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  Prologue



Falerna, Southern Italy 1944 


Benito huddled under his coat on the verandah as rain dripped off old Mr Fetuletti’s eave, making puddles in the earth. The extra layer wasn’t shielding him from the cold. Not in late July. Instead, his father’s oversized, heavy woollen coat hid his shaking legs. Fear churned inside his stomach.
His twin brother, Nicolo, continued to slice the shovel into the soil furiously. Benito was supposed to be on watch. With no moonlight, the night beyond the old, disused fontana dei povere was as dark as coal. Nicolo warned they had to work fast before the sky showed its first rays of dawn. Old Mr Fetuletti was deaf, but that’s not what he had to look out for. Ever since Mussolini surrendered to the Allied forces six months ago, no one knew who to trust.
On a still afternoon a week ago, they’d discovered their parents’ lifeless bodies. For weeks, his papà had lain on his bed recuperating from a grenade attack. That day, they opened the front door to a ransacked home. The sight of blood-splattered sheets underneath their father seared his brain. His mother, sprawled on the floor beside the bed with a bullet wound to the chest, had left his body shaking uncontrollably. Together, he and Nicolo fled their home. They stumbled and tripped higher up into the mountains behind Falerna, tears blinding their way. Benito had gagged with every step he took, the vile taste caking his mouth. 
Those who killed his parents were looking for his mother’s jewels. The ones passed down to her from her wealthy Roman family. Later that night, they risked everything. Before the morning servant could discover their parent’s blood-drenched bodies, Benito and Nicolo snuck back to the house to check if the jewels had been stolen. They avoided their parent’s bedroom. The jewels were not hidden there.
He remembered thinking how lucky it was that a year earlier, their father had shown them where the jewels were hidden, insisting they promise never to tell anyone. When they found them hidden behind a brick in the rock wall, nothing could stop the tears coursing down his face. His young mind clearly understood this was all he would ever have to remind him of his parents.
Benito blinked, sending droplets of water down his face. Dragging his thoughts back to the dark garden, he looked up just as Nicolo dropped the shovel and flung his saturated coat off, throwing it in his direction. Crouching down again, Nicolo reached into the hole with a wooden bucket tied to a sturdy piece of wood for yet another load of dirt. 
Nicolo’s grunts in the quiet of the night alarmed Benito, and an involuntary shiver shook his shoulders. Without warning, tears trickled down his face. Biting his lip to control his chattering teeth, he let his face drop and whispered, “Oh, Mama e Papà, who will look after us now?”
His face whipped up when he heard Nicolo hiss, “Benito, come here quick.”
Dropping Nicolo’s coat, he stumbled on unsteady legs and ran towards him. “What’s wrong?”
Nicolo used his shirt to wipe his face of water and sweat. “Have a look. I think we’ve dug enough. We’ve been at it for a couple of hours, and I think we’re close. I used this branch to measure how far down we’ve gone, and it looks like it’s nearly four feet.”
Benito peered into the dark hole. Nicolo was always the numbers and figures one. At eleven years old, he was already smarter at maths and calculus. That came from their mama. What Benito got instead was his father’s height and build. ‘Strong as an ox’, his father used to say.
The reminder that he would never see his father again caused the constant pain around his chest to surface again. Peering down the dark hole, his hand came up and tugged at his coat’s lapel to try and ease the hurt.
The last week was spent hidden in the mountains. Fear drove them to hide the jewels until this stupid war was over. Once the jewels were safely hidden, they planned to leave Falerna and make their way to Roma, where their mother’s family lived.
Nicolo pulled at his sleeve and whispered, “Come on, Benito, carry those rocks over here. We need to get this done quickly and get away before the sun rises.”
Focusing back on the job at hand, he raced over to the pile of rocks they’d collected on the way and easily lugged most of them to the hole’s opening. His bare feet slid on the wet ground, causing the rocks to jam his thumb. Biting his tongue to stop the yelp that wanted to escape, he dropped the pile on the ground. 
“We’ll put a rock below and some around the jewels, if we can, then pile more on top before we push the dirt back into the hole,” Nicolo quietly directed.
Benito rubbed at his sore thumb, trying to get some feeling back into it. The raindrops were falling bigger now, splashing mud onto his sodden toes. He was already soaked through, so it didn’t matter how much more it rained. With the earth softened around the fontana, it was making the job easier. 
His mother’s jewels were wrapped in a protective leather pouch their father had made long ago. Nicolo lowered it into the deep, narrow hole.
“Okay, pass me the rest of the rocks one at a time, Benito. I’ll sit them gently on top.”
Nicolo used a sling made from a couple of shirts to lower them. Benito stood ready with the shovel they borrowed from Mr Fetuletti’s garden.
Levelling the ground for the last time, the first faint rays of the sun crept over the mountains. They returned the shovel to where they found it propped against the garden shed and then ran back to their mountain hideout. 
Tears stung Benito’s eyes all the way, and his hand came up constantly to wipe his face. When they reached the hollow in the forest, it shocked him to see Nicolo crying. Oh no, not Nicolo, too. 
Nicolo was the sensible, emotionally strong one. While Benito was physically taller and stronger, he always looked to Nicolo for direction and support. The twins’ only similarity was their dark hair. Watching Nicolo cry unhinged Benito completely, and he lost himself. Collapsing to the ground, he let the wracking sobs tear from his throat.

      [image: ]They awoke hours later after sleeping in a tangle of legs. Perched in a hollow on the side of the mountain, Benito sat up and looked out over the sparkling ocean. The rain from the previous night had dispersed completely, and only a few puffy white clouds dotted the glorious blue sky. 
Glancing to his side, he watched Nicolo cracking walnuts. They took the full bag their mother kept in the cellar. Last season, he and Nicolo collected them as they fell from the trees near their home. Ever since their papà went to war, he and Nicolo had grown up fast. Each day they were forced to share the chores Papà once did. The only men left in the village were injured soldiers sent home to rest, so they became responsible for much more.
“We leave for Roma tonight, Benito?” Nicolo looked up from the pile of walnuts.
Benito nodded. “Do you think Zia Rosa will take care of us?” he asked, voice cracking and full of hope that their mother’s sister would look after them. Without children of her own, she had always been kind to them.
“I hope so,” Nicolo replied solemnly. 
Benito turned back towards the ocean, his lips quivering. That was before the war. Was Zia Rosa still in Roma? What about the uncles and their families? Their father told them the Germans had forced rich families out of their homes. They ransacked their paintings and jewels and used their homes as army headquarters. 
