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Some love stories can’t be forgotten . . .

Jenny Tanner opens the box she has cherished for decades. Contained within are her most precious mementoes, amongst them a pebble, a carving and a newspaper cutting she can hardly bear to read. But Jenny knows the time is finally here. After the war, in a mountainside village in Italy, she left behind a piece of her heart. However painful, she must return to Cinque Alberi. And lay the past to rest.

After a troubled upbringing, Candice Barnes dreams of a future with the love of her life – but is he the man she believes him to be? When Candice is given the opportunity to travel to Italy with Jenny, she is unaware the trip will open her eyes to the truth she’s been too afraid to face. Could a place of goodbyes help her make a brave new beginning?
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2019

White rabbits. Those were the first words I uttered this morning. For as long as I can remember, I’ve said those two words on the first day of every month. It’s supposed to bring you good luck, and even though that might sound crazy, today’s my one hundredth birthday, so who knows?

Some people call my living so long a miracle, but I think it’s more likely preordained from the minute we’re conceived rather than a triumph of human spirit or a medical marvel. Or anything to do with rabbits. It was always meant to be this way. When I was twelve, the doctors said I’d be lucky to see twenty. I’ve outlived them all. I’ve given fate a helping hand along the way. Looked after myself as best I can. I don’t do things to excess, but I don’t deny myself too much either. I have a vanilla slice every now and then, a quarter of jelly babies, that sort of thing. Well, you’re a long time dead, after all. I’ve heard some folk credit their old age to a tot of whisky each night. ‘Just a wee dram,’ they’ll say, even though they’ve never been anywhere near Scotland. I prefer the odd gin myself. Bog-standard gin, none of this new-fangled stuff. I believe there’s one flavoured with rhubarb and ginger, if you can believe that. Anyway, fate, destiny, call it what you will, here I am about to clock up a century. You don’t need to worry, though. Ancient I may be, but I still have all my marbles. I’m not one of those unreliable narrators. You can trust me.

The room’s normally tastefully decorated, all soft caramel, taupe and fern, with squashy sofas that give you a giant hug as you sink into them. Tonight, though, it’s garlanded with pastel-coloured paper chains, the sort kids make in primary school. I suspect they’ve been made by members of the Craft Club. Three silver balloons, a number one and two zeros, gently sway above the air vents. Black-clothed tables are sprinkled with glittery stars, which some poor soul will have to clear away in the morning. They’ll be stuck in the carpet until Christmas, no doubt.

In the corner, a four-tiered cake towers over the makeshift dance floor, way too many candles anchored in the icing. This is Frank’s doing; only he could come up with such an ostentatious offering. We’ll be eating Victoria sandwich for weeks.

Can you picture a hundred-year-old woman, I wonder? I’ll furnish your imagination with some details if you like. Let’s see now. My once honey-blonde hair is now silver, but you’ve probably worked that bit out. Granted, it’s nowhere near as thick as it used to be, but what there is of it is cut into what Candice informs me is a ‘graduated messy bob’.

The skin on my hands is translucent and spangled with liver spots, the blue veins clearly visible. Hands are always a giveaway. Hands and neck. Arthritic knuckles mean my rings will have to be cut off my fingers when I eventually shuffle off, and beneath my nail polish (yes, really), my ridged nails are yellowing. I won’t go all lyrical on you and try to find a word to describe my eyes, because nobody has ever been able to decide if they’re blue or green. Depends what mood I’m in. There’s a slightly cloudy look to them these days, though.

People say I’m lucky with my complexion, and I suppose some of it is in the genes, but I’ll let you into a little secret. I’ve been using a special cream on my face for nigh on eighty years. Down on the farm when the cows’ udders became sore and cracked, we used to rub on a thick, calming unguent. Yes, you read that right. My secret to good skin is chapped-udder cream. You’re welcome. I’m fortunate with my teeth as well. Oh, they’re not as white as they once were, obviously, but at least they’re still in my mouth and not in a glass beside my bed. Back in the day, I used to stick my finger up the chimney and rub soot into them. I’ve never shied away from using a bold lipstick either. Well, why not accentuate your best feature? The colour I’m wearing tonight is Ruby Woo by somebody called Mac. Candice bought it for me. I hope it wasn’t too expensive, because she doesn’t earn a lot. She bought me a five-year diary, too. The optimism of youth is staggering sometimes.

I’m wearing a plain black immaculately tailored dress. That level of couture doesn’t come cheap, let me tell you, but fortunately the two old dears who work at the charity shop have no idea what they’re doing. A tenner they wanted for it. A tenner, I ask you! Now, I’m not one for ripping off charity shops, so I gave them thirty and left them dithering over what to put on the newly naked mannequin.

I’m looking around the room, scanning faces for those I recognise. I’m not even sure who all these people are, and don’t like to ask. It’s my guess they’ve been drafted in from somewhere to make up the numbers. Some people will go anywhere for a free buffet. The lights have been dimmed, but I can still make out Frank over in the corner, sitting in a wing-backed chair.

Frank’s my best friend in here now. He only moved in a few months ago, and at first he was a bit distant, but I won him over in the end. I give him a little wave and he doffs his imaginary cap in return. What else can I tell you about him? I can’t say he’s the nicest person on the planet, because I haven’t met everybody, but I’m confident he would make the podium. He’s devilishly handsome, with his geometrically manicured moustache. I think he must use a ruler and nail scissors to get that Errol Flynn effect. His eyes are still as blue as a cornflower and his hair’s thick, white and wavy, as though it’s been piped onto his head by a Mr Whippy machine. I’m rather envious of his hair. He’s young, too, somewhere in his eighties, so obviously I’m too old for him. In any case, I’m not his type. Frank was with his Ernest for fifty-eight years, married for the last four. He even took Ernest’s surname and they were known as Mr and Mr Myers. That’s true love, that is.

