade of farming by finding a job at a market garden in Northbridge, in one of the little valleys back from the Harbour. It was dirty work in all weather. But it was what he was used to, and he enjoyed having his hands in the dirt, watching things grow, then harvesting. His Chinese boss was a firm taskmaster, but Antonio was a good worker, happily dreaming and planning for his future. 
Luigi, Antonio’s friend and Nico’s father, had carried a letter of introduction from some shady types he’d been hanging out with in Italy. After just a couple of years he was wearing three piece suits and driving around in a flash car. Antonio supposed he could have joined him, but by now he had saved enough to lease a small plot of fertile land in Castlecove, and was determined to make a go of it. 
Still, Luigi and Antonio remained friends. They saw each other at St Fiacres in Leichhardt on Sundays and sometimes went fishing on the rocks by the harbour. They were opposites. Luigi was brash and outgoing, while Antonio was quieter and more thoughtful. Something held them together.
Antonio missed Luigi’s wartime wedding to Serafina, the handsome daughter of Luigi’s boss, because he was interned as an Enemy Alien in a timber camp on the North Coast. Luigi had pulled strings to avoid internment and spent the war in Sydney scamming American soldiers.
Serafina was lively and energetic, like Luigi, and they shared a love for the good things of life. Her father’s wedding gift was a little cottage in a new subdivision in Castlecove, not far from Antonio’s market garden.
When Antonio came back after the war it took a while to get the vegetable garden back in order. Luigi had paid the lease and visited occasionally to keep the weeds down but it had become overgrown. It was six months before Antonio had produce to sell.
At the produce market, he squeezed into a small space beside a young Irish woman who had a few salad vegetables laid out on the table. She teased him and called him ‘dago’, but he just shrugged and let it go. He came across her regularly at the market and she usually had a new tease for him. “Whatsa you name?” she asked cheekily.
“Antonio,” he replied. “You?”
“I’m Bridget,” she smiled, reaching out to shake his hand.
He shook her hand, puzzled, because he had never shaken a woman’s hand before.
Years later, Bridget was telling her girls about how she and Aunty Mary had come to Australia after the war. 
“Oh, back home was a right miserable place. No jobs, everybody knew your business, and everybody hated the English, hated the Protestants, and hated the nuns. Between the rain, the boredom, the miserable faces, and the hate, every day the hate, you just knew something bad would happen. Mary and I scraped and borrowed enough to get here, and we loved it straight away.
“I met your father, and he seemed steady. And you know, he doesn’t have an ounce of hate in him. Not an ounce. I could see a good life with him. So, when he asked me to marry him, I jumped right in.”
…
Etta sat in the church she had known all her life, St Fiacres. Her parents had been married here and the family came to the Italian language Mass every Sunday. She grew up here, took her first communion in a white dress, met Nico here, and married him here. It wasn’t a fancy church, just a suburban one, but she loved it. She looked at the large reproduction of Leonardo’s Last Supper that stretched behind the altar. She thought Jesus looked young. He hadn’t seen his parents die, or a child. Yet he suffered for humanity. Who am I suffering for, she wondered, feeling the weight of grief.
Then she looked up to the stained glass image of Mary, in blue of course. Mary knew a mother’s suffering. Etta felt this affinity as she had so many years ago after Seán died
Etta turned as the organ swelled and the funeral assistants wheeled the coffin down the aisle. Everyone turned respectfully towards it as it progressed to the front. Then the service began with a hymn amid rustling of the memorial booklets that outlined the order of hymns and prayers. Etta followed along with everyone else, but her mind drifted back to that day at Balmoral.






  
  PROPOSAL


“Dad, wait and see, I have an idea”. Etta wanted his approval and his blessing, but, like her mother, she had a determined nature which was not always evident to people who just saw a pretty girl with wavy hair, olive skin and clear blue eyes. 
Her father gave an audible sigh. She was his oldest daughter, and it was that combination of fighting spirit and shining beauty that had caused him so much anxiety and worry during her teenage years. 
“And will you say, yes?” he asked.
“That depends,” she replied, putting her arm around him.