Would they find their way, and would anyone still be there?
With shaking hands, he kneaded his side while cramps pressed against his stomach with each walnut he ate. 
He gritted his teeth and shoved his hat on to hide his runny nose and tears. No more, Benito. You need to make Papà proud of you.
“Benito?” Nicolo’s hand came out and rested on his shoulder. “We’ll come back for the jewels one day. I won’t come back without you, I promise. We’ll do it together. It’s the only thing we have left from Mama e Papà.” He gave Benito’s shoulder a quick squeeze. “We’ll take care of each other, Benito. It will keep Mama e Papà happy; I know it will.”
Benito swallowed. He was glad Nicolo sounded confident because he needed him to be. He didn’t want to be lost and alone because then he would have no one. He sniffled again. Grabbing Nicolo’s hand, he squeezed it tight. “Of course. I promise I won’t come back without you either.”
Turning back to the sun as it started to sink over the ocean, the last rays of the day rested on his legs. Warmth seeped into his skin, where only a constant chill had existed for the past week.
“Soon it will be time to pack our belongings, Benito.” 
Benito glanced at Nicolo when his twin continued to speak.
“Papà said there was danger everywhere. He always gave us good advice. We must sleep during the day and walk only at night.”
Benito bobbed his head. It would be sad to leave Falerna without Mama e Papà. 
Together, they watched the sun disappear. Neither moved. 
A dangerous journey would begin that night.






  
  Chapter 1
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Malanda, Australia 

Liz winced and pushed aside her phone when the front door slammed shut. It could only be her cousin, Sally. No one else would barge in that way. 
She untangled her legs from underneath her backside and rose from the couch as Sally rounded the corner into the lounge room, running, chest heaving. “I … I came as soon as I received your message. What’s wrong? Is it Great Aunt? Is she okay?” Sally darted glances around the room, wringing her hands.
Liz’s jaw dropped. Her message didn’t sound that urgent, did it? “Oh my God, no, no, it’s not Nan.” She gave Sally an apologetic grimace. “I’m so sorry; I should’ve explained more. It’s just that I need to speak to someone before I burst. I honestly didn’t expect you to come until after work.” Liz pulled at her collar, shamefaced for acting like an ass and putting Sally at risk of doing something stupid on the road. “Please relax. Can I get you a drink of water?”
Sally rested her hand under her breastbone, her blue eyes widening in disbelief. When she could talk again, she huffed out, “Relax? Are you crazy? You send a message telling me to get here fast because something really urgent has happened, and you tell me to relax?”
Liz flinched as Sally’s words followed her to the kitchen. She didn’t need to be reminded how a split-second incident on the road could change a person’s life forever. 
Returning with a glass of water, she pointed to the well-worn couch. “Sorry, Sal, I won’t do that again. I do desperately need your advice, and no one is dead. Nan is having her afternoon nap.”
Sally gulped down half the water and handed the glass back. Then she dramatically flopped onto the chocolate-brown couch, one leg hanging over the side. “If nothing is wrong with your grandmother, what’s so important I had to drop everything and run here? They’re going to kill me at work tomorrow.” 
Feeling guilty as hell, Liz raked a hand through her hair and sighed. It was irresponsible of her to send an urgent message, but she’d reached breaking point and needed Sally here. Who else was there? 
She sat gingerly on the opposite matching couch, not sure how to start the conversation. Delaying the inevitable for a few moments, she looked up at the wall of framed photos. Her grandmother had always been an avid photographer. The photos lining the wall chronicled her life after Liz came to live with her and her grandad as a toddler. She couldn’t remember anything about her parents who’d died in a fatal crash. Today she needed reminding of how lucky she was to have the world’s best grandparents. They’d raised her like she was their own, and they were her everything, despite the burdening responsibilities of the past few years.
Her gaze wandered from the photos back to Sally, who sat waiting with raised eyebrows. Standing up, she cleared her throat and began pacing.
“For goodness’ sake, Liz, what’s wrong? Are you going to tell me? I didn’t come tearing out here for nothing, did I?”
Liz stopped and chewed on the knuckle of her thumb. Then she flung her hand out in disgust and groaned. “I don’t know what to do,” she wailed. 
Frustrated, she pushed her palms against either side of her face, walking in tight circles. Her words came out in a sudden rush. “I started cleaning out the old mechanic shop. I was going through Uncle Ben’s old papers, and I came across a letter addressed to me … I read it and—”
“Whoa, hold on there.” Sally was on her feet, grabbing hold of Liz’s shoulders. “Stop! How about one word at a time?” She forced Liz to sit beside her on the couch and took hold of Liz’s hand, eyeing the teeth marks. “Wow, you bit through the skin. What is going on?”
Liz looked at her hand in disgust before reaching for the small coffee table. She picked up Uncle Ben’s letter and handed it to Sally. “This is what’s going on.”
Sally took the bulky envelope and held it by the corner, dangling it in front of her eyes. “Is this going to kill me when I look inside?”
Liz scowled. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
Sally’s eyebrows arched. As though insulted, she dropped the letter onto her lap. “I wasn’t the one who nearly chewed my thumb off.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, open the letter and read it. It’s been tormenting me for a week. I was hoping I could ignore it, but my head won’t let me. But just be caref—”
Sally picked up the envelope, turned back the seal and held it out at arm’s length so the letter could drop safely out of harm’s way.
“No. Stop!” Liz shouted, stumbling off the couch and landing on her knees. 
It was too late. Along with the letter, a whole wad of one-hundred-dollar notes fluttered to the floor.
Mesmerised, Sally’s eyes turned to big saucers. “Holy Jesus, Liz. Did you rob a bank?” 
Liz scrambled for the loose notes, tucking them back into the envelope. The letter, she handed to Sally. “Don’t be so crass.”
Sally eyed her dubiously. “Are you going to explain?”
Liz sat cross-legged on the floor at Sally’s feet and chewed on her thumbnail this time. “The letter explains it all.”
“Nuh, nuh, nuh … no way. You’re going to start right from the beginning and explain how this letter and …”
“And what?”
“The money, of course, you dill. Start talking, girl. You have secrets I want to know about.”
Liz sighed, rubbing a hand across her forehead. Grabbing a cushion from the couch, she lay on her back on the carpet and adjusted it comfortably under her head. “Ever since I inherited the old mechanic shop, I’ve been seriously considering selling it. I can’t get a decent tenant to stay long enough, and the building needs desperate renovation work.”
Sally sat back with the letter between her fingers, her eyes firmly on Liz.
