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            Chapter One

          

          Sammi

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2018

      

      

      Hunter: Meet me tonight. 7. Crystal Cove.

      Sammi: Looking forward to it.

      Time crept by in slow motion at the Saddleback Postal Shop. I kept re-reading Hunter’s message on my iPhone screen. The words staring back brought such a jumble of emotions. Excitement…anticipation…but also anxiety. He was insisting we meet later at Crystal Cove, an exclusive Newport Coast restaurant. Could this be it? What had I’d been hoping for? Fantasies of him leaning over the restaurant table with his adorable half-grin, asking me to marry him, collided with the task at hand.

      With a sigh, I turned back to the counter. A shoebox-sized package was shoved to the back. Delicate cursive writing spelled out my grandmother’s mailbox number. Who wrote like that anymore? I couldn’t help but feel a little sad, as handwriting had a beauty to it and I was someone who loved receiving something more tangible than a text.

      The last name on the package, though, caught me off guard.

      Santagostino.

      My hands trembled, causing me to fumble the package. I knew that name. But where? I blinked twice and refocused.

      My gaze flitted to the top.

      Italia. Picturesque stamps of the legendary tower of Pisa and other Italian scenes stared back at me.

      Intrigued, I gave the package a shake. A light rustle answered back.

      “Sammi, what’s that?” Bev asked. I’d been so absorbed in what might be inside the package I hadn’t heard her enter. She held a collection of colorful boxes and wrapping paper.  Bev prided herself on having the shop with the most holiday flare. Her Christmas decorations were often posted in the daily Saddleback Valley News. 

      “Something for my grandmother.” I shook it again.

      Bev leaned in even closer, pointing at the postmark. “She knows someone in Italy?”

      A painful memory materialized of being that scared eight-year-old girl sworn to secrecy after overhearing an adult accusation against a family member. An ugly word I’d known as a child.

      Collaborator.

      Instead, I answered, “Yes, but it’s no secret that she’s been estranged from her family since the war.”

      “Ooh, nothing like family drama.”

      The package in my hands felt ominous, but now my curiosity was peaked.

      My iPhone buzzed. I reached into my pocket and pulled it out. Mom’s photo popped up on my screen.

      Grams was admitted to Mission Hospital.

      Shocked, I stared back at the screen, thinking I’d read it wrong.

      “You, okay?” Bev asked.

      I held out my iPhone.

      Concern flashed over her features. “Sammi, go. I can cover for you. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      I nodded, too stunned to say anything.

      “Wait, don’t forget this.” Bev handed me the package.

      Quickly, I rushed out of the store, flinging the package in the back seat, and sped out of the parking lot. I’d get to it later. Only one thing mattered—getting to the hospital.
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      No, this couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not ever. I couldn’t lose my dearest Grams. I’d never lost a family member before and didn’t want to start now.

      Why hadn’t I been more persistent the other night and asked Grams what had been wrong? All I’d been doing was fantasizing about kissing Hunter’s lush, full lips. This image now filled me with self-loathing. During an intermission of a TCM Audrey Hepburn marathon, the commentator giddily announced he’d share a recently found newsreel of a trial against some Nazis in Italy after WWII. The camera highlighted one German general whose defiant gaze filled the screen. Grams’s face blanched, and her hands trembled.

      The closer I got to Mission Hospital, the tighter a fist clamped down on my chest. This all felt so surreal. I barely made it halfway through the intersection before the light flashed red. A loud honk from a driver on the opposite side brought me back to reality.

      Okay, breathe. Grams would make it.

      The five-story hospital with exterior X beams and wall-sized windows appeared up on a hill. I made a couple quick left turns. Pulling into the lot, I grabbed a ticket from the booth and parked. Having a near-empty lot might be a good omen.

      I rushed through the glass doors. Had I missed something about Grams’ behavior? During our last visit, she’d been fine, albeit a little more tired than usual. I could still smell the savory rosemary in the bread she purchased from the local farmer’s market in Laguna Hills. The extra dollop of butter had soothed me.

      What I wouldn’t do for a loaf of that bread right now.

      Mom met me at the check-in desk. She ran a hand through her chin-length hair. Hints of gray peppered her brunette style. Sadness tugged down her mouth. She’d traded in her usual immaculate slacks and cardigan sweater set for a pair of jeans and a faded sweatshirt with a smiling ginger cat on it. Never a good sign.

      “Sammi.” Her voice broke. “Thank god you’re here.”

      “Do you know anything? Is Grams okay?” The sick feeling in the pit of my stomach grew.

      “No, nothing yet,” Mom said. “Your father is in the waiting room. Maybe he’s heard something by now. And your brother’s still in school.” She sniffled. “Can you…?

      “Of course, Mom. I’ll call the school office.”

      My younger brother, Grant, a junior in high school, usually had debate club on Wednesday afternoons. The debate advisor had all students turn off their phones so they wouldn’t be distracted. But this was different. Grant needed to know about Grams. He’d never forgive me otherwise.

