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  Our Lady Of Grace




   




   




   




   




  On every door there is a photograph. They show us as we used to be – not weathered or worn; not bent by age and nearly finished with life. On some doors there are

  photographs of smiling brides linking arms with long-gone husbands. On others, women holding babies or young girls in white Communion gowns. We were beautiful, strong and healthy. We were

  young.




  Here in the Our Lady of Grace Rest Home we live behind those doors. There is a photograph pinned to mine just like all the rest. They took it from the old frame now tucked away with the other

  remnants of my life in the bottom drawer of the wardrobe. Few of the staff ever pauses to look and none have asked me about it. They must assume the man beside me is my husband but, of course, he

  never was. It would have been impossible.




  He is smiling and so handsome it could break your heart. His dark hair has been parted at the side and marshalled into a neat quiff, his shoulders seem broad thanks to sly padding in his smart

  suit jacket. To me he looks tired but then I know the story behind the photograph; I remember everything about the time it was taken far more clearly than I recall what happened last week or even

  yesterday.




  I never tell anyone his name. The older ones, if they had heard of him, might not believe it and the young ones wouldn’t care. Perhaps sooner or later he’ll be recognised, for he

  hasn’t been forgotten, I’m sure of that. But really, who would put us together? Who would imagine that once my life tangled with his and changed entirely?




  Some day I may share my story if I find a person with time to listen. But I won’t blurt it out in the middle of a brisk bed bath or try to talk as my pillows are plumped and my coverlet

  straightened and they ask, ‘How are you feeling today Signora?’ They never bother to wait for a reply.




  My story doesn’t begin with him, anyway. It starts with a woman leaning out of the window of an ivy-covered building in Trastevere and calling down into the narrow street below:

  ‘Serafina . . . Serafina . . . Sera-feeen-aaaa.’




 





  




   




   




   




   




  Golden Days




   




   




   




   




  ‘Serafina . . . Serafina . . . Sera-feeen-aaaa.’ My mother’s voice could be heard through closed doors; it reached down flights of stairs and, when she leaned

  out of the window of our building in Trastevere, echoed all the way down to the narrow street below.




  It was me she called most often since I was the eldest of her three girls. When laundry needed taking to the lavanderia or food fetched from the market or ribbons tied in my

  sisters’ hair, mine was the name she shouted. ‘Serafeeenaaa.’




  My mother was still beautiful then. Even wearing a faded housedress with her dark hair pulled back from her face and caught in a clump at the nape of her neck, she looked impressive. She had

  full lips painted the colour of coral and eyes shaped like a cat’s, which she would line carefully with black every evening before reaching for the shiny white handbag with the gold clasp and

  going out for the night.




  Her clothes were beautifully tailored – dresses with wasp waists and full skirts, little gypsy tops that showed off her shoulders. Most things she had made on the sewing machine she kept

  in our bedroom. My mother might have been a seamstress except she had found another way to make money, a way that she preferred.




  In the evenings it was her habit to leave my sisters and me with the dirty dinner dishes and enjoy a leisurely aperitivo with friends in the nearest bar before they all went to work. We

  were used to being left alone. Mamma expected us to tidy up then go to bed early but of course we disobeyed her.




  Some nights we pulled out the magazines she had brought home and stared at pictures of movie stars: Rita Hayworth, Ava Gardner and our own Gina Lollobrigida. What might it be like to be so

  famous and so beautiful?




  Mamma didn’t mind us looking through her magazines but she might have been cross if she had seen me pull her precious records from their sleeves, put them on the turntable and carefully

  lower the needle. She had so much music: American jazz, Neapolitan love songs, even some opera. But my favourite singer, the one whose voice cut a slice from my heart and left me shivering with

  pleasure, was Mario Lanza.




  ‘He isn’t even a real Italian,’ my sister Carmela always sneered. ‘And look at him in this picture – he’s chubby.’




  ‘But listen to him sing,’ I argued. ‘Is anything more beautiful?’




  ‘If you play that record too many times you’ll wear it out and then Mamma will know what you’ve been up to,’ Carmela told me. She was fourteen, the age I had been when I

  was taken out of school so I could help look after her and my littlest sister Rosalina.




  Carmela herself had a beautiful voice. Even singing along to Mamma’s records it sounded fantastic. Often in the warmer months, after collecting her and Rosalina from school, I would walk

  them up to Piazza Navona where Carmela would sing for the tourists.




  She had a favourite place to stand, right beside one of the fountains. As soon as she opened her mouth people gathered and began to drop coins into the straw hat we put on the ground. Sometimes

  Rosalina and I harmonised, for we could sing a little too. But it was Carmela who had the real talent. We dreamed that one day she’d be discovered and then we’d all be rich.




  Once the crown of the hat was covered with lire we’d stop to count it up. If there was enough money we would treat ourselves to ice creams or Coca-Cola then go to see a movie. Musicals

  were what we preferred, often watching the same ones over and over. I’d seen Serenade so many times I think I knew it off by heart. And it was the same with The Toast of New

  Orleans and Because You’re Mine – all the Mario Lanza films.




  ‘You’re in love with him, aren’t you?’ Carmela accused.




  ‘So what if I am?’ I replied.




