
  
    [image: Lost at Sea]
  


  
    
      Lost at Sea

      A Standalone Novel

      
        Sail Away Series

        Book Eight

      

    

    
      
        Patricia Sands

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, events, and dialogues in this book are of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is completely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the authors.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design: Elizabeth Mackey

        www.elizabethmackeygraphics.com

      

      

      

      
        
        (e-v1)

        Copyright © 2023 by Patricia Sands

        All rights reserved.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Books By Patricia Sands

      

      
        Lost at Sea

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The Worst of It

      

      
        2. Barcelona June 1/21

      

      
        3. Fabulous Flamenco

      

      
        4. On Board

      

      
        5. Sailing Away

      

      
        6. Marseille

      

      
        7. Hiking the Calanques

      

      
        8. Meeting Martha

      

      
        9. Nice, Côte d’Azur

      

      
        10. Èze

      

      
        11. Antibes

      

      
        12. Cap d’Antibes

      

      
        13. Return to the Ship

      

      
        14. Buongiorno Portofino

      

      
        15. Perfect Portofino

      

      
        16. Surprise!

      

      
        17. Going Incognito

      

      
        18. The Inevitable

      

      
        19. The Apology

      

      
        20. Positano, Capri and the Amalfi Coast

      

      
        21. Pompei and Amalfi

      

      
        22. Amalfi Coast Feast

      

      
        23. Chef Romano

      

      
        24. Arrivederci, Amalfi Coast

      

      
        25. Sicily Beckons

      

      
        26. Sicily

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books By Patricia Sands

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bridge Club

      The Promise of Provence

      Promises to Keep

      I Promise You This

      Drawing Lessons

      The First Noël at the Villa des Violettes

      A Season of Surprises at the Villa des Violettes

      Lavender, Loss & Love at the Villa des Violettes

      The Secrets We Hide

      Lost At Sea

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Lost at Sea

        By Patricia Sands

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      For every family that is Italian going back several generations, this will sound familiar: It’s a known fact that Italian women are passionate about everything, especially family, and they know that food is the essence of life.
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        * * *

      

      From the day she was born in 1994, three strong women guided Stephanie Valentini’s life: Bisnonna Paola, Nonna Bella, and Mamma Angela – her great-grandmother, grandmother, and mother. And for this the young woman was grateful. Among their many gifts to her, topmost were a love of cooking and a strong belief in herself.

      After Stephanie (Stevie to her friends) received a business degree from the University of Toronto, she went to Florence for a year, to study at the Instituto Culinario, where she won both praise and awards for her sugo, the traditional Italian tomato sauce that slow-simmers to perfection.

      This was followed by a six-month apprenticeship in a Venetian restaurant, which put a gold seal on what she had long known would be her life’s passion.  Cooking all’italiana was in her blood.

      As her course was about to end, she received news her great-grandmother was seriously ill. She rushed back to Toronto and arrived in time to spend some moments with her beloved Paola, whose whispered last words to her were “Sei la custode della nostra magia di famiglia…”  – her duty was to carry on the family magic.

      The first thing Stevie did once she had stopped weeping was get a small tattoo of The Sun tarot card on the inside of her left wrist. Bisnonna Paola had read her cards since she was a toddler and The Sun was always there.

      Stevie and her boyfriend, Benny Lombardi, moved into an apartment in the Little Italy neighbourhood of Toronto, where they had both grown up.  She knew Paola had refused to consider Benny, her only boyfriend since high school, as anything more than an annoying friend, but dismissed the thought.  Benny felt what Paola thought of him and swore to Stephanie that her great-grandmother regularly gave him the dreaded Italian occhiatacce, “stink-eye,” behind her back. But Stevie thought they were in love and that, just on this one thing, Paola had been mistaken.

      Stevie’s life became routine as time went on, with Paola’s spirit a constant within her. She created magic in the kitchen of the restaurant her great-grandmother had started, waited tables in a jam, and basically ran every aspect of Cara Mia, with Nonna Bella taking on the role of guiding angel.