      Mom drew back her shoulders. “Thank you.”

      After I called the school office to get word about Grams to my brother, I trailed behind Mom down the corridor, past potted plants, a gift shop, and hanging prints of various flowers, my heart thumping in dread. Sterile white walls and the sharp scent of disinfectant unnerved me. I’d always despised hospitals. We turned into a waiting room. Inside, several people conversed in Spanish. A young boy held a balloon in his hands while bouncing in place.

      As we approached, Dad looked up from his iPhone, nodded, and then glanced back down.

      Typical Dad, but a slight tremor in his right hand belayed the truth. He was scared for his mother too.

      I resisted the urge to ask him if he knew anything. Instead, I plopped down next to him and stared out the open door.

      Mom let out a sigh and sat next to me. She reached over and patted my hand like she used to do when I was a child. Instead of being reassuring, her touch only drove home the point that the grandmother I loved and treasured might be dying.

      No, that couldn’t happen. I pulled away and glanced over at the boy in the far right-hand corner of the waiting room. He flashed me a toothy grin.

      An older doctor walked in and called my father’s name. “Brad Clark?” The doctor peeled back his face mask. Weariness lined his features.

      Dad shoved his phone in his pocket and got up. “How is my mother doing?”

      “Let’s speak outside.” He gestured to the corridor.

      An icy fear slid down my spine. Doctors never asked to speak to you in private if the news was good. I’d had other relatives that died, but this felt different. More personal.

      Mom nudged me, and I got up and trailed behind the doctor and my father. Farther down the hallway, through the interior windows, patients were hooked up to a variety of machines. The beeping sounded like a mismatched, ominous symphony.

      The doctor stopped in front of a room. Grams’ I guessed. “Your mother suffered a massive hemorrhagic stroke.” The doctor’s eyes softened. “There were complications….”

      “No,” I muttered. “That can’t be right. She was okay two days ago.”

      Dad shot me a look and said, “Sammi, enough. Let the doctor speak.”

      He turned back to the doctor. “Will she be okay?”

      “You can go in, but she hasn’t woken up.” He lowered his voice. “Due to her advanced age, she might not recover. Now is the time to make your peace with her.”

      “Are you saying she’s going to die?” I asked, gulping back the tremor in my voice.

      Mom gave my shoulder a light squeeze. “Sammi, you know she’s been battling health problems for some time now.”

      Yes, I did, but in my mind, she would live forever. So what if she was ninety-one years young? We had so much more to discuss and do together. Planting spring veggies. Pruning back her roses. Watching old Audrey Hepburn movies. Her listening to my latest rants about my fiancé, Hunter. And there were a lot of rants. Plus, what had caused her to get upset over the WWII newsreel the other night? Something wasn’t right, but I brushed that ominous instinct aside. The present moment mattered, and I just couldn’t accept that my grandmother might die and the secrets with her.

      Who could I go to now with my deepest secrets? Fears? She’d been there for me during my darkest times, unlike my parents’ and aunt’s passive-aggressive comments that dug deep.

      “Thank you, doctor,” my father said. “Can we go inside?”

      “Yes. Of course.” He walked away.

      Clustered around my grandmother were numerous machines making it difficult to see her. As one machine beeped her vitals, a young petite nurse reviewed them. She smiled at our entrance.

      “Let me call Ellie,” Dad said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Dad’s sister hadn’t been in the waiting room, probably due to not being able to leave work. We might not get along, but she’d want to be here. Grams was her mother, after all.

      Mom glanced at Dad’s retreating back and then at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure. Yeah.” I sniffled back the tears.

      Mom’s eyes softened, and she touched my shoulder. “If you need us…”

      “…I’ll text.”

      She gave a nod and then left, following Dad down the hallway.

      My mother might have her faults, but silently, I thanked her for letting me have this time alone with Grams.

      When I approached my grandmother’s bedside, the petite nurse looked up from her electronic pad and smiled. She pushed back her dark bangs.

      “You can talk to her.” Her soft voice reminded me of Grams’ dire situation. “She can hear you.”

      A surge of hope flooded me. Maybe she’d be okay, after all.

      I hesitated for a moment, then walked over to my grandmother. She looked so tiny and fragile. Almost child-like. So many machines and tubes. Attached to her very thin arm was an IV drip. A roadmap of blue veins reflected her long life. A French manicure belied the seriousness of her condition. I wanted so much to hug and tell her to wake up.

      Ohmigod, she really could die.

      My body trembled, but I pushed the horrible thought of death aside.

      I sat on the stool by her bed. The nurse walked out, leaving us alone.

      Reaching for Grams’ hand, I sniffled back the tears. How did I pray to a God I’d left so many years ago?

      Instead, I rubbed her hand, careful not to touch the IV needles. Blue veins predominately lined her thin skin. A whiff of her lemon scent made me smile.

      “Grams. Oh, Grams, I love you so much.”

      Her eyes fluttered open.

      I dropped her hand.