  I couldn’t see anything wrong with being in love with a movie star. Mario Lanza was better than any real man I had met. His eyes sparkled, his smile was kind. To sit in a darkened

  auditorium staring at him on the screen was comforting. And when he sang ‘Be My Love’ it felt genuine and perfect, the way romance was meant to be. He was so different to the Roman boys

  who stared as I walked by, chasing me with catcalls and whistles. Or the too-friendly older men who must have known I was my mother’s daughter.




  I suppose I was a pretty girl. I had my mother’s lips and liked to think my grey-green eyes came from my father, although I had never seen a picture of him. My hair was sleek and dark,

  swept back in a high ponytail. I wore wide skirts, well-pressed blouses buttoned to the neck, a narrow belt around my waist. And I was taller than other girls, however much I rounded my shoulders

  to bring myself down to their level. No wonder people stared.




  Mamma was proud of my looks. She used to paint my face with make-up and exclaim at how much older it made me seem. She covered my eyelids with shimmery gold and stained my lips pink. I always

  scrubbed off every scrap of it as soon as she would let me.




  I wonder if Mamma ever guessed what Carmela, Rosalina and I did with our summer afternoons. She may have chosen not to notice. Most days she slept late and then took a long bath, plucked her

  eyebrows, painted her nails. Even if she had known that my sisters missed school altogether at times, she might not have cared. So long as we could count well enough to tell if we were being

  short-changed at the market in Testaccio, Mamma was happy.




  The only thing she insisted was that we all study a little English. She’d learned to speak some herself for the Americans during the war and made us practise a new phrase every day.

  Already it had come in useful. The tourists listening to Carmela in the Piazza Navona seemed to like it if we greeted them in their own language, wishing them a happy holiday. Often they would

  laugh and hand over a few more coins.




  ‘I was born singing,’ Carmela would call out to them. ‘Stay and listen to more of my songs. I know lots of American ones as well as Italian.’




  And then she might sing ‘Be My Love’ because she knew it was my favourite, effortlessly hitting the notes, her voice like sweet peaches and warm honey.




  ‘The minute I look old enough I’ll find a job as a nightclub singer,’ Carmela promised as we sat beside the fountain eating our ice creams. ‘Some day my voice will make

  me famous. And then I’ll buy a big palazzo near the sea and we’ll all live there together when I’m not making records and movies.’




  ‘I don’t want to live in a palazzo by the sea,’ Rosalina complained, licking the drips of pistachio running from her cone. ‘I want to stay here in Rome and sell

  gelato in Piazza Navona.’




  ‘You’d eat more of it than you sold,’ I told her, laughing. ‘Your stall would never have any gelato left.’




  ‘Yes it would,’ she insisted. ‘And I’d be richer than Carmela because I’d have all the best flavours. Then I’d get a big apartment in Trastevere and

  we’d have our own beds instead of having to share.’




  Every night the three of us went to sleep squashed into the same double bed. When Mamma came home, often very late, Rosalina was lifted out and placed on a mattress on the floor because she was

  the smallest and slept most soundly. Waking to find herself there in the morning she always grizzled and tried to push herself back beneath the covers with us.




  Our apartment was so very tiny, just two poky rooms in a crumbling building; one where we all slept and the other a sitting room with a gas burner where I cooked dinner each night. The space was

  damp, dark and cluttered with our belongings. We didn’t even have a bathroom – only a shared room at the end of the hall where we washed and used the toilet. Perhaps we might have found

  something nicer if we had been prepared to move to another part of the city but Mamma always refused.




  ‘We are Trasteverini . . . we live in the heart of Rome,’ she told us. ‘Why would we want to be anywhere else?’




  She loved the maze of narrow streets, the tall terracotta buildings with arched doorways and plants scrambling over walls, the overhanging laundry, the old signora sitting outside her front door

  shelling peas and soaking up the morning sun, the men who set folding tables on the cobblestones and argued over card games for half the afternoon, the gaudy street-corner shrines. Mamma liked the

  life of Trastevere.




  Every Sunday she took us to morning Mass in the ancient church in Piazza di Santa Maria. Always we slipped in a little late and took our places in the back pews, staring down the rows of columns

  towards the shining mosaics above the altar. Mamma wore a scarf to hide hair as bright as burnished copper and fastened her dress modestly at the throat. She bowed her head and closed her eyes

  while she prayed. Well before the service was over she gathered us up, and with a finger held to lips, herded us back outside. Many years later I understood why. There were men in Santa Maria that

  may have felt awkward to see my mother there and wives who might have guessed why.




  As soon as we were out in the piazza, she would pull the scarf from her hair. ‘Which café shall we go to, girls?’ she’d call, already gayer and more like her usual self.

  ‘Serafina, isn’t it your turn to choose? Where would you prefer?’




  Our Sunday treat was being allowed to sit with Mamma, shaded by sun umbrellas or in a booth beside a bar, and order whatever we wanted from the menu. We took turns to pick which café we

  would visit. Rosalina loved the one in Piazza di Santa Maria because usually there were children she could play with beside the fountain, Carmela liked to try a different place every time and my

  very favourite, as all my family knew, was hidden away down a narrow alley and felt as though it hadn’t changed in centuries.