Nico arrived a few minutes later in his Austen Healy with the top down. Etta smiled as she slipped onto the leather seat and pulled out a headscarf, feeling excited by the sunny day, and the prospect ahead.
The sea glittered as they drove down the steep hill to the beach. Nico parked near the rotunda and opened her car door. He held her hand as he helped her out and then slipped her arm through his as they walked slowly along the esplanade. She smiled inside, enjoying this formality, shaking her head a little.
Time slowed as they walked, people glanced at the golden couple on this golden day. At the end of the esplanade Nico bought fish and chips and they ate on a bench under one of the big fig trees. Nico threw a chip to the attentive seagulls and they laughed to see the birds squabble.
Then Etta was licking the salt off her fingers, and wiping away the grease. Nico was wrapping up the remnants. He paused and leaned back to look at the little sailboats on the water. He cleared his throat and Etta knew what was coming.
He took her hand, kissed her fingers, and simply said, “Etta, will you marry me?”
It came so quickly she was surprised. She paused and slowly replied, “That depends….”
Now it was Nico who was surprised. “On what?” He asked.
“Well, let’s see what we’re getting into. I know your father’s business, and that you’ve got two brothers and a sister.”
Nico interrupted, “Three brothers. Giuseppe is away.”
“Jail?” Etta asked. Nico nodded.
“OK, three brothers and a sister. You own your car, and a house I believe.”
Nico nodded, a bit bemused by the questioning.
“Any debts? Mortgage?”
“No,” said Nico.
“OK,” said Etta. “I have $800 in the bank.”
Nico smiled and asked, “So, will you marry me?”
Etta looked at him, her face said yes, but her words were: “That depends, I’ll have to talk to your father.”
“What?” he exclaimed.
She saw his confusion, this was not going as he had hoped. She reassured him, “I do want to marry you Nico, but I just need to talk to your father. We can go there today if you like.”
He nodded. To be honest, he felt a bit embarrassed. Maybe he didn’t know Etta as well as he thought. Everything was in question now. He threw the rubbish in the bin and they walked back towards the car. Etta slipped her arm into his, but he wasn’t as confident as before.
People still glanced at the good looking couple, but now Nico noticed two young men watching them from a distance. He could see they were Italian from their sharp clothes, and Nico suspected that he knew who they were.
As they neared the rotunda, close to the car, Etta pointed to the footbridge to the little island that she loved, “Let’s go over there.” But Nico saw that the two men were still watching so he shook his head and ushered her to the car.
Driving to Luigi’s from Balmoral, Etta felt her spirits lift with the wind in her hair and the soft sun on her face. She looked across to the handsome face of Nico. She did love him, she did want to grow old with him, sharing their lives with all its future joys, delights and pleasures – and all its inevitable grievings as well. She was happy, very happy.
And at this moment, she felt something she had not experienced before, something she knew intuitively she could not explain – not even to herself.  On this perfect day, there was an innate joy deep within her. She saw, with something of a shock, that it was not due to Nico and his proposal. It was much deeper than that, something private, hidden. She realised she was alive, simply that. Alive, in this world, at this time. Something just for her, that nothing could take  away.
She sat quietly, very aware of her body, of her breathing in the sun-filled air, of this life within. Gradually it dissipated, like a diver returning to the surface, and she slowly rejoined the world around. Nico was telling a silly joke, and she laughed along with him. But for all her life, she would never forget this experience.
Luigi was surprised to see them. “Hello, hello bella, come in.”
They settled on the back terrace and Serafina brought coffee and crostoli. They chatted for a while then, in a lull, Luigi lifted an eyebrow to Nico. 
Nico looked at Etta. She took a breath and spoke to Luigi.
“Nico has asked me to marry him.” 
Serafina clapped her hands and gave a big smile. Luigi smiled and nodded. Etta continued, “And I want to say yes, but I have two conditions.”
Luigi sat back and looked stern. Who would hesitate to marry his son?
Etta continued, “First, Nico is not to work in the family business. I don’t want to marry someone who is likely to go to jail.”
Luigi hurried to say, “But we would look after you.”
Etta held his gaze for a long moment and shook her head emphatically, “No. I’m not doing it. A husband’s place is with his wife.”