      “Mi dispiace, Pele,” she slurred, her voice gravelly. “Perdonami.”

      I barely could hear her. I scooted closer.

      “What did you say? Who’s Pele?”

      “No.” A long breath. “Lo credo in te.”

      Her voice dropped into a near whisper. I moved closer, squeezing between the profusion of medical machines surrounding her.

      She tried to say more, but only the words came out garbled and slurry. Grams’s face reddened.

      “That’s okay.” I patted her hand. “You need to calm down.”

      Just then, her eyes rolled up in her head, and the machines made an urgent screeching sound.

      Nurses and the doctor rushed in, attempting to use lifesaving measures to revive my grandmother.

      “You need to go,” the nurse said. “Now.”

      The doctor and nurses crammed into the small hospital room, scrambling as they hovered over Grams’s body.

      I got up, stepping away.

      Grams’ words echoed through my mind.

      Mi dispiace. Pele. Perdonami.

      What was she talking about? Who was Pele? Grams once said she left her past behind, refusing to speak the language. So for her to speak it now, took me off guard. I’d taken Spanish back in college, and her words sounded like, “pardon” or “forgive me.”

      So many secrets.

      Reality crashed down hard on me as a cloak of sadness enveloped me.

      None of that mattered because a reality and sadness crashed down hard on me.

      How could I live without her?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Rosa

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1936

      

      

      Sunny rays flitted through the partition blinds in Conte D’Alba’s Villa. The festive air and musical background, along with the tantalizing scents of limonada and sweets, competed with the heavy cigar fumes overhead. Many special guests attended the party. Dignities from afar and a few rich aristocrats cluttered the small foyer. Silk, diamonds, and custom-designed outfits with brilliant hues flitted around the more muted clothing of the friends. A few of the adults wrinkled their noses in disdain for Rosa.

      Rosa hung on the peripheral, waiting for a guest to say more about the battle in Africa, where her pappa fought. Only laughter, whispers, and scowls flew back.

      Rosa might have only been ten, but nervous energy drove her to tag on Pele’s hand. She had enough of the boring adults.

      “Let’s go,” she urged.

      Pele quickly grabbed a biscotti from the table, shoving it in his mouth. “What about Valerio?”

      She shrugged. “He knows where we’ll be.” Though she tried to act indifferent, she snuck a furtive glance over her shoulder. Sure enough, their friend mingled with his father’s important friends. Valerio's slick black hair and serious countenance made him look like a Conte in training, but Rosa knew better.

      War.

      The word tasted bitter with the fear-laced anxieties of her beloved Pappa, who fought alongside other courageous Italians. Rosa had hoped to hear more but doubted the vain Conte would reveal the status of her Pappa. Rosa bored of such adult talk. The call of outdoors prompted her to take Pele’s hand and scurry past the guests. They ran through the crowded foyer, nearly colliding with the servants and their loaded plates of wine and expensive treats. Rosa’s hand snatched a lemon biscotti off the tray, giggling at the hump of disapproval.

      Once out the door, both friends fell on the ground, giggling.

      “What do you see?” Rosa asked, pointing at the clouds overhead.

      “Elephants and horses. You?”

      Rosa squinted. Everyone in town called her overdramatic. Rosa, though, knew she’d be one of those great Hollywood actresses. She’d be famous and eat endless Christmas lemony befanini cookies decorated with coconut flakes and topped with candy sprinkles. And of course, sip champagne. Or she’d marry Valerio and become the next Contessa of Garibaldi.

      “Royalty marching in to save the day,” she said with a sigh.

      “Ja. You and Valerio.”

      “What about me? And why are you two outdoors and not inside?” Valerio plopped down next to Rosa and took her hand.

      A thrill went up Rosa’s body. She savored the moment.

      “It’s too nice of a day to stay inside,” Pele said.

      “Talk of war is boring.” Rosa rolled her eyes dramatically.

      “Always an actress,” Pele teased.

      “Is this the same Rosa who keeps drilling me on what my father has heard?” Valerio asked.

      “Not if he says nothing but the usual pretty word.”

      “No, Rosa’s more into the whole royalty thing again,” Pele interjected.

      Valerio turned his head and smiled. “Are you sure it’s not her being the next famous actress?”

      Valerio looked at Rosa. “Why not? Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “No, Rosa. You can’t mean that,” Pele said. He turned to Valerio. “Right? We are like The Three Musketeers.”

      Rosa chuckled, picturing the three of them dressed in fancy outfits battling the dreaded British on the dusty African continent. Where was the romance in that?

      Valerio’s eyes danced. “Why not? We are bound to be together. Forever.”

      “What about me?” Pele protested.

      Valerio took his hand. “You’ll be with us too, of course. We’re friends forever, and we will vanquish the enemy.”

      Rosa liked that. She nestled closer to Valerio. His “sage and soap” scent comforted her. She wasn’t stupid. She knew her family was nothing like Valerio’s. But for a moment, she could dream.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Sammi

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      Droplets of rain dripped down the coat sleeve, which protected my simple black skirt and white blouse. The oversized London Fog trench coat gave me strength. Too bad the weather didn’t get the memo. I should have worn a bigger hat, not the small black bowler.