For some inexplicable reason, the music has been cranked up to a foundation-crumbling volume and has a dreadful bass I can feel deep inside my ribcage. It’s as though someone is stamping on my chest. I shan’t moan about it, though. If there’s one thing that shows your age, it’s asking folk if they can turn the music down.

My fingers fumble with the gold clasp on my patent leather handbag. It’s just like the one Her Majesty carries. I often wonder what she has inside hers. A quarter of lemon sherbets, or some Polo mints for the horses, perhaps. After all, she doesn’t need to carry money or house keys, but it’s always with her, tucked into the crook of her elbow, never out of her sight. She’s sent me a card, you know. It’s a picture of herself in a canary-yellow suit with the obligatory matching hat. She’s pleased to know I’m celebrating my hundredth birthday and sends me her best wishes. She looks good for her age too.

Oh, watch out, Candice is coming over. She has her fingers in her ears and tuts towards the ceiling.

‘Hello, Candice.’

‘Who are you talking to, Jenny? I’ve been watching you muttering away to yourself. First sign of madness that is, talking to yourself.’

‘Oh, I’m just reflecting, love. Don’t go fretting about me.’

‘I’ve asked them to turn that racket down a notch. Now, can I get you a refill?’

‘Go on then, you’ve twisted my arm. I’ll have another glass of that fizzy stuff.’

‘Your lipstick’s bleeding a little. Hang on, I’ll fix it with me tissue.’

She dabs her grotty tissue onto her tongue then wipes it round my mouth as though I’m a sticky little kid. She means well, but I’m perfectly capable of fixing my own lipstick, thank you very much. I’m not being unkind, honestly. Candice is a sweet girl and I’m rather fond of her. I know this job’s only a stopgap for her. She’s desperate to do some beauty course or other, and she seems to be the main breadwinner in her household. She lives with her boyfriend, who sounds like a waste of space to me, but she’s smitten. It’s all ‘my Beau this’ and ‘my Beau that’. At first I thought she was being a bit of a drama queen, but it turned out Beau’s his actual name, can you believe? At least Candice says it is. He’s a musician. A struggling one, but a musician all the same. I bet he’s really called Keith or something.

She’s coming back over now with two glasses of ersatz-champagne balanced in one hand and a plate of buffet fodder in the other.

‘Here you go, Jenny. A couple of salmon and cucumber on brown, a Scotch egg, and a few of those little tomatoes you like.’ She flicks a napkin over my lap, then perches on the arm of my chair and takes a sip of her drink. ‘A hundred years old, eh? What’s it like being a centurion?’

‘I’ve no idea, love. I’ve never been a Roman soldier.’

‘You what?’

‘I’m a centenarian.’

‘Oh, right. Well, anyway, I just can’t imagine living that long.’

The lights have been turned up and the music is now playing at an acceptable supermarket level.

‘By the time you’re my age, Candice, it won’t be that unusual. I can’t imagine it’ll warrant a card from the monarch, whoever he is. How old are you now?’

‘I’ll be twenty-three this year.’

‘So, you were born in what, ninety-six?’

She leans in and gives me a playful shoulder charge. ‘Yes, wow! Nowt wrong with your brain, is there? You’re dead clever, you. I wish I were that good at maths.’

You’d think I’d just performed a series of quadratic equations instead of simply subtracting twenty-three from two thousand and nineteen. I sometimes despair of the youth of today.

I feel the vibration of her phone at the same time she does. She stands up and fishes it out of her pocket, frowning as she stares at the illuminated screen. She taps out a message, her thumbs a blur of black nail varnish.

‘I told him I was staying late,’ she sighs. ‘Honestly, he’s so forgetful sometimes.’ She shows me a photograph of a grown man pulling a sulky face, his bottom lip protruding like a spoilt child’s. Tendrils of jet-black hair curl over his bandanna and, behind his lilac-tinted sunglasses I can see he’s wearing eyeliner. Never trust a man who wears sunglasses indoors, and as for eyeliner? Well, I expect you can imagine how I feel about that.

‘That’s Beau, is it?’

She strokes the photo with her forefinger, smiling at the image. ‘Isn’t he gorgeous? He’s taken a selfie to show me how sad he is that I’m not at home with him. He’s not had anything to eat apparently, poor thing.’

‘Lost the use of his legs, has he?’

‘What? No, of course he hasn’t. It’s just I usually get the tea on.’ She thrusts the phone back into her pocket. ‘I’ll fetch him a little doggy bag from the buffet.’

She takes another sip of her fizzy wine and surreptitiously glances at her watch. ‘I feel bad now,’ she says. ‘I should’ve reminded him this morning, but he was still asleep when I left and I didn’t want to wake him.’ She drums her fingers on her thigh.

‘Candice, you go home if you want to. No need to stay on my account.’

She pats my arm. ‘Absolutely not. This is your special night and I’m not going anywhere until I’ve seen you into bed.’

‘I don’t want to get you into any trouble, love.’

She frowns. ‘Trouble? There’s no trouble. Beau’s not like that. As long as he knows where I am, he doesn’t mind me going out once in a while.’

‘That’s good of him,’ I say, but the sarcasm seems to go over her head.

I suddenly can’t be bothered any more. The little paper plate on my knee’s not up to the task. It’s too flaccid, and a couple of cherry tomatoes have rolled onto the floor. ‘I think I’d like to turn in now, Candice.’

‘What!’ She jumps up, knocking my glass off the coffee table. ‘Oh bugger,’ she says, bending down to retrieve it. ‘Well, at least it’s not broken. I’ll fetch you another and then we can have the toast. You can’t go to bed before we do the cake.’

She claps her hands and manages to get everybody’s attention. ‘Okay, listen up now, peeps. Jenny needs her beauty sleep, so we’re going to cut the cake and sing “Happy Birthday”.’