  Mamma spoiled us on Sundays, treating us to deep dishes of gelato and too many cakes while she sipped at her espresso and smoked a cigarette. Often she might buy a copy of

  Confidenze magazine from the kiosk in the piazza and, as she leafed through, she would criticise the stars whose pictures we all pored over. ‘See this Sophia Loren . . . such a shame

  about her nose . . . so sharp and her nostrils are too large. Pity, eh? And Gina Lollobrigida, lovely but look at her hair, it’s always a mess.’ She smoothed her own hair as she said

  it. ‘You’d think with all her money she could do something with it.’




  ‘You should be a movie star, Mamma,’ Rosalina told her through a mouthful of cream-filled cornetto. ‘You are much more beautiful than the signora in the

  magazine.’




  Mamma laughed and pinched my little sister’s cheek affectionately. ‘Would you like it if I was famous, cara?’




  ‘Could I be famous, too? And Carmela and Serafina?’ my sister asked.




  ‘I suppose so . . . why not?’




  ‘Then yes, I would like it,’ Rosalina decided.




  It was Carmela who found the gossip item tucked away inside Mamma’s magazine. ‘Oh, look, there’s something here about Mario Lanza.’ She frowned as she tried to make out

  the words. ‘I think it says he’s coming to Rome.’




  ‘Let me see.’ Like Carmela I was a slow reader and made hard work of it. Tracing each line with my finger, I mouthed the words slowly. ‘Mario Lanza is rumoured to be filming a

  movie in Italy called Arrivederci Roma. He will be arriving here from his home in America along with his wife Betty and his four children . . . Oh and look, there is a picture of them at the

  bottom of the page. Don’t they all look beautiful?’




  My mother stared at the magazine for such a long time. I wondered if she was putting herself in the photograph beside Mario, imagining herself in the stylish coat with draped sleeves that his

  wife wore, hand in hand with perfect children in matching outfits.




  I waited, expecting her to find some criticism to make, but for once it seemed she couldn’t.




  ‘Do you think we will get to meet him, Mamma? Ask for his autograph?’ Carmela always pretended not to care about Mario Lanza but even she seemed excited. ‘Maybe if he’s

  staying here in Rome we’ll hear him sing?’




  Mamma shrugged and muttered, ‘Perhaps . . . We’ll see’, which meant she thought it was unlikely.




  Once we had eaten our fill of sweet things, we left the café and followed the winding lanes of Trastevere back to our own street. Mamma liked to rest on Sunday afternoons, slathering her

  face with cold cream to soften her skin and rolling curlers in her hair before lying down for a nap. ‘Give me some peace, girls,’ she’d mutter. ‘It’s such a lovely

  afternoon, why don’t you take a walk somewhere? Just be sure you’re back in time to cook your sisters some pasta, Serafina.’




  I never appreciated how much freedom we had, walking from one side of Rome to the other, going wherever we pleased. When we were thirsty Carmela would take the hat from her head, put it on the

  ground and begin to sing. Soon enough it was filled with enough money for us to find a bar and buy bottles of ice-cold aranciata. If we were among the thick crowds of tourists near the

  Colosseum or the Pantheon and Carmela was in good voice then the hat filled so much faster and we could afford slices of pizza or tramezzini, the triangles of soft white bread filled with

  savoury things. We might even take a tram ride home.




  Usually as we neared our apartment we would hear Mamma’s voice well before we saw her, lighted cigarette in hand, leaning out over the narrow terrace where we grew our herbs and tomatoes,

  calling out my name.




  ‘Serafina . . . Serafina . . . Serafeeenaaaa.’




 





  




   




   




   




   




  My Destiny




   




   




   




   




  I cut out the article about Mario Lanza from Confidenze and for safekeeping hid it in a box where I put all the things that were mine. There wasn’t a great deal in

  there. Just a red scarf I didn’t want Carmela to lay her hands on, the gold chain with the holy medal I had been given when I was a baby and some birthday cards with Mamma’s writing on

  them. Everything else we shared. The clothes I had outgrown were passed down to my sisters, shoes as well if they weren’t too worn. Rosalina’s doll had been held in my arms once, her

  pink ribbons tied in my hair.




  I didn’t want the others to touch my magazine clipping, though. I liked looking at the photograph of Mario Lanza holding hands with his daughters. They were sweet little girls wearing

  clean white twin-sets, shiny leather shoes and ankle socks. The caption said the curly-haired one was called Ellisa and she seemed shy, with eyes cast down, while her elder sister Colleen looked

  taller and more confident.




  I never had a papa to hold my hand like that, so firmly and so proud. If Mamma knew who our fathers were she hadn’t told us. I suspect she had no idea. There had been so many men and none

  more than a way for her to make a living.




  Never once did Mamma bring a man home to our apartment. Perhaps she rented a room somewhere or went to their hotels; I never dared ask. Back then I didn’t know enough to be ashamed of what

  she did. To me it seemed normal. Throughout the war it had been what fed Mamma and me while other families were starving. It kept her glamorous when other women grew faded and neglected. She never

  had rough skin on her feet or hair in places it shouldn’t be. She and her friends shone with hoops of gold and walked on high heels. They left lipstick stains on every glass they drank from

  and smelt of L’Air du Temps and Acqua di Colonia. What they did every night after they left their favourite table at the corner bar was never much talked about.