      As I stood by my grandmother’s gravesite with family and friends, I sniffled back tears that mingled with raindrops. I just wanted to get through the burial and grave site service without drowning in tears.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone,” I whispered, glancing over at Hunter. A skinny red tie broke the black monotone of his suit. Even in the rain, he looked good. I still couldn’t believe my luck; he wanted to be with me. He held a large black umbrella over our heads. Oddly, he’d been quiet.

      Clearing my throat, I waited for the usual trite words of condolence.

      “Sorry for your loss,” Hunter finally said. Then he looked off into the distance.

      I sighed.

      Though we were standing close together, an invisible barrier divided us. His usual woodsy scent competed with the musty, damp smell of the burial site. I longed to nestle closer to him, but something felt off. He hadn’t brought up the reason behind the urgency of meeting at Crystal Cove. When I texted him the reason I couldn’t meet up? He’d expressed his sympathies, but nothing more. No reschedule. Nothing.

      Color me confused.

      Before the burial, Hunter went over to give his condolences to Dad. My boyfriend’s usual charismatic behavior hadn’t been directed my way. Instead of his sexy British accent pulling me in, all I received were one-word curt responses or no comment at all. A flutter of unease clung to me, shadowed by the certainty that something was terribly wrong.

      Standing on the other side of me, my younger brother Grant, whose observatory eyes missed nothing, asked, “You okay?”

      Afraid to speak and unleash a torrent of tears that would compete with the rain, I only shook my head. Clarks didn’t show emotion. I couldn’t deal with Grams’ passing and Hunter’s standoffish behavior at the same time. He’d been acting distant for the past week or so. At first, I blamed it on the canceled dinner, where he’d wanted to share something. At the time, I could only think about Grams.

      Now though? He gave off a colder vibe than the weather.

      I snuggled deeper into my wool coat.

      We’ll talk later. I’ll be better then.

      At least the view held more warmth. Tall sycamores lined the lot along with fragrant, colorful flowers on numerous gravesites. Grams might have been declining in her later years, but she never neglected her roses, hibiscus, and colorful flowers. Her love for anything vibrant and alive remained. I smiled. I’d think she’d approve of this cemetery.

      As the bishop droned on, quoting scriptures, I bit back a yawn. I hadn’t been to our family church in ages, and neither had my other relatives. Grams would have preferred some cheesy 50s Fred Astaire/Audrey Hepburn quote. I could almost see her spirit dancing to her version of Singing in the Rain.

      “Come on, Samantha,” she’d say. Her husky voice would drop. “Why be sad?”

      My heart ached because I’d never hear her again.

      Wiping a tear away, I scanned the area. Family, a few close friends, and employees from Dad’s accounting firm huddled under the pavilion, trying to stay dry. Mom stood next to Dad’s sister, Madeline. Even under the pavilion, rain still dripped in. Of course, her umbrella provided more than enough coverage, but then again heaven forbid if anything got on Auntie’s designer clothing. She looked as if she’d just walked off a runway, which was pretty amazing, considering we were on a soon-to-be soggy cemetery site.

      Dad’s attempts to look indifferent, even bored, failed. His bottom lip quivered.

      A sudden coldness that had nothing to do with the weather hit like a hammer at my core.

      Grams died.

      I turned away, anticipating a breakdown right there.

      My grandmother always knew the right words to make me feel better. Oh, and she made a mean hot chocolate with just a nip of Jack Daniels. She figured a sip or two wouldn’t damn her to hell. I agreed.

      What I wouldn’t do for a steaming cup of that right now.

      I shivered.

      After the bishop finished dedicating the gravesite, the pallbearers carefully placed their rose boutonnieres on the top of Grams’ coffin. Then the rest of us followed. I zombie-shuffled behind a few relatives until it was my turn. I laid a yellow rose on top of the others, placing my hand over it.

      Only then did it really hit. Grams was gone.

      That thought hammered away at what was left of my heart.

      If I wasn’t too careful, I would turn into an avalanche of ugly crying. “Bye, Grams. I’m going to miss you so much.”

      The heavens opened, unleashing fury.

      In the mad rush to get to the car, somehow, I lost track of Hunter. He had the umbrella, and my hat provided little protection. Even though the rain pelted me, I took my heels off and scrambled to the parking lot. I ignored the cold, squishy sensation of wet grass between my toes.

      Hunter could have at least stayed by my side and said goodbye.

      “Hurry up, sis,” Grant yelled from the safety of my Honda Civic. After I shut the door, I tossed my soaked purse in the back.

      “Are you okay? Where’s Hunter?”

      I shrugged.

      “What did he do now?”

      What hadn’t he done?

      “Don’t want to talk about it.”

      Grant glanced in the rearview mirror. “What’s that?” He pointed to the back seat.