      Reading was her outlet. Cooking was her passion. Benny was her sweetheart. He worked in advertising and handled the restaurant’s social media. Except for StevieV’s Pasta Party on TikTok. No one else could do that.

      That was her life and she loved it.

      At least she thought she did.

      Until it all fell apart.

      Now she lay on her bed, closed her eyes and, with Paola’s spirit infusing every cell in her body, allowed her family’s history to come to life in her head.

      This history was where her future would begin.
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        * * *

      

      1923 to 1945

      Paola Valentini’s journey was made in the aftermath of sorrow. It began deep in her homeland.

      Since her birth in 1923 in her family’s rustic stone cottage in a village near the ancient town of Marzabotta, the years had been hard but joyful. Then the second hateful world war had begun. What happened in September 1944 would forever burn in her heart and soul.

      Paola’s and Stefano’s families had been neighbours for generations. In their close-knit community, children and adults worked together to keep bees and raise silkworms, to grow and harvest grapes, figs and vegetables on the steep, terraced hillsides south of Bologna. There was just enough food to survive on and in a good year some to sell or barter. A few lucky children attended school until grade six before they were needed full-time to help.

      It was hard work for little gain. But that was how life there had been for centuries. There had always been a sense of community, with everyone working to help each other. There had been joy in simple things: a wedding, a new baby, a good harvest, enough rain for the crops.

      After the Great War, it had taken the village a long time to recover. Many men had perished, but there had been hope. Life went on. Most people were confident such devastation would never revisit them. Only a few were not so sure.

      While they were still teenagers, Paola and Stefano promised their hearts to each other. They were soulmates who saw the glimmer of a rainbow in their future, in spite of life’s daily challenges.

      Then it happened. World War II. There was even more hardship, bringing unimagined loss and heartache. When the Germans moved in, their ruthless disregard for humanity made Stefano decide to join the Resistance.

      Before he left for the shelter of the mountains, Stefano asked Paola to be his wife. She did not hesitate in saying yes. Aged eighteen, they were married in the village church. The next day he vanished into the forest to join with men of all ages to plan and carry out raids on the enemy.

      For the next two years, Paola’s family farm was secretly used as a safe house for wounded partisans and rescued Allied fighters. A cave deep under the stable, used to store food, provided an undetectable hiding place.

      In May 1944, the local priest sent a young boy racing to tell Paola that her family must immediately go into hiding. All of her immediate family was working in fields, too far away to warn. Only a few cousins and neighbours were reachable. They went into the cellar under the stable and waited, barely able to breathe out of fear.

      After three days, two of her young cousins cautiously left the cellar to investigate. Hours later, they came back, weeping and unable to speak, except to say the Germans had gone.

      The horror that lay before Paola and her neighbours when they emerged was unimaginable. Unforgettable. There were bodies everywhere—scattered along the road to Marzabotta and in the town itself. Hundreds of townspeople, including young children, had been rounded up and slaughtered by German soldiers in revenge for an attack by the Resistance.

      These few survivors who came out of the stable never recovered from the sight.

      The Nazis were on the run but their cruelty could not be erased.
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        * * *

      

      The following spring, after the Allies had vanquished the enemy, Paola spent her days working on reviving what was left of the garden.

      One morning she wiped her eyes in disbelief as she watched Stefano limp up the laneway to the stable. It was the only structure that provided shelter now as the house was not more than a ruin. In a weakened condition herself, Paola moved as quickly as she could to fold her beloved husband into her arms before he collapsed. The love of her life had miraculously returned.

      There were weeks of quiet rediscovery and healing, spiritually and bodily. Their love was strong, and slowly they created a plan to rebuild their lives now that all of their immediate relatives, except a few cousins, had been killed.

      Their joy was immense when Paola discovered she was carrying their child. For the first time, they felt the promise of a better tomorrow. The summer weather had been good for the crops. Survival was a possibility. Their love gave them strength and hope.