“So last week, I decided it was time to clear out all the old stuff in the storage room.” Lifting her arms above her head, Liz knotted her hands and let out a long sigh. “Remember Uncle Ben’s stash of lollies and chocolates on his desk?”
Sally chuckled. “Yeah, and how we used to smile so innocently at him and ask for a special treat every afternoon.”
“Not before he chased us around the shop. We’d be yelling and squealing, and the only safe place was Grandad’s arms.”
Memories of Liz’s childhood filtered through her thoughts for a moment. She’d fallen and scraped her knees so many times on the uneven boards in that old building, but the old workshop where her grandad and Uncle Ben ran their business had been a happy place. 
Mentally shaking the memories away, she disconnected, needing to get to the crux of today’s problem. Her gaze wandered back to Sally. “Anyway, amongst all the dust, I found some really old ledger books and things of interest I’m sure the Historical Society would love.”
She rolled onto her side and rested her head on her palm. “Shoved in between the pages of an old ledger book was this bulky envelope addressed to the current owner of 23 Catherine Street, Malanda.” 
Sally’s spine straightened. “And you’re the current owner, right?”
Liz nodded. “The one and only.”
“Is the letter written by Uncle Ben?”
Another nod.
“He had no other family, did he?”
Liz sat up. “I’m sure you know all this, but as far as I can remember, and I discussed this with Grandad a couple of times, Grandad met Uncle Ben soon after he arrived as an immigrant from Italy. Grandad said they were both fifteen, and his family took him under their wing. After the war, lots of immigrants from Europe found their way to Australia and Uncle Ben came over with another Italian family. They were kind to him, but it wasn’t long before Grandad and Uncle Ben became inseparable, despite the fact Uncle Ben couldn’t speak a word of English at first.” 
Sally twirled a strand of her hair around her finger and sat back. “How many years has it been since Uncle Ben died?”
Liz used her fingers to add up the years. “Um, I was still in high school, so that makes it about ten years ago.”
Sally sat up straight, flung her arms out wide and fell back onto the couch. “Jeez, ten whole years the money’s been sitting there.”
Liz nodded, understanding where Sally’s thoughts were going. Grandad’s cancer prognosis had gobbled up all his and Nan’s savings. Liz was still paying back medical bills a year after his death. Now with her grandmother’s health deteriorating and dementia getting more noticeable by the day, she was warned looking after her nan would be too much for her. The cost of a nursing home loomed on her horizon. 
“You know what?” Sally sat up again.
“What?”
“I think Uncle Ben always intended for you to find it. He knew your grandfather would never go through all the stuff in the back room.”
Liz had thought the same thing. 
“So, what’s in the letter?”
Liz ran her hand through her hair. “When you read it, you’ll find Uncle Ben had an interesting history. I never knew anything about his family. I remember being told he was a war orphan. Read it and tell me what you think.”
Sally unfolded the pages and laid them on her lap. Liz had initially struggled to read the spidery writing. It had taken a couple of goes before the cursive appeared as an undulating lullaby on the page, each letter a creative art form in its own right. Sally drew the pages closer and squinted, reading the letter for the first time.
Liz waited, not realising she held her breath. Sally’s expressions changed as her eyes drifted down the page. When Sally reached the end of the letter, the two pages fluttered to the floor. In a trance, Sally’s mouth fell and her eyes opened wide. “Sweet mother of God. Just do it, Liz.”
Liz scratched her cheek, confused. “Do what?”
“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Sally jumped up, and this time, she paced. “Go over there and find the jewels, of course. What do you think all the money is for?”
Liz rose and walked to the window. Leaning against it, she said, “Um … duh, girl. Have you calculated how many years since they have been buried? I have. Seventy-five, just in case you haven’t worked it out yet.”
“So?” 
“What makes you think the other twin hasn’t already been and dug them out? Think about it.” She tapped her head with her knuckles and turned around to face Sally. “They were separated. They never found each other. If you notice, Uncle Ben must’ve changed his surname when he came to Australia. His twin probably thought he was dead, so of course he went back for the jewels.”
“What if …” Sally retrieved the pages and scanned them again. “What if, what’s the other twins’ name? Um—Nicolo, that’s it; what if he was killed?”
“What if?”
Sally sent the pages flying. “It means the jewels are still buried, that’s what,” she explained impatiently.
“Impossible. A lot can happen in seventy-five years. There’s probably a building standing over it by now.”
“Liz, listen to yourself. This is why you’ve been stressed for a week, isn’t it? You know you’ve already talked yourself out of going. Now you’re feeling guilty because you’re going to spend all this money on sensible stuff? Girl,” she growled, “just do it. Live a bit, dream a bit and for God’s sake, take a holiday.”
Back beside the couch, Liz slid to the floor and sunk her head in her hands. Through her fingers, her voice came out muffled. “You don’t understand. Five thousand dollars is a lot of money. I’m only just getting some control over Grandad’s medical bills. What about the renovations I could now afford on the old shop?”
Sally sat beside her. She jostled close enough so their shoulders touched. “I do understand. You’ve dealt with things at the ripe old age of twenty-six that most people don’t have to until they’re fifty.” Sally tugged at Liz’s hand. Squeezing it between her own, she continued, “You deserve some time away. So what if the jewels are gone. I still think you should do it for Uncle Ben. I’ll get Mum to help and we’ll look after Aunty for you.”
Liz baulked. “I can’t waste this money on something so far out. Then what do I do? Start digging near the fontana? I’m more likely to be thrown in jail.” Her shoulders drooped, reflecting everything going on. She’d toyed with the fanciful idea of going to Italy for about three seconds, despite knowing exactly what Sally’s reaction would be. “By the way, a fontana dei povere is a water fountain provided for the poor to access clean drinking water.”
Sally shook beside her, laughing. “Let me guess. You’ve been on the internet doing research? Use your head, girl. Tell them some story—like—ah …” She clapped her hands. “I know, tell them you’re planting a new garden for the community or something in honour of your uncle. Use your imagination.”
Liz’s face dropped. Sally’s life ambition was to constantly remind Liz she needed to live. Even Nan would agree with Sally. In her better health days, barely a few years ago, when her grandfather was at his worst and it would get Liz down, it was a constant, ‘where’s that sassy girl I raised?’ or ‘where’s that cheeky, spirited girl with spunk? I want her back.’ Liz had laughed plenty over the old-fashioned word and was always touched by how her grandmother championed the idea that Liz needed to live her own life and not be hampered by aging grandparents. But to abandon her now? 