      “My wet purse.”

      “No, that.”

      I turned around.

      The package. I’d totally forgotten about it.

      Leaning over the car seat, I picked it up and sniffled louder this time.

      Okay, Girl, refocus.

      “Is that addressed to Grams?” Grant finally asked. “What’s with the last name? Who’s that?”

      Memories of her cryptic hospital message returned.

      “You know, Grams did try to say something to me at the hospital. I brushed it off as nothing, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, it sounded like Italian. Not sure? Does that make sense?”

      Grant sat back, shaking his head. “Wow.” He stared at the package. “Maybe that holds the answers. Too bad she’s not here to open it.” He thumped the steering wheel. “Talk about some serious, shitty timing.”

      “Grant!”

      “Well, it’s true.” His shoulders slumped. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

      I gave his hand a quick squeeze. “We’ll be fine. We’re Clarks. You know, stiff lip and all.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      I peeked at my watch. “We really need to get to the wake. I’ll give the package to Dad then.”

      Grant smiled. “Ooh, that should be exciting.”

      “Yeah, exciting.” Though I didn’t look forward to mentioning this mysterious package to our father who disliked surprises, deep down, curiosity reemerged. Did this package hold the answers to Gram’s deathbed plea? Coincidence? One thing was certain. I couldn’t wait to find out what might be inside.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Rosa

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1942

      

      

      Rosa faced the brick Satoria Tuscana’s entrance. She drew her sweater closer, but nothing warmed her. Clouds ripe to unleash a torrent of rain hung over her. A group of young boys played ball on the street. Some girls giggled, maneuvering away from being frozen by the designated Strega Ghiaccio. Rosa smiled, wishing for the innocence of worrying about being tagged a witch by childhood friends and not having more ominous fears.

      Nazis.

      No matter where she went, rumors intensified about the German invasions. How long before they came to her country? Her Zio Bruno whispered his fears of the war escalating among his veteran friends while playing cards in the piazza. Even the Conte let it slip that things weren’t so good.

      The boy’s ball rolled up to her. She shot a quick glance back at the store. Pele asked her to come. She had agreed, but deep down, seeing him with the dread Fascisti uniform only intensified her growing fears.

      “Signorina?” one of the young boys asked, pointing at her feet. “Per favore?”

      Rosa leaned down, picked up the small leather ball and threw it the boy’s way.

      “Grazie,” he said and ran back to his friends.

      The rambunctious laughter lifted the darkness for a moment. How she wished she could be young again. But reality hit.

      Squaring her shoulders, she walked toward the store and opened the door. A faint tingle of a bell from overhead announced her.

      “Good. You’re here,” Pele said. “What do you think?”

      The elderly tailor stepped to the side. Pele stood in front of the life-sized mirror in the middle of the shop, tugging at his black shirt jacket. His lips quirked up in a half-smile, waiting for her to comment on his uniform.

      Adolescence agreed with him. Tall, slim with wavy dark brown hair. The other girls in town thought him attractive in a rugged way. But Pele was the second musketeer in their friendship. Not even his dark brown eyes softened the rigid black suit.

      “Well?” he asked, hesitation in his voice. “Don’t you think I look dashing?”

      She folded her arms, glancing away. She despised the war and even more so Mussolini and his fascism. Though Pele and Valerio weren’t old enough for conscription, that didn’t stop the allure of joining up.

      “We’re not children anymore,” Pele exclaimed. “You must know that by now.”

      “I understand why Valerio would join the group, but you?”

      “Why not me? We don’t have the luxury of not joining.”

      Their days as children were over. She no longer thought they’d fulfill their promise of being together forever.

      “Pappa says Mussolini is nothing. That this will all come to naught.”

      “Tell that to those affected by the racial laws. Do you see Giovanni or his family? Or others like him?”

      Giovanni had been their friend in school. His only crime had been being born Jewish. Rosa didn’t get the hatred against them. Pappa didn’t speak of the new laws whenever she was in the room. And the only time she’d brought up the subject with Valerio, he laughed and told her she didn’t understand men’s work.

      She loved Valerio and Pele, but while Pele would always be a lifetime friend, her heart belonged to Valerio.

      Pele shrugged. “Your zio gets it.”

      “He’s the mayor. He must do what he needs to help everyone.”

      “But did he help Giovanni?”

      Rosa said nothing. What could she say?

      The store door opened, and Valerio stepped inside. A recent sensation fluttered in her stomach. Self-conscious, she smoothed down nonexistent wrinkles on her dress. Her fears evaporated once he flashed his smile in her direction. She could get lost so easily whenever he gave her his whole attention.

      The shop owner quickly went into the back, leaving the friends. He didn’t care for Mussolini but kept silent. Rosa’s mother warned her to bite her tongue as well. But did she listen? No.

      Pele’s features darkened, but quickly, he smiled. “Took you long enough! Even Rosa beat you here, and we all know how she gets lost in her daydreams.”

      Valerio patted Pele on his back. “I’m glad you finally got wise and decided to join our group.”