  Carmela had been born during the war. Her complexion was fairer than mine and she liked to think her father was an American soldier. Rosalina looked like a real Italian with chocolate eyes and

  skin that tanned deeply in summer. I still remember Mamma’s despair at falling pregnant with her and knowing the seams of her body would stretch and money would be scarce again.




  Whoever fathered me might have come from Mamma’s hometown. She was born on the plains beneath Vesuvius where her father was a marble cutter. As soon as she was old enough she fled to Rome

  and now she rarely talked about the person she’d been in the time before Trastevere. But there were things she hated that made me think her family had been poor – cheap cuts of meat

  that needed to be softened with hours of cooking, clothes that were patched and badly mended, chipped plates and anything second-hand. What Mamma liked was newness and sparkles; she loved reasons

  to smile. I have never known another woman so certain of what it took to make her happy.




  Asking her about our fathers never got us anywhere. Carmela was the one who really itched to know. She was fascinated by anything American: music, movie stars, the tourists we saw. ‘Some

  day I’ll go and find my papa,’ she promised me.




  ‘Where would you start? You don’t even know his name.’




  ‘I’ll make Mamma tell me.’




  ‘Perhaps he’ll have another family by now and won’t want to know you.’




  She shrugged off my words. ‘There’s no point worrying about that. First I need to find him.’




  Until I saw that photograph in Confidenze I hadn’t understood why she cared so much. What could a father give me that I didn’t have already? But the picture showed me how a

  family was meant to look – everyone together, smiling and in their best clothes, hands held in hands: Betty with their sons, Mario and his girls.




  ‘I think I’d like to find my papa too,’ I told Carmela.




  We were sitting pressed against the railings of our tiny terrace, warming our skin in a shaft of evening sunlight, and Carmela was painting her fingernails with something she’d stolen from

  Mamma’s dresser.




  ‘What do you think he’s like?’ she asked me.




  I closed my eyes and tried to build an image of a man with grey-green eyes walking at my mother’s side. But his face was blurry and I couldn’t imagine ever having held his hand.

  ‘Who knows?’ I said at last.




  Carmela tried to help. ‘You’re beautiful so surely he’d be handsome. And he must be tall because you didn’t get your height from Mamma. Do you see him yet?’




  ‘Nearly . . . No, not really.’ In my head the man had become Mario Lanza and I knew for sure he couldn’t be my father.




  Carmela held out her scarlet-tipped fingers so the polish would dry without smudging. ‘Pretty colour,’ she said, satisfied.




  ‘You’ll have to clean it off before Mamma sees it.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘She’ll be furious at you for wasting her nail polish.’




  Carmela looked sullen. ‘It’s not a waste. It looks good on me.’




  Down below us the knife sharpener was calling for business and the street was starting to fill with people. If I craned my neck I might have seen Mamma sitting outside the bar with a glass of

  something to fortify her for the night ahead. She had left an hour or so earlier with her nails painted the same stolen scarlet and a new gold charm bracelet on her wrist. By now all her friends

  would have admired it.




  ‘Do you think we’ll be like Mamma?’ Carmela said suddenly.




  ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, surprised. I had never imagined any of us would take the same path she had. ‘Why would we be like her?’




  ‘She thinks we will. I heard her joke about it one day. She was talking with her friends and they were laughing and saying once they’d put their daughters to work they’d have

  more time to rest.’




  ‘But Mamma didn’t mean it, surely?’ The idea horrified me.




  ‘Why wouldn’t she? Surely you must have realised it. You are old enough now, Serafina, so the time can’t be too far away.’




  ‘Never,’ I told her. ‘Never ever.’




  Carmela looked down at her scarlet nails. ‘What then? How will you live?’




  I had never thought beyond the things I did each day: sweeping the floor and making the bed, shopping for food and ironing our clothes, wandering the streets of Rome with my sisters and finding

  ways to amuse ourselves.




  ‘I have no idea,’ I admitted.




  ‘You ought to think about it,’ she warned me.




  ‘I suppose your plan is to sing?’




  ‘Of course.’ Carmela looked at me, her sharp little face serious. ‘Will you help me, Serafina?’




  ‘Yes, if I can. But how?’




  ‘We have to find out when Mario Lanza is coming to Rome. I want to sing for him. If he likes my voice then who knows what he might do? He may put me in his movie. Perhaps he’ll even

  help me get to America.’




  ‘But, Carmela, you’re too young . . .’ I began.




  ‘I’m going to sing. If you won’t help me then I’ll find a way to help myself.’




  I envied my sister her certainty. Even as a small child she had known exactly what she wanted. It seemed so very unlikely she would ever get to meet Mario Lanza, never mind sing for him, but

  still I promised to help.




  Later, in bed, a sister on either side of me smelling of hot milk and clean hair, I worried about what Carmela had overhead. Surely Mamma didn’t expect the three of us to choose her life,

  to blacken our lashes and pencil our brows and follow her out onto the streets. And yet what else could I do? Apart from keeping house and looking after my sisters, I had no skills or learning. I

  had left my childhood behind and must have been sleepwalking not to notice.




  I lay awake worrying until I heard a key turn in the lock and the creak of our front door. Beside me Carmela shifted and sighed and Rosalina sucked on her thumb.