As Candice lights the candles, somebody makes the inevitable gag about having the fire brigade on standby. There aren’t a hundred candles – that would be ridiculous – but there are at least fifty, spread over the four tiers.

Frank suddenly appears at my side, offering his elbow. ‘May I?’

He smells divine; he always does. I shuffle to the edge of my seat and brace myself. With one hand planted on the arm of the chair and Frank hefting me by my elbow, I manage to stand on the first attempt. He pulls my walking frame towards me and doesn’t let go of me until he’s sure I’m safe. The cake is over on the other side of the room, and I’m worried the candles will have burned down before I reach it. Candice hasn’t planned this very well. As I lumber across towards it, a tuneless rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ is sung at an agonisingly slow pace. To a round of applause, I manage to find enough breath to blow out the few candles that haven’t burned down to the icing. I feel Frank’s arm around my shoulders as he gives me a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. ‘Happy birthday, Jenny.’

‘Speech,’ shouts Candice, cupping her hands round her mouth.

The room falls silent with expectation and I suddenly feel choked. Most of the people here are virtual strangers, cajoled into attending the birthday party of an old woman who’s outlived everybody who ever mattered to her. In my mind’s eye, the years roll back. It’s like looking at one of those old newsreels with stuttering black and white images, people moving faster than they did in real life.

Back in my room, I sit on the edge of my bed as Candice kneels on the floor and rolls down my tights. She notices my swollen feet and absently massages them. I don’t know what they pay her in here, but it’s not enough.

‘Did you have a nice time, Jenny?’

‘I did, love,’ I say with sincerity. ‘It’s a long time since anybody did something like that for me.’

She stands up and tosses my tights into the linen basket. ‘Do you need any more help getting into your nightie?’ Without waiting for my answer, she unfastens the zip on the back of my dress. ‘There, I’ll leave you to it. Be back shortly with your cocoa.’

I appreciate the gesture. She’s done the difficult bits for me – the tights and the zip – and now she’s left me to get on with it. It’s important to instil self-worth and a level of independence even for someone my age. I still have my dignity. I’ll forgive her for the lipstick incident earlier.

I’m sitting up in my single bed by the time she returns, udder cream still dewy on my skin. I reach out for the mug with both hands. I’m not really a shaky person, especially considering my age, but I’m not taking any chances. Neither is Candice. She’s only filled the mug to three quarters. I stare at her face, marvelling at the freshness even at this time of day. Her eyebrows alone are something to behold. They’re the most important feature of the face, so she tells me.

She wanders over to my dressing table and picks up a framed photo. ‘Who’s this beauty?’ she asks.

I dug out the photograph this morning. Thought it would be nice to remember I used to be able to turn heads. ‘It’s me, you daft article. Can’t you tell?’

She holds the picture up next to my face and blows out an appreciative breath. ‘Absolutely stunning, Jenny. You must’ve been fighting them off in your day.’

Modesty prevents me from going overboard, but she’s not far off the mark. I’ve often wondered if my life would have turned out differently if I’d looked like the back end of a bus.

She returns the photo to the dressing table and her eyes settle on the polished wood of my jewellery box. ‘I haven’t seen this before either.’ Her fingers fumble with the catch and she lifts the lid. There’s a fine line between nosiness and interest.

‘Fetch it over here, love.’

She carries the box across to my bed and settles herself on the duvet. ‘It’s gorgeous, Jenny.’

I’m glad she appreciates the craftsmanship that went into making this box, but it’s what lies within that makes it truly special. Not jewellery, but a lifetime of memories.

Uninvited, she sticks her hand in and pulls out a wooden carving of a girl, her arms outstretched, encircling an empty space. I stiffen as she turns it over in her hands.

‘Looks like there’s something missing from it.’

I take a sip of my cocoa. ‘There is.’

I don’t elaborate as Candice has another root round and pulls out a pebble, a pink marbled pebble picked up off a faraway beach a lifetime ago. I hold out my hand and she drops it into my palm. The familiar contours are comforting, even though my heart aches at holding it again. I promised to treasure it, and I have for many years. I still do.

Candice is rummaging through letters, photos and old newspaper cuttings yellowed with age. She pulls out a two-column clipping, one that has only resided in the box for a few months. The paper is still white and the ink has not lost its sharpness. The headline jumps out at me, and even though I’ve seen it countless times before, it never loses its impact. I close my eyes for a moment. There’s just one word: Slaughtered!

She peers at the article, her eyes narrowing. ‘What’s all this?’ she asks.

I take the clipping from her, fold it in half, then take a breath. ‘I need to ask a favour of you, Candice.’

‘Sure,’ she says, breezily. ‘What can I do for you?’

She sounds as though she’s expecting me to ask her to pop out for a loaf, but she’ll soon realise it’s more than that. Much more.

‘There’s something I need to do, and I can’t do it by myself. I need someone I can trust to help me. By the time I’ve told you my story, though, I hope you’ll understand just how important it is that I make this journey.’

‘Journey? What journey?’

‘It’s the last chance I’ll have to lay the past to rest.’ I take her hands in mine, squeezing them until my knuckles turn white. ‘Please say you’ll come with me, Candice.’
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Jenny Tanner gripped the little boy’s pudgy hand. It felt like a ball of dough in her own cool palm. She offered him a reassuring smile. ‘Can you try not to look so sad, our Louis? You’ll put folk off.’

As the sun spilled in through the skylights, dozens of other evacuees milled around the community hall, some crying, some pushing and shoving, some gazing open-mouthed at the sight of the trestle table laid out with slabs of fruit cake and cups of tepid milk. The feverish atmosphere only added to Louis’s apprehension.

Jenny nodded towards the table. ‘You want some?’

He pouted and shook his head. ‘Not hungry.’

‘You must be! You haven’t eaten for over three hours.’

