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To all the senior people who are the “silver lining” in our lives.
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1. Better Together
Melina had never felt impressive in any way. More beautiful, more intelligent and more accomplished women than her were plentiful. And trumping them all was her mother-in-law. 
At the remarkable age of one-hundred-and-two, Tanino’s mother, Elvira, was wise, cheerful and undaunted by anything. She was still an excellent cook and the author of a cookery blog followed by thousands of people.  
Melina used to think she could become like Elvira when she reached her age.
But when Elvira reached her hundredth birthday, Melina began to wonder if she would ever catch up with Elvira after all. Looking back, Melina could see that Elvira had been more accomplished than her at every age.
Melina’s only consolation was that, even after all these years, Tanino still didn’t seem to have noticed her shortfall.
✽✽✽
On warm sunny days, which are frequent in Sicily, Tanino liked to visit the park of Villa Malfitano. Sitting on a bench with his crossword, a sugared brioche and his wife, Melina, was all he wished for.
While he worked through his word puzzles, Melina crocheted, and both enjoyed the birdsong under the cool shade of a giant magnolia in summer, or the warmth of the sun on their cheeks on a bench in winter. 
This morning all the benches were damp from the previous night’s rain. Tanino took a clean handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the seat for Melina. Then they sat down with their crossword and crochet and spent an enjoyable morning there as usual. 
As soon as they got home, the phone rang. It was Tanino’s mother. 
“You and Melina were in Villa Malfitano this morning, weren’t you?” she asked. 
“Yes. Why?”
“A famous online influencer was there too. Did you notice her?”
“No.”
“Then you and Melina should come and see me immediately.”
✽✽✽
 Melina and Tanino stared at Elvira’s tablet computer. In a video, a beautiful young woman talked to the camera about her hopes to meet a man who was chivalrous, protective and affectionate.
Then the camera zoomed in on the background, focusing on a mature couple who had just arrived. The man was wiping the bench seat before the woman sat down. 
“That’s us!” Melina cried.
“I want to meet someone like him,” the young woman continued, praising Tanino for his courteous gesture.
Hundreds of her fans had commented on the video, extolling the virtues of old-fashioned gallantry and wishing they could meet a man like Tanino. There were also praises for Melina, who had thanked Tanino with a sweet smile.
“The woman in the video has a lot of followers. You and Tanino have gone viral,” Elvira told Melina with a grin.
Melina didn’t like the sound of going viral, like influenza, but then realised that Elvira meant something else. She and Tanino had become famous online.
“Thousands of young people now look up to you two as an example of good relationship,” Elvira continued, looking pleased. 
Melina stood straighter. At last, she could impress her wonderful mother-in-law.
After a celebratory coffee and cake, Melina and Tanino returned home and didn’t talk about it any more.
✽✽✽
The next morning, when they returned to Villa Malfitano as usual, they were surprised to see many more people than usual strolling about the gardens. 
Melina had a strange feeling of being watched. She also noticed that all the benches were occupied except for their usual one.
Melina and Tanino had just sat down when a young woman approached them.
“Excuse me, may I have a photo with you?” she asked.
Melina looked at Tanino, confused. Then it dawned on her. This was one of their fans, and so were all the other people who were watching them from the benches, or while they pretended to be strolling aimlessly around the garden!
“Yes, you may!” Melina answered enthusiastically. 
She made space on the bench for the young woman, then draped her arm around Tanino and smiled for the photo. 
Soon other fans were asking for selfies, and a queue formed in front of their bench. 
They posed for selfie after selfie, Tanino looking bewildered like a rabbit caught in the headlights.
Some fans asked for advice, which Melina was happy to give, and some made video interviews, like news reporters on TV.
Most people asked them what was the secret of a long and happy marriage.
“Always give the other person the benefit of the doubt,” Melina said. “An ability to see the funny side of things is always helpful,” she added. “And give up trying to change the other person’s flaws but concentrate on changing your own instead.”
Their young fans hung on Melina’s every word.
“Do you mind if we upload your advice online?” they asked her. 
Melina imagined Elvira watching her interviews and feeling proud of her.
“Please do!” she replied. 
Eventually, it came time to go home for lunch. Melina would have happily stayed longer, basking in the glory and attention, but Tanino looked like he badly needed his lunch break. His face was pale and drawn.
Reluctantly, Melina dismissed their fans and promised that she and Tanino would be back at the villa the next morning.
“Why did you tell them that we would be back tomorrow?” Tanino asked her as soon as they were alone on the way home. 
“Why not? We go to the villa every day. Now that we have fans, we have all the more reason to go.”
Tanino looked at her as if she had gone crazy.
“The fans are all the more reason to stay at home,” he corrected her, showing her his crumpled crossword magazine, which had been sat on by the fans during the taking of selfies.
“I’ve only managed to solve one clue this whole morning,” he added sulkily. 
“I haven’t touched my crochet,” Melina retorted. “But what does it matter? We can do them any other time. We must take life’s blessings when they come.”
“I suppose you could go on your own,” he suggested hopefully. 
“Certainly not! These young people are interested in us as a couple. What kind of couple would we show them if I went there on my own?”
Tanino sighed.
✽✽✽
Tanino couldn’t see being hounded by strangers in the park as a “blessing”. He would rather hide at home until their fans had lost interest and the coast was clear. But Melina was enjoying the limelight and he didn’t want to deny her this pleasure.
So, the next morning, he was getting ready to leave the house with his crumpled crossword, when stomach cramps hit him. 
Stomach ache always struck him when he was under stress. He rushed to the bathroom and spent some time there, while Melina fretted outside the door.
“I’m sorry but I can’t leave the house,” he announced when he finally emerged, still feeling unwell. 
He braced himself for his wife’s reaction. 
“That’s a pity but I guess there’s nothing we can do about it,” she replied with a stoicism that took Tanino by surprise. 
Then she rushed to the kitchen, filled the moka pot with coffee and started laying out biscuits on a large plate. 
Tanino thought that coffee and biscuits were an unusual way to cure an upset stomach. Was she testing him, laying out temptations to see if he was really unwell?
“Not for me, dear, thank you. I couldn’t eat a thing,” he told her.
“Of course you can’t eat anything, darling. They’re not for you,” she said. 
“Who are they for, then?”
“Our fans. Yesterday I told them where we live. I expect that, when they realise that we’re not going to the villa today, they’ll turn up here. I’ve already told the porter to let them in.”
Tanino’s stomach ache instantly worsened. He rushed to the bathroom again and hid there when the doorbell rang the first time, then the second and the third.
How many people was Melina letting inside? 
✽✽✽
Melina was running out of patience with Tanino. It wasn’t fair that he left her alone to entertain their guests. These young people had bothered to look for them at the villa first, then had traipsed to their home, eager to learn from their wisdom and experience. And Tanino was repaying them by hiding in the bathroom. 
When the fans asked after him, Melina told them that he would be out of the bathroom soon. But as time passed and Tanino still wasn’t making an appearance, the fans grew suspicious. 
“Does he help you in the home?” a young woman asked Melina, as she served the coffee and the biscuits all on her own. 
“Yes, he does,” Melina replied defensively.
“How do you solve conflicts?” someone else asked. 
“We listen to each other and try to put ourselves in the other person’s shoes,” Melina replied, trying to hide her
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