As they rested against the couch, Liz peered down at Sally’s ankle. The rope ankle bracelet peeking out from under her work pants could easily have had a label attached to it saying ‘beautiful and not a care in the world’. Sally was beautiful both inside and out, with her honey blonde hair and her sporty and fit body, and a generous soul to go with it. Liz loved her cousin better than if she’d been a sister. They were raised in the same town, were the same age, and had done some crazy stuff over the years, but ultimately it was Liz’s responsibility to take care of her grandparents, more so now it was just Nan. She wouldn’t have it any other way. 
Sally’s voice took on a dreamy tone. “Hey, Liz, think of all those gorgeous Mediterranean boys over there. I’d go in a flash.”
Liz momentarily dwelled on the possibility there was room for any man in her life but cleared all such thoughts when she heard the intercom buzzer go off in the kitchen. She sighed and rose. “Grandma must be awake and needing a hand to sit up.” She reached out to help Sally up. When the strong garlic and French onion smell wafted into the lounge, she said, “I better check on dinner too.”
Liz didn’t miss the sad lilt to Sally’s smile. She knew Sally felt sorry for her and all she’d been through since Grandad’s cancer diagnosis. 
Sally reached for a hug and said, “I better get going. Give Aunty a hug from me, and we’ll talk about this tomorrow. In the meantime, think seriously about doing this. The chance may never come again and isn’t it exciting? It’s like a real-life treasure hunt. Remember how we used to love that game?”
“A long time ago, maybe.” Liz gave Sally a crooked smile as she waved goodbye and made for the front door. Liz also didn’t miss how Sally shook her head on the way out, probably despairing of ever convincing her to do something so way out. And she’d be right. It was a crazy idea, not worth thinking about again.
This didn’t stop her hand from coming up to rest on her chest, though. Uncertainty gnawed at her a lot lately. It hovered in the background, silently growing in size. The best years of her life were slipping away. If she didn’t start acting her age, she would be old before her time.
Then she remembered the buzzer had sounded a couple of minutes ago and this jolted her back to the present. She sped down the hallway towards her grandmother’s bedroom. This was her real life. Expenses to pay, an almost finished occupational therapist degree—if only she had time to go back and complete it—and an aging grandmother who deserved the best. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Toronto, Canada 

Connor reached for the silverware tongs and placed extra ice cubes in his scotch. He’d have it straight tonight. God knows he needed it.
“He asked to speak to both of us tonight.” Connor’s pulse ticked on either side of his forehead as he spoke to his father. Ice tinkled against the Swarovski crystal glass as he swirled the liquid. He tried to concentrate on the simple chiming sound to ignore the thumping inside his head.
He brought the glass up to his lips and bit on the edge. Tipping his head back, the amber liquid burned its way down his throat. 
“Isn’t he dead yet?” His father loosened his tie as he sank back onto the soft leather couch. With one leg resting on his knee, he showed no traces of sorrow.
Connor swallowed another mouthful. Sighing into his glass, his shoulders dropped. His life was a sham. His mother fidgeted on the other side of the room with a fake smile. Gritting his teeth, he met his father’s eyes. “The doctor doesn’t think he’ll live more than a few days.”
His father’s smug smile always left a horrible taste in his mouth. 
“I haven’t given a shit about him for a long time. The sooner he’s gone, the sooner I can take control of the empire.” His father’s laugh sounded depraved. “I can’t believe the bastard has hung on for this long.”
For Connor, it was hard to pinpoint when he began to despise his father. 
Was it when he read the social pages of the Toronto newspapers and found many photos over the years of his father with a constant stream of different women? His friends treated it as a joke, but it had torn the safe and secure part of his life into shreds. 
Was it when he realised his father was lazy with no desire to work alongside his own father? Instead, Connor thrived beside his grandfather, forging a solid bond.
Was it when he learnt his father was eroding the family fortune with his excessive gambling habits? It only fortified Connor’s efforts to work harder.
Or was it when he learnt too late his father was an alcoholic, incapable of completing a full day of work?
Staring past him, his eyes rested on the polished timber staircase leading three stories up. A house lavished with every comfort available. The lights from the chandelier flickered across his vision. It was easy for three people to live separate lives in a house this large.
When his sister Lucia left two years ago, she vowed never to return. God, how I miss her. She never tolerated their mother’s misery. Couldn’t look her in the eye when she understood how their father treated her. “Why the hell does she stay?” Lucia used to ask.
“The sooner the old bastard dies, the sooner I can be free of him. Tell him that from me.”
Connor’s heart thumped against his chest at his father’s words. Why so much hate? He loved his grandfather with such intensity that it shook him to his very core whenever his father spoke this way. 
Two months ago, he insisted his grandfather move into Lucia’s room. Connor knew his days were numbered and wanted to be as close as possible to him until the end. An old man rumbling alone in a mansion as large as theirs made no sense. 
Ignoring his father, he turned towards his mother. He understood the look she gave him. He had grown up learning to understand it at an early age. His mother’s hand shook when she brought the wineglass up to her lips. He suspected it hadn’t left her hand all day. As she sipped, Connor looked into her sad, addled eyes. It was her usual nonverbal response whenever their father graced their presence: Don’t start anything. Keep the peace. Pretend we’re a happy family. 
Lucia was the smart one. London suited her. He was simply tired. 
His chest tightened as he continued to stare at his mother. Her personal assistant had straightened her creamy hair and set it neatly against her neck. The expensive matching sky-blue blouse and skirt complemented the high-heeled shoes enclosing her stockinged feet. Why does she bother? The bastard doesn’t even look at her. His mother was beautiful. He vaguely remembered her vigour and cheerfulness. Her laughter had once been contagious. How many years since he last heard it? Connor could barely remember. Whatever she had left was leeching out, leaving an empty shell devoid of happiness and relying on alcohol and antidepressants to get her through the day.
Placing his glass down, he walked over to his mother and reached down to hug her. When he stepped back, moisture had built up around her soft brown eyes. Not wanting to upset her further, he hastily kissed her forehead and turned towards the elegant, sweeping staircase. It was time to check on his grandfather.

      [image: ]Connor’s bare feet sunk into the plush carpet as he loosened his tie and top button. Then he moved the chair closer to his grandfather’s bed and sat. 
The hired nurse entered the room from the connecting door, her handbag hanging from her shoulder. “He’s had a peaceful day but hasn’t eaten much, preferring to sleep a lot.”
Connor nodded. “Thanks.”
The nurse stood with her hands clasped in front of her neat uniform. “Your mum spent an hour with him earlier today. It seemed to perk him up.”