‘Feel sick. I wanna go ’ome.’

Jenny sighed. ‘Remember what you promised Mummy? You told her you’d be a brave lad, didn’t you, hmm? You even crossed your heart,’ she added solemnly.

She regarded his tear-streaked face, the smattering of freckles across his nose, his ears, a furious red colour, sticking out just a little too much. Their tearful departure a few hours earlier had been so traumatic, Jenny was convinced poor little Louis would be scarred for the rest of his life. Their mother had done an admirable job of keeping the mask in place, even though it was obvious to Jenny that all she wanted to do was give way to the tears and let her face crumple. She had hugged her son so tight his cheeks had turned crimson and he was forced to beg for freedom. He had had another paddy when he found out he was only allowed to bring one toy. The obvious candidate was Mrs Nesbitt, the one-eyed teddy he slept with each night, rubbing the bear’s ear under his nose until he drifted off. Peter, the stuffed rabbit Jenny had knitted him when he was born, had been the first casualty of the war, and Louis had made a wholly disproportionate fuss at having to leave him behind.

‘I only ask one thing of you, Jenny,’ their mother had said. ‘Stay together. At all costs, stay together.’

Jenny’s stoicism had almost wavered then. ‘But what if—’

‘No, no.’ Her mother had cut her off. ‘I won’t hear of it.’ She’d clamped her hands over her ears and shaken her head.

When the train had pulled into the station, Louis had clung to his mother’s leg and she’d had to limp along the platform, dragging the dead weight of him behind her. Jenny boarded the train first and held out her arms to the boy as their mother peeled him off and offered him up to his sister.

Jenny knew how hard it had been for their mother to let them go. Connie Tanner had stubbornly resisted the first wave of evacuations seven months earlier, but with Hitler’s army gaining ground with each passing month, the so-called Phoney War had come to an end, and she had finally agreed that her children would be safer in the countryside.

She felt Louis tugging her sleeve. ‘What now, Lou?’ she asked distractedly, eyeing the billeting officer with his officious clipboard.

Louis pointed to his shorts, a damp patch between his legs darkening the fabric.

‘Oh Louis, why didn’t you say you needed the lav?’

‘I don’t know where it is.’

‘We could’ve asked.’ She bit back her impatience. ‘Give me your case. We’ll have to get you changed. Nobody’s going to want a little boy who wets his flamin’ pants.’ She aimed for a breezy tone but fell short by some distance.

She beckoned to a sturdy woman in a WVS uniform, her buttons straining against her ample bosom. Her mother’s words rang in her ears. Be polite, talk proper, don’t let them think they’re better than you. ‘Excuse me, we’ve . . . er . . . had a little accident.’ She tilted her head at Louis.

‘Oh bless him.’ The woman crouched in front of him and held out her hands. ‘Come with me, bach, and bring your case. We’ll have you clean and dry in no time.’

‘Give Mrs Nesbitt to me.’ Jenny held out her hand and Louis reluctantly let go of his teddy.

Watching them go, she slumped gratefully into the nearest chair and pressed Mrs Nesbitt to her face. The bear smelled of home; of the liver and onions her mother was so fond of cooking even though they both hated it. Crushed by tiredness, she dug her fingers into her scalp, massaging away the beginnings of a headache. Goodness only knew what a state she must look after the two trains and a bus ride it had taken them to get here from Manchester. With a determined effort, she stood up and limped over to the trestle table, her cane thumping on the wooden floor. ‘Is there any of that fruit cake going? Erm . . . please.’

A purple-faced woman in a floral housecoat slid two pieces onto a green china plate. ‘It’s bara brith, home-made it is.’

Jenny frowned and brought the plate up to her nose. ‘Smells like fruit cake to me.’

The woman pursed her lips. ‘It’s bara brith, and you’d better get used to it.’

They had only been told they were going to Wales after their first train journey. It was another country, where they spoke a different language. Her mother would have kittens when she found out. Jenny had gazed in wonder at the road signs and the unpronounceable village names full of knotty consonants she’d never be able to get her tongue round. From Llandudno Junction, the coach had followed the bends of the river until they had arrived in the little market town of Penlan, deep in the Conwy valley, the verdant hillsides dotted with sheep, a distinctly agricultural smell hanging in the air.

‘Here we are then,’ announced the WVS woman, returning with Louis in tow. ‘All clean and dry.’ She pushed him towards Jenny. ‘You be good for your mammy now.’

‘Oh no,’ said Jenny, pulling him onto her knee. ‘I’m not his mother, I’m his sister.’

‘His sister?’

‘That’s right. I’ve evacuated with him because it’s not safe for me in Manchester either.’ She took a shallow breath. ‘It’s my lungs and my leg, you see.’

The woman nodded, although clearly she didn’t see.

‘Polio,’ Jenny confirmed. ‘When I was twelve.’

‘Oh dear, well that’s . . . that’s unfortunate.’ Blushing, the woman turned and bustled off.

Jenny folded her arms and leaned back in the chair, her head resting on the wall behind. She dared to close her eyes and almost at once felt the pull of sleep. She could hear the low bubble of voices as children were selected by host families and led out of the hall and into the unknown. She felt someone squeeze her shoulder. ‘Excuse me.’

She sat up and blinked. ‘Yes?’

The billeting officer pointed to an elderly couple who were standing by the table sipping cups of tea. ‘They would like to offer this young chap a billet.’

‘Louis?’

‘That’s right.’ He held out his hand to Louis, who sat cross-legged on the floor at Jenny’s feet. ‘Come with me then, young man.’

As Jenny stood, her cane toppled to the floor. ‘Oh no, I’m sorry, he can’t go without me.’

Louis clung to her leg, squashing his face into the folds of her skirt.

‘They only have room for one of you, I’m afraid. I promise you he’ll be well cared for. They’ve had children of their own, so they’re no strangers to little ones.’