      In October, Stefano was in the forest with others cutting firewood when a large tree fell the wrong way, killing him instantly. Paola’s cousin, Salvatore, delivered the devastating news.
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        * * *

      

      February 1946

      Under a star-filled sky, a frigid wind blew off the Atlantic. The prow of the enormous Greek ship, Nea Hellas, cut through the sea. The six decks gave it a regal appearance, but the passenger list did not represent anything close to royalty.

      Towering black winter waves had slammed the ship for more than a week after it left the calmer waters of the Mediterranean. The major crossing from Genoa to the new world was over. Now majestic icebergs floating south of Newfoundland brought passengers to the rails to gaze in wonder. The safe harbor of Halifax would be next.

      The day the ship approached their final destination, Paola was on the lowest deck, gripping the rail with gloved hands, tears frozen to her cheeks. Her cousin Salvatore leaned toward her and said, “Canada”.

      Their eyes met and Paola’s lips formed the words “una nuova casa”.  Salvatore nodded with a smile. He slipped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, in a comforting hug. “Si,” he said.

      A new home awaited them.

      Paola had left behind everything she knew and loved. The baby due in two months was all she could take with her. She had no option but to begin again, to build a life for herself and her baby. Stefano’s baby. Her Stefano.

      Their closest remaining relatives had immigrated to Toronto before the war. Now those cousins were sponsors for Paola and Salvatore. They were waiting to welcome the newcomers with loving arms to Toronto’s caring Little Italy neighborhood.
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        * * *

      

      1946–2021

      Shortly after the birth of her daughter, Isabella, in April 1946, Paola began making her sugo, a simple, delicious tomato sauce, in the cramped kitchen of her cousins’ small apartment. The recipe had been passed down through many generations and countless gallons had been cooked on the family’s wood-burning stove in the small cottage in the hills south of Bologna.

      She began to sell the sauce to friends and neighbours, and it was not long before word spread. Every day, a steady stream of people came to buy a jar. Then, the whisper started going around that the sauce had magical powers. The Little Italy neighbourhood became the happiest place to live in the burgeoning city. Paola knew her sugo was the reason, but kept that to herself.

      She decided to add fresh pasta to her repertoire, standard daily fare at home in Italy. It was also a winner. Demand grew to the point that her cousins pitched in with packaging and cleaning up. Paola supplied the Italian groceteria that had opened on the ground floor with both pasta and sauce.

      Eventually, all the extended family moved into a rambling Victorian house on a quiet side street. When the store downstairs from their original apartment came up for sale, they pooled their savings and bought it. With help from cousins working in construction, they turned their old apartment into a kitchen and the storefront into a restaurant. The family trattoria, Cara Mia, was born.

      Paola never remarried and was still in charge of the kitchen when Isabella married Luigi Valentini, a distant cousin. A year later their son, Angelo, was born. Each generation worked alongside Paola.

      Many years later, Angelo and his wife, Angela, named their first child Stephanie to honor Paola’s lost love. She was delighted and formed a strong bond with her new great-granddaughter.  She loved Stephanie with all her heart and knew the first time she carried her into Cara Mia’s kitchen, as an infant, that the magical family all’italiana cooking genes had been passed on. She could feel it in her soul. As her mother had with her and hers before that and so on in the family for as long as their history was known.

      Stephanie began stirring pots in the kitchen with her beloved Bisnonna and Nonna Bella as soon as she could reach the stove. The cooking gene had skipped one generation. Her father Angelo and mother Angela——The Angels as they became known——instead looked after the business side of things as the successful trattoria grew out of that original crowded kitchen.

      As a little girl, Stephanie would sit on her Bisnonna’s knee and listen to stories about her childhood in Italy. Stephanie always felt wrapped in a warm glow whenever they were together. In her teenage years, if she was troubled about something, Paola still would read Tarot cards to get to the cause of the problem. She swore they were the storybook of one’s life. “The mirror to the soul.” “Il libro di fiabe della nostra vita. Lo specchio dell’anima.”