      “If the youth group is so wonderful, why not allow girls to join?” Not that she would do that, but it bothered her how Mussolini and his followers emphasized that girls like herself only had one real purpose. To get married and have many babies for Italy.

      “Ah, Rosa. There are more important things for you to do to help Italia.”

      Once more, he smiled.

      Inside, rage percolated. How dare Valerio think his charm would erase her forebodings? Damn him.

      Valerio glanced back at Pele. “Mamma left some of her vintage vino. It’s perfect for this occasion.”

      “Rosa?” Valerio asked, turning back. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “Why? I’m not a man. Don’t I have to do the women’s work?”

      “Don’t be like that,” he said, reaching for her, but Rosa stepped away from him.

      Shadows flitted over his strong features, and his gaze grew cold and hard.

      Pele rushed to her side. “You’re one of us, silly. Remember the Three Musketeers to the end?”

      Rosa frowned. The thought of that famous group fighting for someone like Mussolini or Hitler nauseated her.

      Valerio observed her. “Why the frown?” A sick feeling came over her. Could Mamma be right, and Valerio would turn his back on her? She couldn’t let that happen.

      “Right, silly me. Of course, I’ll come.”

      The hardness in Valerio’s eyes disappeared, replaced by the familiar smile which lightened the mood. He stretched out his hand. She took it. He gave her a firm squeeze. “Let’s go and celebrate.”

      As the three friends walked out onto the piazza, a beam of light broke from the clouds. Rosa took it as a promise of hope. Everything would be fine.

      For now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Sammi

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      On the way to the Mormon chapel for the wake, the mysterious parcel jostled in the back of my car. What could be inside? Though it took every ounce of effort not to rip the package open, I pushed my impatience to the side.

      The funeral luncheon was held in the back of the chapel in the cultural hall. A few scuff marks on the hardwood basketball court flooring brought back memories of the basketball games I’d attended with my teenage Mormon friends.

      Large moveable screens closed off the chapel area. Big round tables from the adjacent storage room had been rolled into the hall. On top of the white lacy tablecloths on each table was an arrangement of sunflowers and wildflowers in decorated canning jars. Even the basketball hoop on a backboard in the middle of the hall had been decorated with red crepe paper. The Relief Society, or women leaders of the church, had been busy putting together a “light lunch” that included sliced ham, rolls, green salad, and dessert. The funeral potatoes went fast. Loaded with cheese, crushed potato chips, hash brown potatoes, and topped with bacon bits, this creamy dish had the Mormon signature of approval. My stomach growled just smelling it.

      “What? No Jello?” Grant rolled his eyes.

      “Count ourselves lucky,” I said.

      Grant chuckled, and he pushed back long sleeves from his button-down oxford. “Yeah, I still have nightmares from the Jello casserole at the last event.”

      I grinned. I couldn’t believe someone had put carrots and celery in the Jello. Double yuck.

      Grant took a plate and started to fill it up by loading an extra helping of the cheesy potatoes. “Aren’t you going to eat?” The full plate looked huge next to his trim swimmer’s body.

      Another thought came. “Maybe later. Right now, I think I’m going to see if Dad might know something about the package.

      Grant frowned. He piled a brownie and chocolate chip cookie on the plate, which tilted precariously. “Can’t that wait?”

      “I’m not really hungry.”

      “Not hungry for this?” He picked up an enormous dark chocolate Costco cookie and took a huge bite. “Don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “Gross much?”

      He put the plate down and dabbed at the trail of dark cookie crumbs on his face. I pointed to a spot he missed on his chin. He wiped it away. “Fine, but then I know how much you can’t handle waiting.”

      “Tell me you’re not just as interested.”

      “Nah, I’m surprised you didn’t just open it when you first found it.”

      “Jeez, Grant. Federal crime mean anything to you?

      “Doesn’t count if no one knows.”

      My brother had a point, but I didn’t want to risk it. Knowing my luck, the package contained important information, and how would I brush it off that maybe, just maybe, I “accidentally” opened the parcel? Nope, that wouldn’t fly even with me.

      He gestured back to the table. “Sure you don’t want anything?”

      “Maybe later. I’ll go and tell Dad about what came from the postal office first.”

      “Good luck with that. Bet Dad is bored stiff and sneaking glimpses of the latest stock market reports.”

      Yeah, that would be like Dad. He’d tie business with a family event, even if that event just happened to be a funeral.

      Turning from Grant and the oversweet table of desserts, I proceeded to the stage toward the back of the hall until I came to my parents’ table. Dad was hyper-focused on the iPhone propped on his leg. Mom picked at a slice of ham while Auntie Madeline sipped some water. I couldn’t help but worry if she’d sneak some alcohol into her drink, but even my aunt knew better than to do that at a Mormon event.

      When I drew closer to the table, I cleared my throat and cleared it again.

      “Dad, a parcel from Italy came for Grams.”

      He sat up, startled, and almost dropped his phone. He discretely shoved it into his pant pocket. “A package? From Italy?”