  Mamma was moving around the sitting room. She poured herself a drink, most likely red wine from the bottle she’d opened at dinnertime. There was the click of her lighter as she held it to

  a cigarette and the scrape of a chair as she sat down. My mother never came to bed straight away, no matter how late she got home. First she needed to relax for a while. And when she did roll onto

  the mattress, nudging me over with her hips to make more space, there would be a muskiness clinging to her skin, cigar smoke too, perhaps, and the sourness of the wine on her breath.




  ‘Mamma,’ I whispered as she pushed open the bedroom door.




  ‘Serafina, aren’t you asleep yet?’




  ‘It’s too hot,’ I lied.




  ‘It’s late . . . you’ll be tired in the morning.’




  ‘Mamma, where have you been tonight?’




  ‘Where? Oh, the usual places. It was a good night. Tomorrow perhaps we’ll go and buy some fabric to make you a new dress.’ She grunted as she shifted Rosalina onto the

  mattress. ‘You need something pretty – in green, perhaps, to match your eyes.’




  ‘Yes . . . maybe.’ A new dress was tempting.




  She lay down and closed her eyes. Already her voice sounded sleepy. ‘Spaghetti straps,’ she murmured. ‘A sweetheart neckline.’




  I barely slept that night and when I did my dreams were vague and frightening. The next morning my head ached and my mouth felt gluey. I had no patience with my sisters, snapping at Rosalina for

  taking too long to strap her feet into her sandals and fighting with Carmela about the scarlet polish on her fingernails.




  ‘You can’t go to school like that,’ I told her.




  ‘I don’t want to anyway. I’d like to sing in the Piazza del Popolo then walk in the gardens.’




  ‘Not today.’




  ‘It’s not fair,’ Carmela whined as I soaked a ball of cotton wool in nail polish remover. ‘Why should I have to go to school if you don’t?’




  ‘Because Mamma said so. Today she’s taking me to buy fabric for a new dress and I don’t have time to go walking all over the city with you.’




  ‘So what? We’ll go without you, won’t we, Rosalina?’ As always my sister was headstrong.




  ‘No, you’re going to school.’ I seized her hand and began scrubbing her thumbnail clean. ‘I’m taking you whether you like it or not. But I’ll make you a

  promise – on the way back I’ll buy as many magazines as I can. Don’t you want to know if there’s more news about Mario Lanza?’




  ‘Yes, I suppose,’ she conceded.




  Carmela stilled for long enough for me to wipe away the rest of Mamma’s scarlet. With her fingernails bare and ordinary, she sulked all the way to school and I was glad to see her

  swallowed up in a crowd of other girls, someone else’s problem until lunchtime.




  Relieved to be free of her, I walked to the market at Testaccio to shop for food. Moving quickly from stall to stall, I was careful to search out bargains, filling my basket with tomatoes too

  ripe for anything but a salsa, the waxy end of a wedge of Parmesan that would still be good in soup, bread that was cheap because its crust had been singed dark brown, tiny artichokes that would

  have to be eaten soon.




  Each evening I cooked for the family, making dishes Mamma had taught me, peasant food she must have once learned from her own mother and the Roman dishes she liked best. With so little space and

  only a gas burner there were limits to what I could manage but still I did my best. I fried salt cod with onions, made salads of bitter chicory and anchovies, or bowls brimming with pasta creamy

  with egg yolks and salty with bacon. When my sisters tasted the food and smiled, it made me feel happy.




  With my basket so heavy, the walk home from Testaccio always felt long and slow. I envied the girls buzzing past me on scooters, sitting side-saddle with their hair flying in the wind. Once or

  twice I rested my shopping on the ground, regretting the promise to buy magazines. Tempo, Novella and La Settimana – I needed them all since I had no idea which one might

  carry news of Mario Lanza.




  All was silent in our apartment and Mamma was still sleeping. Careful not to wake her, I moved about quietly, starting a sauce for dinner, chopping an onion and frying it

  slowly with some fatty trimmings of beef the butcher had sold me for next to nothing. Once the tomatoes were diced and simmering with a dash or two of olive oil, I spread the magazines over the

  table and began to work my way slowly through them, searching for the name Mario Lanza or, even better, another photograph.




  Distracted by the horoscopes and sketches of the latest fashions, I didn’t get far. Half an hour passed as I struggled with the words, and then Mamma emerged, wrapped in a faded orange

  silk robe. She looked worn out. For the first time I noticed wrinkles beginning to crosshatch beneath her eyes and a few strands of grey streaking her hair.




  ‘Make me some coffee, cara,’ she asked, husky voiced and already reaching for her carton of cigarettes. ‘And a slice of that bread with a little jam, if we have

  any.’




  Pulling a chair to the open window, she sighed and lit a cigarette.




  ‘Are you tired, Mamma?’ I asked, cutting the bread and spreading it thickly with a preserve of apricots.




  ‘I’ll feel better once I’ve eaten and had a bath. We’re going shopping, aren’t we? Don’t we have to find some fabric in a pretty green for you?’




  ‘Spaghetti straps and a sweetheart neckline,’ I reminded her.




  She rubbed her eyes and smiled. ‘That’s right . . . you’ll look so sophisticated. A woman at last, eh, Serafina?’




 





  




   




   




   




   




  Serenade




   




   




   




   




  Often I imagined how it might be to meet Mario Lanza; how his eyes would twinkle and he’d prefer me to all the other girls asking for his autograph. I daydreamed as I

  walked, helplessly lapsing into thoughts of him when I should have been concentrating on other things.