Serafina nodded slightly. Luigi paused and turned to Serafina who nodded firmly.
“OK,” said Luigi slowly, mentally calculating how this would affect the business. “You said two conditions?”
Etta gave a big smile, “This one’s easy. I want you to set us up in a small business, a gift shop.”
Everyone laughed. The audacity! Then they all talked at once. They began to see Etta as much more than their friend’s pretty daughter. She was a force to be reckoned with. And she would be good for their dreamy Nico. Very good.
Luigi laughed and agreed to do this. 
Etta rose and stood in front of Nico. He stood too. She held out her hands. He took them, and she said, “Yes, I will marry you.”  He blushed and kissed her. Then everyone congratulated and kissed. 
“This calls for Prosecco!” Luigi said ebulliently. They stayed on the terrace, drinking Prosecco through the golden light of the magic hour. Then Nico drove Etta home. 
Antonio could tell from her bright face that Nico had proposed and she had accepted, and his inner concerns were washed away when she explained the outcome of her talk with Luigi.
“What sort of gift shop?” Bridget asked.
“A wonderful one,” Etta replied and they fell over each other describing all the wonderful things the elegant shop would stock.
Antonio teased, “Is this a shop or a warehouse?”






  
  IL RINFRESCO FUNEBRE


After the cemetery, most people gathered at Etta’s house for il rinfresco funebre, the wake. Daughters, cousins and nieces bustled in the kitchen plating the food they had brought, and chopping pizza toppings. The men gathered on the terrace and gave advice about the wood fired pizza oven. The experts threw more wood in and waited. Bottles and glasses were assembled on a table – wine, grappa, beer, spritzes, juices, soft drinks, coffee. 
Older children were carrying plates and paper napkins to the tables.
Etta sat in the shade of the apricot tree that had always been there. She felt that familiar inner quiet from the day Nico proposed. It was tinged with solemn heaviness today. People came and sat with her for a while, then made room for others. It was one of those perfect Sydney autumn days, sunny and warm with a slight breeze. Over the years, people sometimes spoke of this day, perhaps because it seemed to be just perfect. Was this another example of the Nico effect? The impact of a good life, well-lived?
Valerie came and filled the empty chair next to Etta, sitting quietly for a while. Then she commented on the tree, “How many apricots have we eaten over the years? And the jam!”
Etta smiled and nodded, “Yes, there is always some in the pantry.”
“Was the tree small when you moved here?” Valerie asked.
“No. It was quite big. It was left from the old orchard before the houses were built,” replied Etta.
After a while, Valerie said, “Remember when Nico ‘rescued’ me from that man who was following me home from school?” They both knew this story well, but they liked it, so Valerie continued.
“I was, what, 13 or 14 and I was on my way to the shop after school. This man was following me, so I walked faster. He walked faster too. I knew I couldn’t make it to the shop even if I ran, but just then Nico drove past in his fancy sports car, top down as usual, and stopped. He called me to get in. I slid onto the leather seat, too overawed to say much. He dropped me at the shop and drove off with a casual wave.
“You saw me arrive all flustered so I explained what happened. You and Nico were so good to me. I’m not sure how I would have survived my teenage years without you.”
“I remember,” said Etta, nodding. “I loved that little shop, my first business. I loved hunting for all the interesting and rare things that people couldn’t find in other places. You could always find a special gift at ‘Adriatica’. We filled a lot of beautiful trousseaus. I had some of the embroidered sheets myself.” She smoothed her hand over her skirt.
“It was like Alladin’s cave,” said Valerie, “I couldn’t resist it.”
“No,” said Etta softly, “You couldn’t resist it.”
They smiled and nodded, remembering….
Two granddaughters were nearby and greeted Etta and ‘Aunty’ Val. They talked about Nico for a few minutes, then one asked Valerie how she met Nonna.
“Ah,” said Valerie standing up, leaving the chair for someone else. She led the girls towards the drinks table, “It's quite a story. You see, Etta and Nico saved my life.” She enjoyed the surprise on their faces and said, “Let's settle somewhere and I'll tell you all about it.”