      “Yes, I have it in the back of my car. I was going to let you know before, but with the funeral and everything, it slipped my mind.”

      His eyes darkened. “Does anyone else know?” He snuck a few glances around him.

      Mom pushed back her cat eyeglasses and stared at me. The tortoiseshell frame complemented her oval face. Her latest long bob hairstyle lightly brushed her shoulders. “Maybe we can discuss this afterward. Now isn’t a good time.”

      “But when would be a good time?”

      “Later,” Dad said between bites of the ham. “We’ll discuss this tonight.” He motioned to the empty chair next to Mom. “You should get something to eat. Show some respect for what these women at your grandmother’s church did.”

      “Yes, it was a very sweet gesture,” Mom added.

      I slouched, bummed that my parents wouldn’t be more curious and made an excuse to leave early. But I guess they did have a point. I should show some gratitude, and those brownies did look really appetizing. My stomach growled in agreement.

      A couple of sister missionaries circulated in the hall. Each had a pitcher filled with water and lemon slices.

      She then left.

      I didn’t want to lose my parent's attention. I knew once they finished eating, they’d leave, considering how neither of them was much into anything churchy.

      I turned back to Mom. “Don’t you think it’s strange that something came from Italy?” I asked. Now would be the time to share what Grams had said right before she died. “I thought you said none of her family still lived there?”

      Aunt Madeline frowned or tried to. Her latest Botox job gave her bunny lines beside her nose. With her free hand, she tried to smooth out nonexistent wrinkles in her designer black dress. “Our mother was very drugged. How do you know it was Italian? Maybe it was just a string of nonsensical words that meant nothing. Just forget it.”

      I stared at her. Out of all of Dad’s relatives, she had to be the worst with her over-the-top judgmental way. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if she had one of the latest diet books in her large designer tote.

      A strand of processed platinum blond hair fell out of her squishy beehive hairstyle straight out of one of those 50s B movies.

      My hands clenched into fists at my sides. I hated how she made me feel like a child. After all, I was twenty-two years old.

      “You have to remember,” Dad piped in. “My grandmother lived to be almost one hundred. The mind tends to go around that time. Add to that all the meds she was on. It’s a wonder she even communicated at all.”

      “Right,” Mom said. “They tend to relive the past. Or a more romanticized version of it.” “Can’t you just drop it for now?” Dad went on.

      “Why?” Confused, I added, “I can’t believe you’re brushing this off.”

      Mom’s eyes softened. “Honey, I know how close you two were, but you need to eat something. Later, we’ll open that package and discuss whatever is inside.”

      Auntie Madeline muttered something to the effect that I was being rude and all, but I didn’t care. If anything, I was now more determined to find out what was inside the mysterious package.

      “Fine. You’re right.” I left and wandered back to the large rectangle table.

      “So I guess it didn’t go over well?” Grant asked.

      “You can say that. It was almost as if…”

      “If what?”

      Did I share how paranoid both Dad and his sister were acting when I brought up the package from Italy?

      Now wasn’t the time to share the nagging feeling that something wasn’t right.

      I plastered a smile on my face. “I just need some space right now. If they ask where I went, just say a headache came on.”

      “Sure, no prob.”

      “Maybe I’ll grab a couple of those brownies, though. You know, you can never have enough chocolate,” I said, placing a couple in a napkin.

      Sadness rushed back two-fold, and the chocolate felt like a lump in my throat. Nothing could replace Grams. Nothing.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Rosa

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 1942

      

      

      A reverence hung in the crisp spring air. While there were rumors of war in Lunata, there were no indications of it in this valley. A hush permeated the valley. Rosa closed her eyes, savoring the moment. A cool breeze blew off the Serchio River. A chorus of birds chirped against the rugged Apucan Alps backdrop. She clung to the fragile peace, knowing too well how quickly it could shatter.

      All that mattered was now.

      When her boyfriend, Valerio, insisted on going on a picnic at their favorite place, she’d been quick to agree. Rosa brought her favorite homemade quilt, and he brought the food and wine.

      She leaned back on her elbows, carefully observing Valerio. His dark brown hair begged for a cut, but Rosa liked this version of her long-time friend. The rolled-up sleeves of a white cotton shirt beneath suspenders softened the harshness of the otherwise dreadful black shirts he and his friends wore daily.

      “Tesoro, what are you thinking?” Valerio’s eyes twinkled with mischief, like when he’d dared her as a child to grab a forbidden treat from Maria, the family servant. Of course, he took the blame when they were caught. His antics almost always brought a chuckle or smile from others. Sadly, those moments were now fleeting, with his current involvement with the Partito Nazionale Fascista. P.N.F.

      She returned his smile. “Oh, nothing.” She pressed down the invisible wrinkles on her A-line skirt. The tiny floral print on her boxy-style shirt blended in with pink peonies in the area. The crisp, sweet aroma waffled close by. Rosa had kicked off her sturdy pumps earlier and straightened her navy skirt, enjoying the freedom.