‘Listen to me, either I go with him or else he doesn’t go. We’re to stay together.’

The billeting officer tried to stifle his impatience. ‘No, dear, you listen to me. The people of this community have been kind enough to extend a welcome to you and all these other city kids, and throwing that back in their faces is not conducive to good relations.’

‘Please,’ she implored. ‘Look at him, he’s distraught, he wouldn’t survive without me.’ She reached out and touched the man’s arm. ‘There must be somebody who’ll take us.’

He looked at his list, running his finger down a column. ‘Mmm . . . The Evans family are down to take two, but they’ve requested two strong lads to help out on the farm. Neither you nor your brother fall into that category,’ he sniffed.

Jenny looked around the hall. Indeed, most of the older lads had already gone, leaving only a forlorn group of young waifs, clutching their boxed-up gas masks and oversized cases, bewilderment written into their expressions.

She stared hard at the man before bending down to speak to Louis. ‘Will you go with them, Lou?’

He clutched a handful of her skirt. ‘No, Jenny, please. I want to stay with you.’

She swallowed down her annoyance at the billeting officer’s intransigence. She would’ve liked to tell him where he could shove his clipboard, but decided that appealing to his better nature would be more productive. ‘Look, he’s a sensitive lad and I promised our mother we’d stay together. Surely there’s something you can do.’

He tapped his pen on his chin. ‘Wait here.’

Louis peeled himself away from Jenny, his eyes swollen with tears. He stuck his thumb into his mouth and twirled a piece of his hair in his fingers. Jenny felt the first flutter of exasperation. Why did he always have to be such a baby? She sank into a chair and closed her eyes, unable to fight the crushing tiredness any longer.

She woke to the clatter of china being cleared away and chairs being scraped along the wooden floorboards. She rubbed the stiffness from her neck and eased a dozing Louis off her knee and onto the floor, settling him onto her coat. The chatter of apprehensive schoolchildren had gone and she tuned in to the billeting officer, who was having a rather fraught conversation with a young man who’d just burst through the doors, all of a fluster. ‘Am I too late?’ she heard him ask.

‘Pick of the crop’s gone for sure, Lorcan lad. Where’ve you been?’

Jenny watched as Lorcan dug his hands into his pockets. ‘Mam’s ill with the flu. Tad’s tending to a calving problem. I’ve only just finished the milking.’

The billeting officer nodded in Jenny’s direction. ‘I’ve saved you the scraps,’ he chuckled.

She shifted under the young man’s incredulous gaze.

‘Those two?’ he said.

‘Brother and sister; she’s twenty-one, he’s nearly five, although he acts like a toddler.’ The billeting officer winked at Lorcan. ‘She’s quite a looker, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Sorry, Llew, I can’t take them.’

‘You’ll have to. You’re on my list to billet two children, and those are the only two left. Jennifer May Tanner and Louis Francis Tanner.’ He struck a line through both names.

‘But she . . . she’s not even a child. Why’s she even here?’

Llew shielded his mouth with his palm and lowered his voice. ‘She’s crippled, got a gammy leg, I believe. Uses a cane.’

‘Llew, you’ve got to help me. Mam’ll go mad. We need boys for the farm, see? We’ve had to turn over five acres of pasture to spuds and beets. Come the harvest, we’ll need all the help we can get.’

‘This isn’t a cattle auction, Lorcan. You can’t be choosy. You should have got here earlier if you were going to be so picky.’ Llew clamped his clipboard to his chest. ‘They’re all yours. Tell your mam I said hello. I hope she’s feeling better soon.’

Lorcan wandered over to Jenny, offering an apologetic smile. ‘Hello there,’ he said. ‘Sorry about all that.’

Louis stirred; his thumb fell from his mouth and left a trail of slime glistening on his chin.

‘Jenny Tanner,’ she said, offering her hand. ‘And this sleepy one here is my brother Louis.’

Lorcan hesitated, wiping his hand down his trousers, although it looked like it would take a lot more than that to remove the day’s grime. ‘Lorcan,’ he said. ‘Lorcan Evans. Follow me.’

‘Both of us, you mean?’

He seemed to wrestle with his decision, clearly in a state of flux. ‘Yes, both of you.’

Outside, a sharp shower had dampened down the trees and hedgerows, but low in the sky the sun was out, and a warm breeze ruffled the luminous green leaves. The whole day smelled laundry-clean, and Jenny took a head-clearing breath. Lorcan had taken both cases and slung their gas masks over his shoulder. ‘Is it far?’ she asked.

‘About a mile,’ he replied.

She brandished her cane. ‘Erm, I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I’m just too tired to walk that far. It’s been a long day.’

‘There’s no need. The other Jenny’ll do all the work.’

‘The other Jenny?’

Lorcan stopped beside a donkey waiting patiently by the side of the road. He pulled on its long furry ears. ‘Most donkeys are called Jenny.’ He threw the cases into the cart and held out his hand. ‘Do you need any help?’

Jenny looked at the steps, wondering how she could haul herself aboard without making a fool of herself.

‘Hold on,’ said Lorcan. He disappeared round the back of the hall and came back with a wooden fruit box. He upended it and set it down next to the cart. ‘Is that better?’

With the aid of his hand, she climbed the two steps up into the cart.

‘Ta,’ she said settling herself on the hard wooden seat.

Lorcan turned to Louis. ‘Shall I lift you in?’

Louis nodded and held his arms aloft.

‘For goodness’ sake, Louis,’ said Jenny. ‘You can climb in by yourself.’

Lorcan swept him up and plonked him down next to her. ‘It’s no trouble. He’s only got little legs.’

Jenny smiled. ‘You’re very sweet, but this mollycoddling will have to stop soon enough.’ She tapped Louis under his chin. ‘Won’t it, hmm?’