  ‘Look where you’re going, Serafina,’ Mamma scolded. ‘It’s not like you to be so clumsy.’




  We spent the morning shopping for fabric, pulling out roll after roll of slithery silks in jewel colours with me shaking my head at every one. Finally, Mamma stopped asking for my opinion and

  bought a bolt of the shiny rayon she liked best – a green with white polka dots so bold I couldn’t imagine wearing it.




  ‘Most girls would be grateful to get a new dress,’ my mother grumbled. ‘What’s wrong with you, Serafina, eh?’




  I couldn’t admit why I preferred the flower-sprigged cottons and the girlish pastel shades. There were too many other things Mamma and I had never said to each other standing in the way of

  that.




  As we browsed around the shops, her mood improved. She bought some diamante earrings shaped like daisies, a pair of dark sunglasses and some gold sling-back sandals, pulling the cash from her

  handbag and counting it out carefully before handing it over.




  ‘So many packages to carry and it’s getting hot,’ she sighed. ‘Let’s take a taxi home. We can stop at the bar, see if any of the girls are there, have a rest and a

  drink.’




  ‘But Carmela and Rosalina need picking up from school,’ I reminded her.




  Mamma seemed unconcerned. ‘Your sisters have a key to the apartment, don’t they?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes . . .’




  ‘Well, in that case surely Carmela can look after things. It’s time she started helping more. She’s old enough.’




  ‘They’ll be expecting me. I always go to meet them.’




  ‘Carmela will work it out,’ Mamma insisted. ‘She’s not stupid and she knows the way home perfectly well. Don’t fuss so much, cara.’ My mother hailed a

  taxi. It was the first time I’d ever travelled in one and I slid across the smooth leather seats, captivated by the white curtains to pull across the windows for privacy or shade. As we drove

  towards Trastevere, my mother hurriedly fixed her face, pressing powder on her nose and cheeks, colouring her lips and smoothing her eyebrows into an arch.




  Pulling up outside the bar, she rolled down the window and called out loudly, making sure everyone noticed us stepping from the smart car and weighed down with so many packages.




  Two of her friends were sitting at the outdoor table they thought of as their own, sipping at glasses of ruby-red Campari.




  ‘Ciao, bella,’ they called to my mother. ‘Come and show us what you’ve been buying.’




  ‘Lovely things.’ Mamma smiled. ‘I spent too much, of course.’




  They made space for us at their table, kissing our cheeks, waving at the waiter for more drinks and chattering excitedly at the sight of all the treasures we had found.




  ‘Oh, darling, how pretty,’ Mamma’s best friend Gianna said when she pulled out her new earrings to show them off. ‘But not real diamonds, no?’




  ‘Of course not. Just costume jewellery but still very stylish. Now let me show you the sandals. These are special.’




  Mamma’s friends were nowhere near as beautiful as her and they knew it. She never seemed to mind their envy – in fact, I think she enjoyed it. When she’d had an especially good

  night she found a way of making sure it didn’t go unnoticed. There would be some new trinket for them to admire, a fragrance to sniff from her wrist, once even a winter wrap trimmed with real

  fur.




  These were women who wore the wealth they had: gold rings on their fingers, chains around their necks, the very latest fashions. Some rented places far shabbier than our apartment, but so long

  as they looked good when they stepped out of their front doors they didn’t seem to mind.




  All of them were captivated by the shininess of Mamma’s new gold sandals. Gianna pushed her feet into them, fixed the diamante daisies to her ears and struck a photo model’s pose. I

  looked on awkwardly, unused to being part of things, not quite sure how I was meant to behave.




  Perhaps sensing my discomfort, they made an effort to include me. Gianna took the daisies from her ears and clipped them onto mine. Slipping off a couple of rings from her own fingers, she

  passed them across the table.




  ‘Serafina, you look so plain,’ she declared. ‘You need some jewels. Try these on. And perhaps a necklace, too. No? But a girl your age needs to start thinking about her

  appearance. Trust me; no man likes a woman who doesn’t bother to make an effort.’




  ‘Gianna,’ my mother murmured, ‘leave her if she doesn’t want to try them.’




  ‘Why would she not want to? Every girl likes to look pretty. Put them on, Serafina,’ she urged.




  The jewellery looked out of place on me. My hands had only ever been for cooking meals or washing dishes; my fingernails were ragged, my skin reddened and rough.




  ‘You should let me give you a manicure.’ Gianna held out her own fingers to be admired. ‘See how I take good care of my nails. I always rub a little oil in the cuticles, keep

  them filed to the same length and paint them pretty shades. Things like that are important, Serafina, you’ll see.’




  ‘She doesn’t care about manicures,’ Mamma told her, waving at the waiter for another glass of Campari since she had swallowed her first so quickly. ‘She isn’t ready

  for things like that yet.’




  Gianna stared at me. ‘But how old are you?’ she demanded.




  ‘Nineteen,’ I admitted.




  ‘That’s old enough to wear a little make-up and some jewellery,’ she declared. ‘By the time I was your age I’d left home and—’




  ‘No, Gianna,’ my mother said in a low voice and with a warning shake of her head.