Chewing on his bottom lip, he continued to nod. “Thanks again for everything. I better let you go home. I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”
The nurse went to walk past him but stopped. Her hand reached out and lightly squeezed his shoulder. In a hushed tone, she said, “He won’t make it past the weekend. Spend as much time as you can with him.”
Connor’s heart tripped again. No preparation would prepare him for his grandfather’s death. The doctor had given him the same verdict.
The nurse smiled sadly, and genuine warmth surrounded her. “Your grandfather’s very lucky he’s not in a great deal of pain. Be grateful for that.”
He tried not to fall apart. With his teeth clamped down on his tongue, not even the acrid taste of blood could stop the stray tear trickling down his cheek. He nodded and turned towards the bed. 
The nurse left the room, the door clicking softly behind her. He reached for his grandfather’s arthritic hand and held it gently between his. Taking a deep breath, he wiped his face on his sleeve and massaged the old man’s fingers. “Hey, Grandad, I’m home.”
Instead of the larger-than-life booming voice his grandfather always had, Connor concentrated hard to make out the words that croaked from his throat. “Connor is … is your father here, too?”
He hated having to lie, but he would never convey the hate his father felt towards this man. “He was busy tonight, Grandad.”
His grandfather shook his head. “Connor, don’t blame him. I was not a good father.”
“No,” Connor vehemently denied, “you did nothing wrong.”
“Shh, my boy, listen to me. I know I don’t have much longer to live.” His voice seemed to find strength from an inner source, and Connor didn’t have to strain so much to make out his words.
“I was always too busy for him.” He coughed, and Connor reached for the glass and straw by his bed. After a couple of sips, he continued, “By the time I realised I needed to spend more time with him, he was no longer interested.”
Connor had difficulty breathing, the ache in the back of his throat worsening. His grandfather must’ve sensed his anguish because, with surprising strength, he squeezed his hand. Connor’s face fell onto their clasped hands, and the tears flowed freely, spilling onto the sheets.
When Connor’s tears dried up, he sat back and reached for the box of tissues. His grandfather’s misted green eyes matched his own, but it was his smile that brought momentary joy to Connor’s ravaged heart. 
“You remind me of Benito. Built like an ox but always so emotional.”
Benito?
“Sit closer. Before I die, I have a story to tell you. I’ve only ever told your grandmother. I need you to do something for me after I’m gone.”
His heart wrenched. “Please don’t talk about after you’re gone. While you’re alive, I want only good memories.”
“Then give me a smile so I can bring it away with me. You’ve been my greatest joy from the day you were born. It’s not your fault you resemble Benito.”
“Who’s Benito?”
His grandfather’s eyes closed for a moment, but not before tears trickled past his eyelids. “Benito was my twin brother. I tried so hard to find him. I never stopped looking.” His frail hand came up to rest on his chest. “We were separated by an isolated group of German soldiers. He would’ve been so lost without me.” With surprising strength, his hand thumped his chest. “All these years, I could feel it in my heart that he was still alive somewhere.” His eyes flicked open. “Benito didn’t die; otherwise, I would have felt it here”—his hand struck his chest again but not so hard this time—“but I never found him. He must’ve changed his surname. We talked about it once.”
Connor’s frown deepened. “How come I never knew about a twin brother?”
His grandfather relaxed against his pillow. His arms lay by his side; his fingers curled towards his palms. For a few moments, he didn’t speak, and Connor sensed his grandfather’s mind had left the room. 
“Some mornings, I’d wake and think it was all a dream. That I never really had a twin brother.”
He blinked a couple of times and turned his face towards Connor. “About five years ago, I wrote everything down and left it with my will. It’s addressed to you. I was going to share the story with your father tonight, but now I’ll leave it up to you who you tell.”
Connor rested his elbows on the side of the bed. His grandfather was flagging and would probably fall asleep soon. “What happened to your parents?”
His hand came up and rested on Connor’s cheek. “It was towards the end of the war. My father was recovering from a grenade attack. They were murdered looking for my mother’s famous jewels.”
Jewels? Famous?
His grandfather’s hand dropped away from his cheek, exhaustion setting in. His breathing sounded heavier. “They never found them. Father hid them well and showed us where they were. We snuck back and took them, burying them a week later.”
His raspy breath echoed in the room. 
“Shh, Grandad, don’t tire yourself. I’ll read the letter one day.”
His grandfather’s lips moved rapidly, but Connor heard no sound. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Alarm bells rang when his grandfather started to choke. In a swift action, Connor raised him off the bed to help steady his breathing.
“Shh, Grandad, don’t get upset.”
When minutes passed and his grandfather’s breathing was under control, Connor gently lowered him back onto his pillow.
His grandfather’s eyes were closed, and he looked asleep. Then his voice, clear and full of strength, startled Connor as he moved to sit back on the chair. “Connor, I need you to promise me something. I want you to dig up the jewels. I know they’re still there. Benito promised we’d do it together.”
Fumbling, he found Connor’s hand and, with the strength of an arm wrestler, squeezed it. “Promise me, Connor. Go back to Falerna and find the jewels. If you ever find Benito and his family, tell him I never stopped looking for him. I missed him so much.”
“I promise, Grandad.” Connor tucked the promise securely away knowing he would never break it. 
His hand slipped out of Connor’s hold, and within seconds, his breathing turned regular as he drifted to sleep.
Connor lovingly tucked his grandfather’s arms under the sheet and covered his chest. He reached over and placed a kiss on his pale, sunken cheek, which was once so healthy and full. The memories flittered past. The camping trips, fishing, hiking, snow skiing and even the times his grandfather came skateboarding. His friends loved his easy banter and great jokes. 
Connor recalled the years they’d worked side by side. The confidence his grandfather instilled in him, the business acumen he’d passed on, and the finance empire Connor successfully managed with him, shouldering the burden more so in the later years.
His vision swam. With heavy limbs he registered how weary he was. The pressures of work and his grandfather’s final days were taking their toll. He rested his face on his grandfather’s shoulder and closed his eyes. As sleep overtook his exhausted body, his grandfather’s heart beat one last time.






  
  Chapter 3
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Six Months Later 

Liz fingered the lucky charm of a shooting star attached to her backpack as she followed the other passengers streaming towards the exit. Sally had clipped it on a mere thirty-eight hours ago when they parted at the airport. 