The donkey’s sides heaved as it jounced along impossibly narrow lanes, the hawthorn hedge so thick the thorny branches scratched at their arms. At the end of what was now little more than a rough track, Lorcan jumped down and opened a gate. A wooden sign, crudely painted with the name Fferm Mynydd hung at an angle, and Jenny tilted her head to read it. The farmhouse itself was exactly how a five-year-old might draw a cottage: oblong, with three square windows along the top, a window in the bottom left-hand corner, another in the right. A stone porch, with a stable door, separated the two. There was even a crooked chimney emitting a long curl of smoke. The stone had been whitewashed, probably some time ago judging by its greyish hue, and the window frames were painted a rather bold shade of green.

‘Welcome,’ said Lorcan, offering his hand to Jenny. ‘Welcome to Mynydd Farm.’

Jenny frowned. ‘Say that again.’

‘Mun-ith. Mun as in bun, ith as in dither. It means “mountain”. He gestured towards the gorse-clad hill rising up behind the farmhouse.

‘Mun-ith,’ she tried. ‘Have I got that right?’

‘Close enough,’ he replied, lifting Louis out of the cart.

A black and white dog lay on the doorstep. At the sound of their voices, it lifted its head and cocked one ear before bounding over, tongue flapping. Louis hid behind Jenny.

‘Hello, boy,’ said Lorcan, ruffling the dog’s ears. ‘This here is Brindle. Do you want to stroke him, Louis?’

Louis shook his head, still cowering behind his sister.

‘For the love of God, our Louis,’ said Jenny. ‘He won’t bite.’ She looked to Lorcan for confirmation. ‘Will he?’

‘Of course he won’t. He’s as daft as anything.’

‘Lorcan, you’re back.’ An older man appeared from one of the barns, his brown overalls stained with what seemed to be blood. He removed his elbow-length rubber gloves as he approached. ‘What’s this?’ He looked from Jenny to Louis, his face attempting a smile but not quite managing it.

‘Tad, this is Jenny and her brother Louis, from Manchester. This is my father, Bryn Evans.’

Be polite, remember your manners. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Jenny, offering her hand but then quickly withdrawing it when she saw that the rubber gloves had not prevented his hands from becoming covered with whatever fluid streaked his overalls. There was a metallic tang about him.

‘I thought you were coming back with two boys, Lorcan. These two don’t look like they’ll be much help round here.’ Bryn pointed at Louis. ‘He looks like a stiff wind would blow him over.’

Jenny threw a protective arm around her brother’s shoulder. ‘He can hear you, you know.’ Her mother’s face flashed up. Be respectful. She lowered her voice and spoke as calmly as she could. ‘This isn’t exactly a picnic for us either, Mr Evans. Do you think we wanted to leave our home and our mother behind? Have you any idea how traumatic that is for a little lad like this one ’ere?’

Lorcan stepped in, his hands spread in a calming gesture. ‘It’ll be all right, Tad. They’ve had a long journey. Let’s just make them welcome, and I’m sure everything will seem better tomorrow.’

Bryn shook his head, a knowing smile finally reaching his lips. ‘You never could resist a pretty one, could you, Lorcan?’

To Jenny’s great annoyance, she blushed.

The bedroom had been given a thorough airing pending their arrival. The metal-framed twin beds took up most of the space, with a gap between just wide enough for a cabinet. The floorboards were bare, save for a sheepskin rug that Jenny decided must’ve looked a lot better when it was still attached to its original owner. In the corner was a rocking chair with a faded gingham cushion. Louis scrambled onto the chair and began to rock backwards and forwards, clinging onto the arms. For the first time that day, a trace of a smile appeared on his lips. Jenny had to crouch to look out of the low window. The craggy moonlit mountain obscured the wider view, but she had to admit it was better than the view of the bins in the back alleys of Manchester she was used to. She pulled the frayed curtain across, rubbing the thin material between her fingers. She wondered if she could get her hands on some scraps of fabric and run up a new pair. Mrs Evans would surely appreciate that.

‘Right, Louis, let’s get you washed and ready for bed. Which one do you want?’

‘Can’t I share with you?’

‘I’ll be right here next to you. You’ve really got to learn to sleep on your own. Mummy indulged you far too much if you ask me.’ She pulled his hand. ‘Come on, before this water gets cold.’

She dunked the rough flannel in the bowl of warm water Lorcan had provided and rubbed it round the back of Louis’s grubby neck.

‘Ow, that hurts.’

She ignored his protest. ‘Swish your hands in the bowl, Louis, give them a good wash.’

Once he was in bed, she tucked the bedclothes in tight, pinning him down as though this would prevent his escape. Then she held her hands behind her back. ‘I’ve got a surprise for you. Which hand do you want?’

Louis tried to sit up.

‘Oh no you don’t, you need to stay lying down or else you’re not getting it.’

He frowned as he concentrated on his choice, his eyes darting left and right.

‘Quick, Louis, which hand? It’s not that hard.’

‘Left.’

‘Ta-da!’ The knitted rabbit hung limply in her left hand.

‘Peter!’

‘Sneaked him into my case, didn’t I?’ She tucked the rabbit under Louis’s arm next to his teddy and kissed his forehead. ‘Now go to sleep.’

In spite of his exhaustion, it took Louis almost an hour to settle. Jenny rubbed his back in ever-decreasing circles until, hardly daring to breathe, she picked up her cane and backed out of the room.

Downstairs, Lorcan sat by the stove, absently stroking the dog’s head, which was resting in his lap. His dark hair had been swept off his face in an apparent attempt to tame the curls and his complexion bore testament to the amount of time he must spend outdoors.

Jenny tapped her cane on the stone floor. ‘Am I all right to come in?’

The dog lifted its head and shuffled off to lie down in front of the hearth. Lorcan rose from his chair. ‘Yes, please have this one, it’s comfier.’