  Sulky at being silenced, Gianna took back her rings, sliding them onto her fingers. ‘If you change your mind about the manicure, the offer still stands,’ she murmured.




  I smiled but only because it seemed polite. My mother had been right – I didn’t want nails that were slick and fake with colour, or to crowd my fingers and throat with metal and move

  in a cloud of perfume so heavy I could taste it. I had no interest in being like that. Not at all.




  Mamma’s second glass of Campari went down much more slowly. As she sipped and lit yet another cigarette I tried not to picture my sisters on the school steps waiting for me. I only half

  listened to the chatter around the table – the talk of where was the best place in the Via Veneto these days and who had been seen with who the night before.




  I was pleased when my mother drained the last drops from her glass and decided it was time to go home. ‘I have to start on a new dress I’m making for Serafina. I’ll see you

  girls later though, no? We’ll have another little drink this evening.’




  My sisters had found their way home and were perfectly fine, just as Mamma had promised. Rosalina seemed especially thrilled by the adventure of being free to walk the streets without me.

  ‘We went through the Piazza di Santa Maria and the waiter from the café came out and gave us lollipops,’ she said excitedly. ‘Mine was lemon flavoured. He asked us to say

  hello to you, Mamma.’




  ‘Mmm,’ my mother replied. She was spreading the green polka-dot fabric across the kitchen table, the pins already in her mouth.




  ‘We came straight home,’ Rosalina promised. ‘We only stopped to say hello to the man at the newspaper kiosk. He told us Serafina had already been past and bought lots of

  magazines from him.




  ‘That’s nice, cara.’ Mamma sounded distracted. ‘Why don’t you girls give me some peace now? Go out on the terrace and enjoy the sun. Take your magazines to

  look at. Practise your reading.’




  We did as we were told, Rosalina only pretending to read because the print was far too small for her. As for Carmela, her fingernails were scarlet again. I noticed them as soon as she turned the

  first page. She flicked out her tongue when she saw me staring.




  ‘You’ll get into trouble,’ I hissed.




  ‘I don’t care.’ My sister held up a copy of Novella to block me from view.




  I had never noticed before just how many dense columns of words there were in those magazines. Usually we skipped over them, interested mainly in the pictures. But now I had to concentrate,

  searching for the columns of Hollywood news dotted among the romance stories and fashion spreads.




  As Mamma cut the fabric and set her sewing machine humming, I waded through the print until my head ached.




  Rosalina grew bored. ‘Can’t we go back to the piazza? See if the waiter will give me another lollipop?’ she whined.




  ‘No, not until we’ve finished with the magazines.’ Carmela was determined.




  ‘But this one’s too difficult to read and I don’t like it,’ Rosalina complained.




  ‘Well, swap with me, then,’ Carmela said impatiently. ‘Just try not to be so annoying.’




  ‘Girls,’ my mother called over the noise of her sewing machine. ‘Don’t think I can’t hear you.’




  It was me that found the photograph of Mario Lanza in Tempo magazine. It was from his most recent movie, Serenade, where he played a singer who loses his voice and falls into the

  depths of despair. In the picture he was scraping his fingers through the wet clay of a sculpture and wearing an agonised expression.




  I scanned the words that accompanied the picture then read them through a second time to be certain I’d understood. ‘Oh no, this is terrible news.’




  ‘What does it say?’ Carmela demanded.




  ‘That Mario Lanza has lost his voice like he did in Serenade. He can’t sing any more.’




  ‘Lost his voice?’ Carmela sounded disbelieving.




  ‘Listen to what it says,’ I told her.




  ‘Is life imitating art for Mario Lanza? The celebrated tenor has not sung live since pulling out of his Las Vegas concerts last year, citing a sore throat and disappointing his many

  fans. Critics declared his last album, Lanza on Broadway, the worst he had ever released and there are now rumours he has lost his voice entirely just like his character from the movie

  Serenade.




  ‘Born in the city of Philadelphia, Lanza is the son of Italian immigrants. He has been hailed as the new Caruso and seemed destined for greatness. But for some time there have been

  concerns that the tenor is forcing his voice, especially in the upper register, and this combined with recent bouts of ill health may have ruined it completely which would certainly be a

  tragedy.’




  Carmela looked shocked. ‘If he can’t sing any more then surely he won’t be coming to Rome to make a movie. Does the article say anything about that?’




  ‘Nothing at all.’




  My sister reached for the magazine to see for herself.




  ‘Forcing his voice in the upper register . . . What does it mean?’ I asked as she read.




  ‘I think it must mean the high notes. That he is pushing himself to reach them.’




  ‘So he’s straining his throat and making it sore?’




  Carmela shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But it makes no sense to me. He’s a big star. Why would he risk everything and ruin his voice?’




  ‘In Serenade he can’t sing because he’s heartbroken,’ I reminded her. ‘Then he falls in love with the beautiful Mexican woman and his voice is

  restored.’




  ‘That’s just a movie. In real life something else must be wrong – a more serious problem than heartbreak.’