      Spread out on a quilt were delicate slices of prosciutto, salami, sheep’s cheese, olives, cherry tomatoes, grapes, and some long sticks of grissini bread.

      “Here, have some more.” He retrieved out of the picnic basket a bottle he’d taken from his mother’s wine cellar. Contessa D’Alba prided herself on her unique red wine.

      Once he’d removed the cork, Rosa held out a crystal glass. The sparkly crimson liquid gave off a slightly tart aroma.

      “You still haven’t shared why we’re here,” Rosa asked, her curiosity perked.

      “Isn’t it enough to be with me?” He winked and then drew her in close, kissing her. A citrus, spicy edge mingled with his clean smell.

      Too soon, he pulled away.

      Rosa sighed in disappointment, which only had Valerio’s smile growing.

      “I have something for you,” he teased. “Would you like to see it?”

      Her stomach fluttered like a schoolgirl’s. “Of course I do! Unless it’s something terrible, then forget it.”

      “You know me better than that, Tesoro!” Again, that lopsided grin hinted at something Rosa had never fathomed and still couldn’t grasp. How could a boy from an aristocratic family want anything to do with a small-town girl like her?

      He reached into his pocket and brought out a small, square black box. Opening the box, he stared straight into her eyes. “Marry me.”

      Rosa’s hands flew to her mouth.

      The box contained a diamond ring. In the center of the ring, a delicate motif surrounded a large diamond, and four smaller stones lined each side. Beautiful and too costly.

      “I had it made when in Firenza. I thought it was only appropriate for our country’s new future under Il Dulce. Nothing old for the next Contessa. We are the future, after all.”

      Darkness whispered, reminding Rosa of all the country had suffered under the Fascist leader. But she pushed the thoughts to the side. Nothing would come to remind Valerio of this.

      “Your mother would never let me wear the family heirloom,” she whispered.

      Valerio snorted. “It doesn’t matter what she or any of those stuffed shirts think.” He leaned in closer. “We are the future. Remember that.”

      Rosa’s heart missed a beat. It was so hard to argue with him when all she wanted was his touch. Plus, his mother might have worn the heirloom many times before the war, but now she had it sequestered in a hiding place with the rest of the family jewelry.

      “Speechless for once?” He cocked his head.

      Rosa looked back up at him, not knowing what to say.

      Valerio took her hand and slipped the ring on her finger. “Perfect. Just like you, Rosa.”

      As she turned her hand, quick bursts of red, blue, and yellow flashed where the sunlight touched the facets of the diamond.

      Hope surfaced in her heart. Hope that maybe the brilliance of the stones would erase the horrors around them.

      “This is too much, Valerio.”

      “Are you telling me no?” He grasped his heart, rolling his eyes. “I am wounded.”

      Rosa laughed. “You always were dramatic.”

      His eyes softened; his voice deepened. “Say yes then. Don’t break my heart.”

      Could this be happening? She’d only heard of such tales in fairy tales her mother had read to her as a child but never thought they could be true. Well, not for someone like her.

      Could they do this? The odds were against them, but she’d learned all that mattered now might be erased the next day.

      One thing she did know, unlike the tales of her youth, this love she carried for Valerio was very real. They’d make their happily ever after.

      Rosa’s whole body swelled with love, erasing the harsh ugliness that had slowly entrenched itself not only in her life but in her country. “Yes.” She wiped back a tear, laughing. “I will marry you.”

      As she leaned in for a longer kiss, Rosa pushed the stubborn foreboding aside, praying their love would be enough to weather whatever might be thrown their way.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Sammi

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      As soon as the family Tesla pulled into the driveway, I hurried downstairs and put the Italian package on the coffee table. Settling back against the sofa, it took every ounce of willpower not to grab the shoe-sized package and just rip it open.

      Instead, I settled back on the couch, waiting.

      I’d texted Dad earlier, reminding him about the delivery and just hoped he’d let the others know too.

      Not much later, everyone walked inside. Dad glanced down at his phone. Auntie Madeline trailed behind my father, rolling her eyes at the box on the table.

      Concern laced Mom’s eyes. “Feeling better?”

      “Yes, better,” I said.

      “Good, now we get to open the mysterious box,” Grant said, plopping down next to me. He tugged at his tie, loosening it.

      Dad held his hand up, walking into the other adjutant room, heavy in discussion with a client.

      Seriously, I didn’t know if I could handle the suspense much longer.

      Right then, my cell buzzed. Glancing down, Hunter’s boyish grin was visible on the screen.

      We need to talk.

      Coffee house tomorrow 1 pm.

      Frankly, I didn’t want to deal with Hunter after his cold behavior at the funeral.

      Grant leaned over, reading the message. “Aren’t you going to answer?”

      “Maybe later.”

      Grant snorted. "He wants your attention now?" He sure didn’t waste any time kissing up to Dad.” He pursed his lips and made a kissy sound.

      Our aunt frowned at us.
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