Tightening the straps over her shoulders, she continued to smooth her fingers over its chrome surface. Not for the first time since leaving home did she ask herself what the hell she was doing. She shook her head, fatigue clouding her usually organised and meticulous brain. For every kilometre the plane flew her away from the sleepy, little town of Malanda, the worse her anxiety shot up. She was already regretting her impulsiveness. Not to mention the enormous waste of money this wild goose chase was, despite Sally’s reassurances. 
She made her way out of customs and jostled past crowds of passengers, swinging her backpack to her front so it wouldn’t hit anyone. Her chest tightened, recalling the goodbye to her grandmother. She knew it was only three weeks, but it hurt. The signs of dementia were getting worse. Liz swallowed back the lump in her throat. Too soon she was going to lose the one person who had nurtured her all her life.
But Sally was relentless. Throw caution to the wind, drop everything and just do it. She never let up. Liz found every reason not to surrender. Her mind kept warning her it couldn’t be true. Put the money to better use. The bills would keep coming, and renovations were long overdue on the old mechanic shop. 
Until two weeks ago when Sally’s last argument finally penetrated her stubbornness. It was the push Liz needed to get her backside on the plane. If she found the damn jewels, it would ensure the best medical care for her grandmother. She’d surrendered without any further argument until the plane took off and, all alone, her doubts resurfaced.
Raising her downcast eyes, she found herself surrounded by families and loved ones reuniting. She took a deep breath and released it slowly, keeping her nerves at bay. It was time to push aside all the reasons she shouldn’t have been so impulsive. She was here now, and despite all her misgivings, every trick in the book couldn’t stop the smile stretching across her face. I’m actually here. Rome’s Fiumicino International Airport. She rolled her tongue around the word Fiumicino, trying to get the right sound and feel for it before she gave up and laughed at herself. Only last week her neighbour told her anything could be spoken to sound Italian as long as you rolled your ‘r’, and where possible, ended every word with an ‘a’.
Smiling, she tucked a loose strand of hair falling out of its ponytail behind her ear. What a mess she must look. She’d run a comb through it during her stopover in Singapore, but there was no time to worry about grooming now. She needed to find her connecting train to Falerna. 
Knowing she would need her translator app soon, she reached into the pocket of her creased track pants for her phone. She straightened her cheap cotton t-shirt and sighed at her scuffed trekking boots. Not wanting to waste any money on a new wardrobe for this short stint, she planned to return home with most of the spending money she’d brought with her.
She switched on her phone, and a message popped up a few moments later, reminding her what she needed to do before boarding the train. Travel advice on the small village of Falerna, chiselled into the side of a mountain, recommended she carry euro. It looked a world away from the busy tourist strip of Falerna Marina on the seashore, with all its modern facilities.
A money exchange booth sat just inside the arrivals hall, and she dodged weary travellers to reach it. Her stomach grumbled as the strong aroma of garlic and bolognaise sauce caught her right in her middle. It had been hours since her last decent meal, and the smells assailing her nose were making food a top priority. She would exchange some money first and then head back for food. Problem solved.
Shouts of ‘taxi!’ and ‘taxi signorina!’ rang out, and remembering the stern warnings on internet sites advising care about taxis, she ignored them. Not all were honest and safe.
She felt for the leather money pouch hanging around her neck, hidden underneath her clothes, and lifted the cord over her neck. Along with a credit card, she’d also brought some US notes. It was those notes she would exchange for euros.
Unzipping the pouch, Liz reached for a small bundle of notes just as her arm was forced back with a painful yank. She spun around, dazed, but snapped to when the pouch was gone. Oh my God, I’ve been robbed. 
“Help!” she yelled. “Help, my money’s been stolen!”
Sprinting as fast as her backpack allowed, she followed the thief, running only metres ahead. As she continued to shout, a man began to run alongside her. With his long strides, he overtook her clumsy gait and gained on the thief.
The stranger shouted something in Italian, and the crowds parted, allowing him easy passage, just like the sea that had parted in a biblical story she’d once read. The babble of noise as the people in the crowd began to shout and point at the man grew. In the next instant, two young, strong men scrambled from the throng and tackled the thief. He fell onto his stomach, hitting the tiled floor. At the same time, the stranger reached them and toppled onto the pile, adding an extra pair of arms around the thief.
Liz might’ve pulled herself up short if her backpack hadn’t been so heavy, but unable to stop in time, she saw no option but to plough headlong into the stranger. With her chest heaving, she fell towards him as his hand wrenched her pouch and belongings from the robber, smacking her on the cheek with its force.
Liz groaned, the strength of the hit sending her sprawling backwards onto her back. Stars sparkled behind her closed eyelids. She struggled to breathe. Gasping for air, her hand came up and rested on her chest. The surrounding noise dimmed. Her hand jerked up to her cheek when the pain from the strike eclipsed all other thoughts. 
“Are you okay?” Someone tried to cradle her head in their hands. “Answer me if you can,” a man pleaded. “I didn’t mean to hit you.”
Liz’s eyes snapped open at the panicked voice. The dark-haired man running alongside her was now holding her head. She tried to make sense of her surroundings. Trying to nod, a wave of dizziness made her stomach churn. She collapsed against his arms.
“Would you like me to call a doctor?”
Swallowing back nausea, Liz concentrated on the stranger. He spoke with an American accent, but she could’ve sworn he’d shouted in Italian.
Pain flickered behind her eyes as she rolled onto her knees. His hand came out to help her stand, but not before her eyes latched onto his polished black leather shoes. She leant heavily on his hand, hoisting herself up, allowing her eyes to follow the perfect cut of his designer-cut pants. His silver cufflinks shot off sparkling flashes as his sturdy, muscled hand clasped tighter around hers. Getting her legs to work of their own accord, she slowly drew her face up but stopped abruptly near his neatly knotted, and what looked to be an expensive silk tie. 
Liz swallowed, heat rushing up the back of her neck and suffusing her cheeks. She drew level with his face and collided with sea-green eyes, wide with concern. Finally, she released the breath she’d been holding and forced her shoulders to relax. “Um, th—thank you. I think I’m fine.” She pressed her palm over her cheek, where his hand had connected.
His hand clutched hers tighter as though afraid she would topple over. “I’m so sorry,” he said, reaching for her face and halting. “I didn’t know you were right behind me and …” His hand dropped away, but he kept searching her face. “I think all of your things are here. Would you like to check?”
The pouch, my money, my … of course … Liz reached for the pouch and checked the contents. She sorted through them, mentally ticking her list: passport, credit card, cash … Her hand froze, and she swivelled her head from side to side. “Where is he? Where did he go? He took my letter. Oh my God, he has Uncle Ben’s letter.”