She sat down on the chair, so devoid of stuffing it almost swallowed her whole. ‘Where’re your mum and dad then?’

‘Mam’s still poorly in bed and Tad’s gone up already. Milking starts at five thirty.’

‘Five thirty in the morning?’ Jenny asked, her eyes widening at the thought of Bryn Evans having to be up and about at such an ungodly hour.

Lorcan pulled up a stout wooden chair. ‘Best time of the day it is.’ He winked. ‘You’ll soon see.’

She crossed her legs and the dressing gown she had thrown over her nightdress fell open slightly. She noticed Lorcan look before averting his eyes and making a desperate attempt to show he hadn’t noticed. ‘Erm . . . Louis asleep, is he?’

Jenny wrapped the dressing gown tighter and uncrossed her legs. ‘You can ask me about it . . . if you want.’

Lorcan scratched behind his ear and ran his hands through his hair, a gesture she would come to learn meant he was feeling uncomfortable. ‘What happened?’ he ventured.

She spoke matter-of-factly. She was used to it now, could hardly remember a time before. ‘Caught polio when I was twelve. Left me very weak down the left-hand side, especially my leg, which as you can see is not quite as thick as the other one. Had a leg brace as a kid but now I get about with this.’ She indicated the cane propped up by the chair. ‘It affected my lungs too. I was in hospital for three months. Then I goes and gets bronchitis when I was fourteen, which really didn’t help, but I’m still here, battling on.’

‘That’s so . . .’ Lorcan searched for the word. ‘I mean, that’s . . . well, it’s . . .’ He gave up. ‘So you decided to evacuate because of your health?’

Jenny sighed. ‘That was partly it, but also because of Louis. Mum didn’t think he’d survive on his own. Well, you’ve seen what he’s like. He’s such a baby sometimes.’

‘Must be daunting for him, though. Coming to a place so far away from home, a foreign country almost.’ Lorcan laughed, his eyes glinting in the light of the fire. ‘He’ll be all right though. I’ll make sure of it. And Mam and Tad, they’ll love him too. I know they wanted two strong boys, but we’ll manage.’

‘Yeah, I suppose kids are adaptable,’ she agreed. ‘It’s my mother I worry about. She’s on her own now since Daddy died. Everything falls on her, the running of the house, earning a living for all of us. She’s a wages clerk in a factory. I help out of course, but my work’s on and off like, and now with this war on and me out here, I doubt there’ll be much demand for my services.’

‘Oh, what services?’ Lorcan asked.

‘Dressmaking. People bring me a pattern and some fabric and I make the clothes up for them on my Singer. I also do alterations, mending, that sort of stuff. It suits me, I can work from home and it’s not too physically demanding.’

‘There might be more work for you than you think. People are going to have to look after the clothes they’ve got.’

A gust of wind hollered down the chimney, the other-worldly sound making Jenny shiver and glance over her shoulder. Lorcan reached for the poker and prodded at the logs. ‘Your father’s dead, you say?’

She closed her eyes, trying to remember her father as a living, breathing person, instead of a lifeless corpse, dressed in his best suit, nestled inside a coffin that seemed too small for him. Barely a day had passed when she hadn’t regretted her decision to go to that funeral home. ‘Heart attack,’ she confirmed. ‘Died when I was seventeen. Louis was just a baby. He has no memories of him.’ She massaged the top of her cane. ‘Poor little sod. He could’ve done with a father figure to toughen him up. Mother’s spoiled him rotten.’

Lorcan looked at her, his glacier-blue eyes narrowed in sympathy. His voice was low, barely audible. ‘I can’t imagine not having Tad.’

‘What about brothers or sisters?’

He shook his head. ‘No, it’s just me.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-two.’

‘Old enough to be called up, then.’

‘Farming’s a reserved occupation. I’d like to enlist, but Mam’s dead against it and I’m not sure I could put her through it, to be honest.’ He gave a resigned shrug. ‘No, I’m needed here so I’ll just have to be content with that.’

‘You’re still contributing, though. We all need to eat.’

‘Aye, you’re right, I suppose.’

Jenny smiled and drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair, gazing around the kitchen with its low wooden beams and uneven stone floor. The dresser in the corner sported three shelves of blue and white crockery depicting Chinese-looking temples, and a row of copper pans hung from a ceiling rack. She took another surreptitious glance at Lorcan as he bent to stoke the fire. There were definitely worse places they could have ended up.
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2019

The house was in darkness when Candice arrived home. She shook out her rain-blasted umbrella and eased her key into the lock, cursing as the plastic bag got caught round the door handle. ‘Damn,’ she whispered as she wrestled it free. A pile of pizza delivery leaflets and brown window envelopes cluttered the communal hall, which as usual stank of mildewed carpet. She would never get used to that smell. She fought her way past the two bikes leaning against the wall, just beside the notice asking people not to leave their bikes in the hall.

A sleepy voice wafted down the stairs. ‘Candice, is that you?’

‘Yes, Beau. Sorry, did I wake you?’

She bounded up the stairs and found him in bed, propped up on the pillows, his hands clasped around the back of his head.

‘Why’re you in bed anyway? It’s only eleven thirty. Not like you to turn in before one.’

‘Dunno.’ He shrugged. ‘It was boring without you. Why’ve you been so long?’

She sat on the bed and took out a package. ‘I told you it was Jenny’s hundredth birthday party. We needed all the guests we could muster because she’s no family. I had to stay, and then when I put her to bed she wanted to talk, and she can’t half rabbit when she gets going. Any road, I’ve brought you a couple of tatty pies and a sausage roll.’

He folded his arms and shook his head. ‘I’m not hungry any more. I’ve gone past it.’

‘There’s stuff in the fridge. You could have got yourself something.’

‘Not my department, though, is it? Cooking’s your job. Do I ever ask you to empty the bins?’