  
  VALERIE’S STORY


“Iwas living with my mother in a dump. She had lost her job and was getting by on odd shifts of factory and retail work. She was behind with the rent and skipping meals but she sent me to school every day. Sometimes I wagged it. I couldn’t wait to leave. 
“The mean girls made me miserable. They called me stinky which was probably fair enough. We didn’t have a washing machine and I guess my school clothes weren’t washed as often as they should have been.
“Anyway, Mum’s birthday was coming up and I had saved a couple of dollars. I wanted to get her something nice, to cheer both of us up, so I went to Adriatica after school. It was so fancy!” Valerie paused, took a deep breath and sighed with the memory. 
“I loved to look in the window. I’d look at the women who came out with parcels, and wonder about their lives – their homes, husbands, children.
“I had been inside Adriatica exactly twice so I knew that they had some small things, cards, stationary, pens, bookmarks, little things. I went in with a couple of dollars in my pocket. The lady in the shop said hello and continued arranging the scarves. I pored over the stationery. What would Mum like? What could I afford? There was a nice card with a bird on it, but then I saw the pen with flowers on it. That would be just right. I held it and practised writing with it. I didn’t have enough money but I wanted it so badly for Mum. So I slipped it into my pocket, looked at a couple of other things and headed for the door, head down.
“Then there was the hand on my shoulder and the loud, “Wait a minute”. My stomach churned and I froze. The loud voice continued and I couldn’t move. Then I heard a rustling and a quieter voice asked, “What is it, Barbara?”
“She’s a thief. She just stole a pen.” Barbara said sharply.
“Is that true?” asked the quiet voice.
“Eyes down, I nodded and pulled the pen out of my pocket. I looked up and saw the beautiful face of a young woman. She looked kind but serious.
“What’s going on?” she asked me, looking me over. I’m sure she saw a skinny, miserable scrap of a frightened girl.
“It all came tumbling out – my few dollars, my Mum’s work, the rent, and her birthday coming up.
“The kind lady, you know that is Etta, right? She paused for a long time and I stayed frightened. Then she said, “Well I think your mother deserves a nice present. We’ll have to come to an arrangement.”
“Barbara shook her head and moved back to the scarves. “What do you mean?” I stammered.
“Etta said, “I think you can pay for the pen by doing two afternoons of work after school. Would you like that?”
“Yes!” I said quickly, “but I’ll have to ask Mum.”
“Of course,” said Etta. “Now I think we should gift wrap that pen, don’t you?”
“I goggled at this generosity, and Barbara harrumphed in the background.
“I couldn’t wait to tell Mum and give her an early birthday present. Mum visited the shop and talked with Etta. Etta made her an Italian style coffee and they sat in the tiny yard behind the shop for quite a while. I don’t know what they talked about but Mum came away quite cheerful. She said I would work at the shop for two hours after school on Mondays and Thursdays but I had to keep up with homework. That was Etta’s rule. Etta would pay me $5 a week.
“So I started to work for Etta. I made sure I had a clean uniform on those days. No way I was going to be stinky for Etta! Not that she let me actually work in the shop. I unpacked goods and did some ironing, but mostly I entertained baby Paolo or pushed him up and down the street in his big pram.
““Shoulders back, chin up,” Etta would say as I stepped out the door. She gave me a handful of Adriatica business cards that I was to give to people who paused to admire the baby. Over the months I learnt to smile and talk to strangers, to walk tall and be more confident.
“A couple of weeks after I started, Etta visited our poor flat and told Mum that she had arranged for her to work three days a week at Antonio and Bridget’s fruit and vegetable shop, if she wanted to do it. Of course she did. And that’s when our lives turned around. Mum caught up with the rent, we could afford the laundromat, and I was happier at school because I was more confident.
“Mum started doing Horticulture at Tech and met Steve. I met Veronica and she let me hang out in her workshop and showed me how to use a sewing machine. I loved the fabrics and dress designs. So it was arranged that I would leave school after Year 10 and be an apprentice to Veronica. I did dressmaking part time at Tech. For a while, Mum and I were at Tech together!