She shoved the contents roughly into the pouch and secured the strap around her neck. “I have to find him. Did the police take him away somewhere?” She took a few steps to the left, stopped and swung back towards the stranger. She bumped into someone going the opposite direction and snapped, “For goodness’ sake, can you tell me where they took the thief?”
The man who’d hit her stood with his feet firmly planted, his arms crossed and eyebrows arched in surprise. Travellers ducked around to avoid walking into him. “You’re an Aussie girl, I assume? I thought you lot were a friendly bunch.”
Aghast, Liz’s face dropped. He was right. She could hear her grandmother’s voice reprimanding her. Bugger! 
With her bottom lip caught between her teeth, she looked up, forced a smile and extended her hand. Sighing and hoping she looked apologetic, she said, “And you’re an American, a very helpful one.” Shrugging, she continued, “Please excuse my rudeness. This was so unexpected. I’m not normally like this.” 
The stranger took hold of her hand and squeezed it. Heat lingered in her palm as it nestled comfortably against his larger one. His eyes surveyed her, wincing when they reached her cheek, then did a cursory glance at her shirt and creased pants. Uncomfortable with the scrutiny of her clothes, she jerked her hand away. “Um … the letter the thief stole is the reason why I’m here. It was only a copy, but it had some personal information on it.”
The man’s hand fell by his side, and he rocked back on his heels. “Actually, I’m Canadian, and in all the confusion he took off so fast we didn’t have time to restrain him. I was more concerned about the hit you took, and I thought I’d snatched everything back from him.”
Liz winced, rubbing the back of her neck. “Er … thank you.”
His eyes crinkled at the edges, his dark hair brushing his forehead. “What for? For hitting you?” 
Taking a deep breath, she tilted her face. “I’m sorry about the American thing. At least give me a chance to thank you properly for saving my stuff.”
The man’s hand came out again. “It’s Connor, and I only wish I’d saved the letter too.”
Liz’s hand sunk into his warmth again. Why were her legs suddenly a teeny bit shaky? It must be the after-effect of the head knock. “You saved enough, thank you. I’ll get my cousin to email me another copy of the letter.”
“Well, I’m glad that’s settled. I feel better now about the thief getting away with only the letter.”
Liz dismissed the slight niggle about what was in the letter. Hopefully, the thief couldn’t read English and would toss it away. Time to move on.
With her hand free again, she brought it up to rest on her cheek, which suddenly tingled from the hit. “Thank you again for everything. I won’t hold you up anymore. I—I’ll be right from here.”
He took a step closer, and Liz’s breath caught in her throat when his hand touched her cheek. Staring at it, he exclaimed, “Damn! I can’t believe I hit you so hard.” He gently pushed aside her hand and fingered the tender spot. “I think you’re going to end up with a bruise unless you can get some ice on it soon.”
Liz inwardly groaned. Where was Sally when she needed her? Tall, dark and gorgeous was standing right in front of her, and she was coming across like a helpless idiot.
Liz tried to take a step back, but he continued to hold her face. Through the lump in her throat, she managed to say, “At least I’ll be a bruised Aussie with a passport and money. Honestly, the bruise is no big deal. It won’t kill me, so don’t worry about it.”
A dimple flashed on Connor’s cheek as he gave her a broad smile, and that was all it took for Liz’s heart to miss a beat. How did one male get all the good-looking genes in the world?
Chuckling, he said, “Okay. So … ah … I’ll just leave now? Are you sure you’ll be all right? I’m really sorry about the hit.”
She nodded and bent to pick up her backpack. Her lucky charm tinkled against a metal buckle, but before she could correlate shaking legs with a solid chest, Connor put one hand on her shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. She was close enough to inhale all the spicy scents of expensive aftershave. This was a never to be repeated freak moment in her life. A story to laugh over with Sally and a strong coffee.
Pulling away, he said, “I hope the rest of your holiday goes well. It was a pleasure to help you.”
Alarmed, she remembered the money she still had to exchange and a train to catch very soon. Swinging her backpack over her shoulder, she blurted, “I need to go, or I’ll miss my train. I … um … thank you again, and I hope your holiday is fantastic. I owe you one.”
She turned to leave when his hand brushed her arm. She half twisted back.
“You didn’t tell me your name?”
Huh? “My name? Oh, it’s Liz,” she offered before turning away and briskly searching for the foreign exchange booth.
While she appreciated all he’d done to help, what were the chances she’d ever run into him again? 
Zilch.






  
  Chapter 4
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Liz flung herself into the train carriage as the door slid shut behind her. She tripped on her own foot and landed on her knees, a stinging pain jarring her body. “Ouch!” For the second time that day, she concentrated on her breathing, willing the pain to dissipate. That was too close a call. She didn’t want to calculate how much more it would have cost to stay an extra night in Rome if she’d missed the train. 
“Are you okay?”
Her face snapped up to see the smiling face of a young, dark-haired woman. Still struggling for breath after running what felt like a three-kilometre-long platform, she asked, “You speak English?” 
“Nah,” the woman replied, her smile turning mischievous, “I speak Australian, and so do you, by the sounds of it. Need a hand up?”
Liz’s jaw dropped as she rubbed her knee. Surely her day was improving if she’d already run into another Aussie. Grabbing onto a chrome handhold, she shook her head and picked herself up, tightening her grip as the train swayed. She slid her backpack off and dropped it to the floor, sitting opposite the woman. The small cabin had seats facing each other, which folded out into a bed when you were travelling overnight. 
The vibrations as the carriage lurched along the train tracks rubbed her backpack against her sore knee. She pushed it away with her foot and removed her water bottle from a side pouch.
“Roberta’s the name. What part of Oz are you from?”
Pressing her water bottle closed after a sip, Liz smiled at the woman. “I’m Liz and give me a second. I just need to catch my breath.”
The woman’s laughter rang around the small cabin. “Yep, I think you had about one second to spare when you threw yourself in.”
Liz chuckled. What a sight she must have looked. Now that the real fear of missing her train had passed, she relaxed, easing the tension from her shoulders. She pulled her hair tie off with every intention of tidying up her ponytail. “I live in Malanda, a small town in North Queensland. What about yourself?”
“Melbourne. You know the place? Has more Italians than Italy itself.”
Sitting back, Liz smiled. With a huge sigh of relief, she turned to her left to glance at the passing landscape of old buildings, tacked on together one after the other, as the train departed Rome. She conjured up another smile for the elderly lady sitting near the window. She was the only other passenger in their cabin. Then looked on enviously as she took out a thermos and what looked like a container of food from the cooler bag on her lap. 