  ‘Surely a voice like that could not be lost? It’s a gift from God.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Carmela admitted. ‘Perhaps he’s injured it in some way. Poor Mario Lanza. I can’t imagine opening my mouth and being unable to sing. If

  it’s true then his life might as well be over. What is he without his voice?’
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  Carmela had always been fascinated by Mamma’s things – the corsetry that nipped in her waist and held her belly flat; the boned bras to shape her breasts. Sometimes

  she tried them on, stuffing the spaces her body couldn’t fill with tissues and parading through the apartment in satin and lace. Mamma didn’t seem to mind her playing dress-up. Nor did

  she scold when she noticed the scarlet polish on her fingernails or complain when Carmela disappeared one afternoon and returned with her hair cropped like Audrey Hepburn’s in Roman

  Holiday. It didn’t matter what my sister did, it seemed she got away with it.




  But it wasn’t Carmela who was being given a new dress with narrow straps to show off tanned shoulders; a bright green dress covered in white polka dots with a skirt cut in a perfect circle

  so it flared when the wearer danced in it. I saw the expression on her face when Mamma stood me in front of the mirror, checking it fitted the curves of my body.




  ‘Remember that dress will be mine when you outgrow it,’ Carmela said. ‘Try not to rip or stain it in the meantime.’




  I was sure she was wrong. This frock would never be handed down. It was my mother’s gift meant just for me.




  ‘What do you think?’ Mamma smiled at my reflection in the mirror. ‘Bella, eh?’




  ‘Yes, it’s very beautiful,’ I agreed.




  My mother was quick and clever with fabric, but with this dress she had taken her time, determined there should be no stray stitches or wobbly seams. It looked smart enough to have come from any

  exclusive shop on the Via Condotti and in it I was a different version of myself, the tip of my ponytail touching my bare back, my breasts swelling above the sweetheart neckline.




  ‘Can I try it on?’ Carmela begged. ‘Please?’




  Mamma laughed. ‘It won’t fit you, cara. You don’t have the figure – not yet. In a few years’ time, perhaps.’




  ‘But it’s wasted on Serafina. She never goes anywhere nice enough to wear a dress like this one.’




  ‘Perhaps now she will,’ my mother said lightly. ‘Who knows where this dress will take you, eh, Serafina?’




  I turned my back so Mamma could unzip me.




  ‘No, no, leave it on,’ she insisted. ‘You must come with me, show all the girls how perfect you look. Just for a drink, cara, that’s all. So everyone can see what

  a fine job I did with the dress.’




  Carmela insisted on helping me get ready. She loved Mamma’s little jars of creams, the soft pouf to dip into loose powder, the lipsticks in gold cases and most of all the pancake make-up

  from Max Factor of Hollywood that the advertisements claimed was Elizabeth Taylor’s favourite.




  ‘Can I come, too?’ she wheedled, spreading make-up over her cheeks and admiring her reflection. ‘Just for a glass of Coca-Cola if I promise to be good.’




  Mamma smiled and shook her head. ‘Sometimes you’re so like I was at your age, Carmela . . . so like me.’




  At the corner bar there were yellow sun umbrellas fluttering in the breeze and American rock ’n’ roll music was turned up loud. All of Mamma’s friends were

  there, clustered round their favourite table, and they called for more Campari the moment they saw us coming. The waiter put a segment of orange in mine, and a coloured paper umbrella that poked

  above the rim. ‘Your first cocktail,’ he announced, planting it on the table with a flourish.




  Everyone made such a fuss, admiring the dress, making me twirl so they could see the flare of the skirt. They pulled my hair from its ponytail, exclaiming when it fell into soft waves around my

  face.




  ‘Enchanting,’ Mamma declared.




  ‘Yes, much better,’ Gianna conceded.




  The Campari was bitterer than I’d expected but the drink was pleasantly fizzy and I sipped carefully so it wouldn’t drip down my new dress. As soon as I had emptied the glass, they

  ordered me another.




  ‘Your second cocktail,’ the waiter laughed and I finished that one more quickly, enjoying the way it was helping to blur and soften everything.




  One of the women placed a gold bangle round my wrist and I didn’t complain, even though I hated the feeling of gold warmed by another woman’s skin. They teased my hair and glossed my

  lips in red. I even allowed Gianna to file my fingernails and blow cigarette smoke in my face. It felt as if we were having a party, a nice time.




  Then my mother glanced at the light leaching from the sky and down at the watch on her wrist. ‘It’s getting late,’ she said and all the gaiety stopped.




  Faces were powdered hastily. Gianna spritzed more perfume on her wrists and pressed them behind her ears. ‘Are you coming with us?’ she asked.




  Mamma replied on my behalf. ‘No, not tonight,’ she murmured. ‘Serafina is going back to her sisters now.’




  Gianna threw me a look – half amusement, half disdain – then dismissed me with a shrug of her shoulders. ‘Of course, run home with the children. The rest of us will go to

  work.’




  Run I did, hitching my skirt in my hands, my head pounding with the alcohol I had drunk, not stopping until I was standing outside the entrance to our apartment.




  Inside Carmela was playing a Mario Lanza record; I could hear his voice through the closed door. He was singing ‘Ave Maria’, the sound so clear and pure. I closed my eyes and stayed

  there, remembering how in his movie Serenade the song marks the moment Mario realises his lost talent has returned. He begins the first few bars hesitantly then lets his voice go free and

  soar until the whole church rings with it. I had heard that recording of ‘Ave Maria’ a hundred times or more but that night, pushing the door ajar to listen better, the music seemed

  like a miracle.
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