      Paola spoke only Italian to her from the time Stephanie was born, She never called Stephanie by her nickname and would tuck The Sun tarot card under her pillow each evening, whispering in Italian, “The Sun will shine joy and happiness into your life, cara mia. Even when clouds surround you.”

      When Stephanie was ten, Bisnonna Paola taught her how to make the delicious tomato sauce, the sugo, the trattoria was famous for, and Stephanie showed great talent for cooking. By now, Paolo was eighty-one. Nonna Isabella, sixty-three, ruled the kitchen under the watchful eye of Paola. Nonno Luigi handled the business accounts until his early passing when Stevie was thirteen.

      Luigi had trained Angelo well and, after his father passed, he took over the administrative part of the business. Angela had found her true calling greeting customers, writing menus, organizing supplies, and keeping the décor fresh. The trattoria flourished.

      Stephanie’s star in the kitchen grew brighter each year. None of her family called her Stevie but she loved them all with a fierce loyalty. Family was everything. The restaurant was her destiny.

      Paola always lovingly told her great-granddaughter how proud she was of her, and how proud she knew Stefano would be that she carried his name and his fiery spirit. She would also whisper to Stephanie how she must go to Italy to find her true love, her soulmate. “Stefano’s spirit is waiting for you there, cara mia. You will go to our village and find it.” Stevie would nod and kiss her cheek and pretend to agree. You never disagreed with Bisnonna.

      The family traveled to Italy twice together. The visits were emotional and memorable but Stephanie had not felt any spirit calling to her. Bisnonna Paola had patted her hand, saying, “Aspetta che sia il momento giusto. Lo saprai.” “Wait until the time is right. You will know.”
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        * * *

      

      These thoughts brought Stephanie full circle back to where she had lain on her bed and time-travelled from the beginning of Paola’s journey.
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        * * *

      

      May 2021

      Il tempismo è tutto. Timing is everything, Nonna Bella would say.

      And then Kim’s phone call happened.

      When Stevie decided she had to take the call from her best friend, there were three things she knew for certain.

      Her heart was broken.

      She was exhausted.

      If she never saw another drop of tomato sauce it would be too soon.

      For the last three days, she still took calls from her parents and Nonna Bella, of course, but that was it. And they all knew chatting was not on the table right now.

      Had it not been for Caller ID, she wouldn’t have answered. But as soon as IT’S ME! flashed on the screen, she picked up after the first ring. When Kimberly Lake, her bestie since kindergarten, was on the line there was no option.

      Stephanie’s world had collapsed, and Kim had no idea. Now all that crap was going to have to be put into words.

      “Hey Kimster,” Stevie muttered. But she felt a flicker of happiness knowing her friend was on the other end of the line. “You are just what the doctor ordered. What exotic port are you in today?”

      “Never mind me. I’ve texted, emailed and left voicemail for the last three days. You’ve not replied to any of them!” Kim’s normally calm voice had a definite rattle to it. “What’s going on? Are you ok?”

      “Sorry. Truly sorry. I knew you had a busy schedule, and when the shit hit the fan here, I went dark. Stayed offline with the covers over my head.”

      “I knew something was wrong when I didn’t see a post from you on TikTok,” Kim said. “How could there not be my daily dose of the Pasta Party?”

      Stevie grunted. She knew she should have forced herself to keep up TikTok. With such a huge following, someone was bound to notice her absence.

      “Start at the beginning please.” Kim’s tone reflected her concern. “I’m sitting on the upper deck looking out at the stunning Amalfi coast and planning how I’m going to survive the next month. I need some of your energy and good karma, but it doesn’t sound like there’s much available at the moment. Talk to me.”

      One thing Stephanie and Kimberly shared was a wicked sense of humor and an abundance of positivity. When the supply was low with one of them, it was quickly replenished by a conversation——or sometimes just a word——with the other.

      Stevie blew out a long sigh and stretched her entire five feet two inches. She put the phone on speaker and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window of her shoebox-sized condo. The fact that the day was glorious made no impression.