Dragging her eyes away, she remembered the garlic and bolognaise smells that had prompted her to make food a priority about an hour ago. With all the drama, she never made it back, and her stomach grumbled in protest. 
Liz turned back to Roberta when she asked, “Is Lamezia Terme where you’re headed?”
“Yes, but then I have to make my way to a small village called Falerna.”
“Are you serious? Nobody has ever heard of Falerna when I tell them I’m going to visit my aunt.”
“You’re joking?” Liz exclaimed. “You’re travelling to the same place?”
Roberta pointed her thumb at her chest. “Would a face like mine joke to you?”
The dark curls and the even-darker brown eyes twinkled back, and Roberta’s light-hearted laughter pealed around the tiny cabin. Its contagious gaiety had Liz grinning from ear to ear. “What a small world.”
“Heck, yeah. But tell me, why is an Australian who doesn’t look one speck Italian going to Falerna of all places?”
Liz shrugged. She never expected to have to explain her travel plans. “I … I’m fulfilling the last wish for an adopted uncle born there.” She remembered Sally’s idea and blurted, “I’m going to plant a tree in his memory. Then I might do some research and find out if there’s any family of his living in the village.”
Roberta arched a brow. “Hmm, interesting. Maybe I can help. I speak the lingo, and it might help kill the boredom. Then you and I could have ourselves a good time down at the marina. Where are you staying?”
Scrounging around in her backpack, Liz pulled out an envelope. “I didn’t have much choice, but I found this.”
Roberta sat back and folded her arms. Nodding, she said, “Let me guess, Zia Maria’s Casa, by any chance?”
She turned the envelope up the right way. “Yeah, that’s the place.”
“Thought so. There’s nowhere else unless you stay on the beach at Falerna Marina.”
“Have you been to Falerna before?” Liz asked.
“This is my third time. My aunt’s filthy rich, and her only sibling is my father. She never married and has no kids. She paid for my first holiday at twenty-one, and my brother and I have taken turns each year since. It’s three weeks of being totally spoilt if you can find enough stuff to do and someone to do it with. She bankrolls it, and we spend it.” Roberta’s infectious laughter rang out again, filling all the spaces of the cabin.
It was hard not to grin, flippant as Roberta was. There was never anyone throwing money her way when she needed it. The usual balloon of fear that jiggled inside her chest reminded her of the many sleepless nights she’d had over the years worrying over how some bills were going to be paid. “That’s very generous of her.”
“Yeah, I know. She’s not a bad old bird. A bit set in her ways, though.”
For some people, money was just that. Some people had it, others not quite so much. A sigh escaped, but Liz made a snap decision to stop worrying over how much of it she was wasting on this trip. If Sally was sitting beside her, she’d be a constant harp in her ear. Live life. Enjoy being young. You’ll be old before your time. 
Roberta and the elderly lady started a conversation in Italian. Liz sat mesmerised by Roberta’s animated face when she spoke. The way her eyes lit up and her curls bounced around her face projected a naturally happy person. A quick calculation of her age made her about twenty-five. Maybe sharing some holiday time with Roberta wasn’t such a bad idea. It would be like having Sally around. 
Roberta turned to Liz. “She wants to know if you want a sandwich. She has plenty to spare.”
As if on cue, her stomach grumbled, the sound filtering around the confined air conditioned cabin.
“Sounds like a yes to me,” Roberta said with a chuckle.
Heat rushed along Liz’s neck. “I could use some food. I had some drama earlier and ran out of time to eat.”
“Well, turn to her and say si signora, and when she hands it to you, say grazie.”
She did as told and sank her teeth into a thick slab of homemade bread. Roberta accepted a sandwich, too, and informed Liz the filling was salami and goat’s cheese.
It was heaven.
As they ate, Roberta continued with a string of questions. “So, how long are you spending in Falerna?”
“Three weeks,” Liz answered in between chewing and swallowing.
“Are you spending all that time in Falerna?”
She nodded before swallowing the last of the sandwich.
“By the way, my aunt’s place is next door to where you’re staying. And to fill your days, you can spend one locked away in the local church because that, my darling, is the only place a town like Falerna keeps the records that might contain details of your uncle. Only the bigger places have a town hall for record keeping. Then,” she continued, “you and I can do some sightseeing, bum a lift to the marina coastal strip and check out some of the tourist joints.” 
Roberta took a gulp of water from her bottle, then kept talking. “How about coming with me to Pompeii for a couple of days? It’s on the way and shouldn’t interfere with your plans.”
Liz watched Roberta in fascination, remembering films her grandfather used to show on his old projector. She used to love the noise the reel made as it spun out at the end of the film. In an absurd way, its sound reminded her of Roberta’s babble. 
“So, what do you think?”
Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. 
“Well?”
When common sense washed over her, her shoulders dropped. “Roberta, it all sounds like fun, but I don’t have spare cash. My uncle left me some money for this trip, but I should’ve spent it on more important things back home. So, my answer has to be no.”
Roberta continued talking as though Liz hadn’t spoken. “Great, my aunt has already deposited a stack of money in my account, and there will be more when I arrive. I’ll do the paying; you follow my lead. As for Pompeii, I’ll handle the accommodation and organise for your train ticket to include a few more days. Agreed?”
“What?” 
“Come on, Liz. I could use a friend. It gets lonely travelling by myself, and it’s hard to say no to my aunt when she offers to pay us to visit her. She’s not bad, and it’s not her fault she has no one else to spend her money on. Just don’t blame me when you find out Falerna is a backwater place compared to Melbourne and whatever place you’re from.”
Liz chewed on her bottom lip. It was better not to tell her how small Malanda was. Now to decide whether this girl was a crazy psycho or plain genuine? Would it hurt to do a spot of sightseeing at someone else’s expense? Not something she’d done before or was comfortable with, but what the heck. Time to follow through on all of Sally’s nagging. If Sally was here, she’d have her hand up in the air, agreeing to the arrangement without a second thought. 
“If the money side of things worries you, how about we make a pact?”
A pact? Liz frowned.
“Yeah. You’re going to need a translator, you know, someone who can speak the lingo.”
“Yes …” She nodded slowly. “That could be handy.”
“Well, I’m it. You drag me around for one day so you can get your research done, then your part of the deal is to keep me company for the rest of the time. Look at it as paying your own way.”
A chuckle burst past Liz’s lips. A translator sounded like a great idea. She’d deal with the rest as it happened. Somehow, the jewels had to be dug up, too, if she could find them. “Okay, you’re on.”
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