“It took me years to realise that Mum was just a few years older than Etta, probably less than 30 when they met. She was only 17 when I was born and she struggled on her own as a teenage mother. But she kept me with her. Despite our difficulties, I always loved her.
“So, that’s how Etta and Nico saved my life. They probably saved Mum’s life too. She and Steve married and had two boys who call me Aunty Val, just like you do.”






  
  PHIL’S BANK HEIST


Nico’s youngest brother Phil approached Etta along with his wife Wendy. The younger family members didn’t call her Wendy, they liked to use her Chinese name, Wen Li, because, well, because times change. Wen Li was carrying a plate of crostini to share. 
“Ciao cara mia,” Phil smiled at Etta with his usual greeting for her.
“Ciao Pippo,” she replied warmly, “Hello Wendy. What have you been up to?”
Phil replied and winked, “Not so much now, just one build on the go.”
Etta laughed, it was always like this with Phil. A bumbling charmer, he usually had a couple of side hustles going along with his building business. Etta thought about Phil’s first venture into the ‘family business’ while he rambled on about his latest scheme, something to do with cryptocurrency. 
Phillipe, affectionately called Pippo, or Phil in general life, had just finished Year 10 when he hatched a plan with three mates. They checked out a branch of the Commonwealth Bank and thought it wouldn’t be too hard to get one of the tellers to hand over some money. They would just need masks and a car.
The boys had watched The Italian Job and figured they could easily be criminal masterminds.
They met at Phil’s for a swim and lounged around drinking soft drinks and eating pizza, watched by Serafina from the kitchen. Phil got out a piece of paper and drew the bank. They all added to the drawing and argued about how many tellers there were and how long the writing bench was.
“That’ll do,” said Phil and wrote 1. 2. 3. 4. on the paper. “It’s a four stage plan. First is Intimidation, 2 is Money, 3 is Escape, and 4 is Legends!” Phil planned to enter the family business with a bang.
Joe laughed, “And five is: buy a Lamborghini!"
“Who’s got the masks?” asked Steve.
Phil reached for a bag behind the chair and pulled out a Phantom mask, a Mickey Mouse mask, a Snow White mask, and something that looked like an 1800s nightcap. They all grabbed for the Phantom but Phil got it because he was closest. Joe got Mickey, Steve got Snow White and poor Ross got left with the nightcap.
Ross organised to borrow his brother’s car the following Tuesday. It was just a Corolla, not new, but not too old. Soon after 10.00am, Phil, Steve and Joe adjusted their masks and marched confidently into the bank, while Ross waited in the car with his odd cap pulled low.
Phantom, Mickey Mouse and Snow White elbowed a couple out of the way and Phantom slammed his hands on the counter and announced in what he believed was a deep voice, “THIS IS A ROBBERY. EVERYONE STAY CALM.” His voice cracked halfway through. It came out more like, “THIS IS A ROB—BEEE. EVERYONE STAY CALM.”
Snow White added, “YES. THIS IS A CRIME. KEEP YOUR HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM.”
A woman with a stroller giggled nervously and headed for the door.
Mickey Mouse stepped up to the counter and pointed dramatically at the teller, a middle-aged woman called Carol who looked chronically disappointed.
“Put the money in the bag,” Mickey demanded.
Carol stared at him for a long moment then looked down at his bony wrists.
“Are you Mickey?” she asked.
“No,” said Joe.
Carol raised an eyebrow, “Because you look like Mickey Mouse”.
“I’m not Mickey,” said Joe, more aggressive now.
Carol sighed, reached under the counter and pressed a button.
Somewhere in the building a quiet alarm began to beep. It was the kind of beep that an oven timer made.
Snow White looked aside, “Is that an alarm, or a microwave timer?”
Phantom shoved a duffel bag across the counter, “Just put the money in it.”
Carol took it with the patience she used for the lid of a stiff jar of pickles. She opened the cash drawer and slowly began putting notes in the bag.
The masked bandits looked at each other nodding. This was going well.
Then Carol paused and asked, “Do you want the dye packs removed?”
Phantom said, “The what?”