      “Spill,” Kim ordered, but with the warmth of their friendship putting love in the command.

      And Stevie prepared to spill. Every last ugly detail.

      If anyone could come up with a way to help her feel better it would be Kim.

      And Stevie was right about that, as she was about to discover.
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            The Worst of It

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ok, here’s the worst first. Benny’s left me.”

      There was silence on the other end before a long “Whaaaaa?” in a voice that was low and full of disbelief. “Left you? What does that mean? You’ve been together for thirteen years—–since Grade 10. He left you? As in gone, broken up, not together anymore?”

      “Exactly. All of that.”

      Stephanie was not one for public displays of emotion, so there were none of the usual tears and sobs of a young woman dumped by her high-school sweetheart; someone who had been her constant companion, with whom she’d planned every detail of their wedding, not to mention their ongoing life together.

      There had been weeping and gnashing of teeth and swearing and throwing things around, but all in the privacy of her own space. Now she was past that. Crying had never been her thing. And no one knew that better than Kim.

      “What the hell happened?”

      Staring vacantly out the window, ignoring the spectacular view over rooftops and between downtown high-rises right through to a glistening Lake Ontario, Stevie replied, “Here’s the short version. He left last week for what he said was a two-day business trip to Montreal. Before his flight home, he tested positive for Covid so had to stay for five days. At least that was the story. He said he wasn’t symptomatic. He came home three days ago.”

      She closed her eyes and paused for a moment, blowing out another big breath.

      “When I dragged myself in from the restaurant that night he had his bags packed at the door. He said he would always care for me and hoped we could be friends. Then he said he was in love with Guido and moving in with him. They’d bought a place together in Montreal. Badda bing, badda boom.”

      “Stevie. I think I need to hang up and call you again. This can’t be real.”

      “It’s real.”

      “You were meant for each other.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “You’ve never had any problems.”

      “Well, I guess we have.”

      “And Guido? His personal trainer? Your personal trainer?”

      “Um, yeah. That part.”

      “They’re in love?”

      “Apparently so.”

      As can happen comfortably between such friends, they stayed quiet for a moment.

      Then Stevie heard Kim sniffle and knew she was crying. She expected that. As calm, cool and collected as Stevie was, Kim wore her heart on her sleeve and her emotions rested just below the surface of her porcelain skin. She cried watching game shows. She was kindness personified and the first to offer help in whatever situation. And whip-smart. Stevie loved her for all of that.

      Kim blew her nose and apologized. “Let’s FaceTime. I need to see you. I’ll call you right back.”

      Stephanie took a quick look in the mirror and tucked her auburn curls behind her ears. She didn’t need to worry about mascara trails down her cheeks. She hadn’t worn any for days. And that was a tell-tale sign. Stevie Valentini never stepped out the door without wearing mascara. Make-up was not a big thing with her, except for mascara.

      Whatever—she and Kim had definitely seen each other at their worst through twenty-four years.

      As soon as they could see each other on their phone screens, Kim shook her head and wiped the tears that were continuing to fall.

      Stephanie pursed her lips, raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Crazy or what? I’ve cried all my tears and you know I’m not a crier. I’ve also thrown around pretty much everything that wasn’t nailed down here. I’m done.”

      “There was no w-w-warning?” Kim stuttered.

      Stephanie shrugged. “What can I say? When you’ve been together for so many years like we have, it isn’t all sweetness and romance. And the last two of the five years we’ve lived together have been pretty much under lockdown, so there’s that too.”

      Kim nodded. “Not to mention the fact that you’ve basically lived at the restaurant preparing take-out meals for the past two years.”

      “And arriving home at midnight, tired, reeking of garlic,” Stephanie added, her voice tired, tinged with remorse.

      The pandemic had changed everything.

      “And Benny was stressed out a lot during the last two years because his studies were all online. We weren’t exactly the best company.”

      Benny had completed an MBA during lockdown and was working with a high-pressure advertising company
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