‘What’s that got to do with anything? If I came across a bin that was overflowing and you weren’t here to empty it, then I’d just get on with it.’

‘Fine,’ he said huffily. ‘I’m too tired for an argument. Have it your way.’

She settled herself next to him, her fingers tracing the outline of the angel tattoo across his chest. She ignored the stench of weed coming off his hair. ‘I’m sorry, Beau.’

He turned to face her, his words floating out on a sigh. ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m being pathetic. I just miss you so much when you’re not here. I hate to think of you partying without me.’

‘Partying?’ She laughed. ‘Believe me, I’d rather have been here with you.’

‘Yeah, I suppose the Final Curtain Care Home isn’t exactly a hotbed of iniquity.’

‘Stop calling it that, Beau. You know damn well it’s Green Meadows Senior Living.’

He stayed quiet, his fingers twisting the sheet. ‘I don’t like you having to work so hard. I feel like I’m not pulling my weight.’

‘Of course you are. It’s not your fault your line of work’s so unpredictable. In any case, you got three hundred quid for that wedding the other week, and when word starts to spread, there’ll be more. You’re still waiting to hear about the regular Thursday-night slot at that bar in Fallowfield too, don’t forget. If that comes off, then we’ll be laughing. Together with my wage, we might be able to afford to buy somewhere one day.’ She snuggled into his chest. ‘Imagine that, eh? An actual place of our own.’

She closed her eyes, the rhythmic rise and fall of Beau’s chest allowing her mind to wander. ‘I’ve never lived in a house that wasn’t owned by somebody else. Never really had a place to call home.’

‘Right, that’s it,’ Beau said firmly. He flung the duvet off and sat on the edge of the bed, his fingers meshed in his hair. ‘I’m gonna get a proper job. It’s just not right you having to carry the load.’

She eased herself onto her knees, massaging his shoulders as she spoke. ‘Give over. You’ll do no such thing. I’m not having you giving up on your dreams. You’re an extremely talented singer-songwriter. You’re the whole package. You’ve got the voice, the looks, the charisma. I’m not going to let you waste all that. You’ll get your big break one day.’ She kissed the back of his neck. ‘You should go on one of them talent shows on the telly. You’re way better than some of the rubbish they get on there.’

He pulled her onto his knee. ‘What did I do to deserve you, eh?’ He kissed her mouth, his familiar tobacco-scented breath strangely comforting. ‘Now, why don’t you fix me something proper to eat.’ He held up the bag of buffet remnants, his expression one of disgust. ‘Instead of this shit.’

He was in a bad mood now anyway. Might as well get it over with. ‘You’re going to have to fend for yourself for a week. I’m going away.’

‘What? When? Away where?’ There was a hint of panic in his voice.

‘Jenny wants me to go with her to Italy. It’s something she has to do. I’m not exactly sure what yet, but once I’ve heard the whole story, she assures me I’ll understand. It’s for an anniversary, a memorial or something. It’s not until May, so you’ve plenty of time to get used to the idea.’

‘You’re leaving me?’

‘It’s only a week.’

‘You’re leaving me on my own for a whole week?’

She patted him playfully on his arm. ‘You’ll be fine, silly.’ She leaned in to kiss his cheek, but he turned his head away.

‘Beau?’

He tugged at the sheet, rolled over and faced the window. ‘I don’t want you to go, Candice, and I’m hoping it’s not too much to ask for my feelings to be taken into consideration.’ He reached out and switched off the bedside lamp. ‘Hopefully by morning you’ll have come to your senses.’
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The glittery stars have clogged up the vacuum cleaner just like I knew they would. The number balloons have lost their plumpness, the silver foil now wrinkled and barely fit for purpose. It comes to us all.

I’m sitting with Frank in the conservatory, both alone with our thoughts as we stare at the withered snowdrops next to the newly blossomed daffodils. The sun’s streaming in now, but over yonder, the sky’s the colour of a particularly nasty bruise. I had a bad night after talking to Candice. I’m not sure dwelling on the past is all that good for me, but sometimes you have to face up to it and do what’s right, no matter how painful. I’ve put a big red ring around the date of the anniversary on the calendar. It’s something to aim for. At a hundred years old, I don’t make any long-term plans obviously, but if I can survive for the next couple of months and do what I need to do, then I can die in peace.

I sneak a look at Frank. His eyes are closed, his hands clasped under his chin, supporting his head. He’s as dapper as usual. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him without his paisley cravat. Apart from the time he dribbled his mulligatawny down it. Now, there’s somebody who shakes, bless him – St Vitus’s Dance my mother would have called it – but life in here would be a lot less cheery without him. He’s always got an amusing tale to tell. As a raconteur, he could give that Stephen Fry a run for his money. And what he doesn’t know about musicals isn’t worth knowing. He’s very quiet today, though. I reach over and touch his arm. ‘What’s up, chuck?’

He lifts his head and attempts a smile, although his brain forgets to tell his eyes. With a juddering hand he takes out his hanky and makes a ham-fisted attempt to dab his cheeks.

‘Frank, love. Whatever’s the matter?’

‘Sorry,’ he sniffs. ‘I had no desire to bring the mood down, what with the balloons still up.’

And suddenly I remember. I feel like the most selfish person in the world. ‘It’s a year today, isn’t it?’

He nods and presses the handkerchief to his mouth.

‘I’m so sorry, Frank.’

Really, what can you say to someone who’s lost the love of their life? There’s an awful lot of claptrap bandied about these days, none of it useful. ‘You’ll always miss him. You’re meant to.’

When he speaks again, his voice is rough, as though he’s gargling with gravel. ‘I count myself lucky, Jenny. We had nearly sixty years together and made it to the final chapter.’

I squeeze his hand. ‘It would’ve been nice to know what was in the epilogue, though. It’s never enough, is
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