“The dye packs,” Carol replied in a very pointed way. “They explode and cover you, your clothes, your hands, your face, your dignity … with ink. It doesn’t wash off.”
Snow White leaned forward, “Can we request non-exploding money?”
“Certainly sir,” Carol replied. “I’ll just get the non-exploding robbery money from the back.” She turned and left through a door.
“Thank you,” stammered Snow White. The three shuffled uneasily. This didn’t feel right. Phantom’s confidence was deflating like a sad balloon. They looked uncertainly at each other, feeling hot under their masks.
Suddenly they heard a loud voice, “SIR, STEP AWAY FROM THE COUNTER!”
A surprisingly short security guard bustled through the same door Carol had used. He looked at Phantom, Mickey Mouse and Snow White and laughed, “What are you up to boys?”
As leader, Phantom knew what to do. He shouted “ABORT!”
They dashed for the street, stumbling when the security guard blew his whistle.
They raced to where Ross was waiting in his brother’s car. They scrambled in and shouted at him to take off. After a jerky start they were off which was just as well because they saw a police car heading towards them. They whipped off their masks and drove sedately past it.
“We did it!” shouted Ross. “How much did we get?”
Phil stopped smiling. He looked down, then he froze. Where was the bag? He thought back to the moment he shouted “Abort!” The bag had been on the counter. 
It was still on the counter.
They drove back to Phil’s place and hung out in the back garden. They were so subdued that Serafina came and fussed over them offering drinks and panini.
It was years before Phil told anyone about his first venture into the family business. Then it became family lore, getting sillier on each re-telling, up to and including horned Viking helmets and Superman outfits.  It seemed to summarise Phil’s capacity to charm people into joining his dodgy schemes. Schemes that sometimes worked out. 
Etta interrupted Phil’s drone about a crypto scheme, “Remember the bank heist?”
They all laughed and shared key phrases like ‘Snow White mask’, and ‘non-exploding robbery money’.
Phil said, “Ah, Etta, it’s been a good life hasn’t it?” and kissed her on the cheek before heading over to the pizza oven. Wen Li followed, phone in hand ready to take candid photos.
The first pizzas were ready and more were on their way. Younger family members were carrying plates with pizza slices and relaying suggestions for toppings back to the pizza makers.






  
  POTATO DAY


Etta’s sister Sylvie came with her husband Bill and sat with her for a few minutes. They chatted about the grandchildren, marveling at their accomplishments, and reflecting on how times had changed since their own childhoods. They remembered when Antonio bought five acres of land on the edge of the city near Castle Hill, and expanded his market garden on the fertile river flat there. Then he and Bridget opened a vegetable shop at Castle Hill and moved the family there. The three girls were the only Italian kids at the school. 
Sylvie reminded Etta of the embarrassing ‘Potato Day’. “Oh yes,” said Etta. “I do remember it so well.”
After school the three sisters, Etta, Sylie and Veronica would cycle to the market garden and help Enrico and Ernesto. For as long as Sylvie could remember, she enjoyed digging in the dark, loamy soil, playing castles, finding worms and harvesting vegetables for the kitchen or for market.  
They had town water and Sylvie’s job, when the ground was dry and the plants began to wilt, was to turn on the tap to let the water run down the furrows between the long rows of vegetables. The land was on a gentle slope and Antonio had spent weeks setting out the long garden beds and water channels to get the falls just right. The water would run along one furrow, turn around and run back along the next until it finally reached the last furrow and the very last plant. The girls would walk alongside the flow, finding its winding way over the dry soil, bringing life to the thirsty plants. Sometimes there’d be a blockage, and they would scrape out the soil or build a little dam. Sylvie, in particular, took on a mother’s care and would dig a small hole near any plant that was stunted, so it would get an extra drink.
At first, they liked the radishes most, because they grew so fast!  Every day they got bigger, their bright red bulbs poking up above the soil, and inside, gleaming crystal white. But they tasted horrible! They were sharp and bitter. The girls pulled faces and spat them out. 
Antonio smiled and munched on one, saying, “Good. But better with oil and salt.”
Each of the girls had their favourite plants. For Etta it was tomatoes, from the little yellow pear shaped ones to the big beefy dark red ones. Veronica liked the capsicums – red, yellow and green.
For Sylvie it was potatoes, surprisingly.
As she grew older, she was able to use the big garden fork.
Harvesting took place when the leaves turned brown and the whole plant shrivelled and died. With the fork, she would gently turn over the soil and, like finding buried treasure, potatoes of all sizes would appear; several buckets full. This amazed her every time. It was like a magic trick, dead plant above, riches below. 
She always felt that she had been given something, a gift.  All she had done was bury half an old potato, water the green shoots, and the miracle occurred!  
One day, she selected the biggest, roundest potato, washed it carefully, wrapped it in a tea towel and took it to school. It was her turn for show-and-tell. Her teacher, Miss Wilson, was very much for class participation, so the child presenting was only supposed to answer the class’s questions. Sylvie wasn’t nervous, because she loved potatoes and she knew the class would too.
“What is it?” demanded little Jonny, the class joker.
“It’s the biggest potato I could find,” replied Sylvie.
“A potato? My mum’s got about a million of those,” he exclaimed.
“And Mr Brown has got a whole barrow full in his shop,” shouted out Kathy, who was the class chatterbox.
“Yes, but where do you think I got it?” asked Sylvie. “I dug it up out of the ground. In my father’s farm,”  she said proudly.
“Big deal, that’s boring; why not just buy one, they’re pretty cheap!” retorted Jonny.
And with that the class fell silent. No more questions.  Miss Wilson waited a few moments, then gently asked Sylvie to sit down.
That afternoon Sylvie cycled furiously to the market garden and angrily began to pull weeds out, tossing them to one side. Seeing her dark mood, which was so unusual for her, Antonio came over. 
“Whatsa the matter, bambina mia?”
“Oh, daddy, school was terrible,” and the tears began falling. 
He wrapped his arms around her in a hug. 
“Daddy, they hated my show and tell. They didn’t even ask any questions. They said my potato was boring!”
“Potatoes, boring?  Potatoes, they wonderful things!  We always very, very thankful when we grow potatoes; gifts from God.”
“But I wanted them to like it, I wanted them to like me!  I don’t want to be different – I want to be the same as them.”
“Ahh, my Sylvie, you are the same, exactly the same, but different. Good different.  Show me this potato.”
Sylvie took it out of her school bag, unwrapped it, and put it in his hand.
“Beautiful. We ask mum to make Shepherds Pie tonight – with your potato and mozzarella on top.” And he bent over to kiss the top of her head.
Like all children, only some memories last, and for Sylvie, she never forgot this afternoon, the sun slowly setting, in her father’s arms, this tangible feeling of gratitude, and the feeling of being ‘good different’.
Etta and Sylvie nodded at each other, remembering their father’s kindness.
Sylvie and Bill got up and Sylvie gave Etta a kiss, commenting, “Nico and dad were a lot alike.”






  
  ENRICO AND ERNESTO


After a minute Enrico and Ernesto appeared and sat down. 
They were older than Etta and looked quite distinguished in a faded way.
“We are sorry, cara. Ci dispiace tanto,” Enrico spoke and Ernesto nodded. “Nico was beautiful. Beautiful soul. Una bella anima.” Ernesto nodded again.
“Thank you,” said Etta. "Grazie molto.” She looked at them affectionately and thought about how long she had known them. Longer than she had known Nico. She figured she was about ten when her father arranged for them to come from Italy and work in his new market garden at Castle Hill.
They were young men then, in the bloom of youth. They lived in the cottage on the property. It was a plain two bedroom fibro cottage, totally lacking in charm, only just adequate. There was water and electricity, and an outside toilet connected to a septic tank. It wasn’t too different from the houses in their home village, except they were brick and stone of course, so they had charm.
Etta asked Enrico, “You were young when you came here, and I was just a kid. Why did you come? For the opportunity?”
Enrico shook his head, “Not that. We like to work on farm, growing things. But the village is hard. People not like us. The priest say we wrong. We sin. So we no go to church. Our families want us to leave. Then Matteo come with letter from Antonio. He say he pay our fare, we work on







