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Sunday evenings were the time for romance in the little village of San Giulio. Romance Italian style.


And that is why Maria Domenica Carrozza was strolling down the main street, arm in arm with her mother, Pepina. Her younger sister Rosaria hung reluctantly off Mamma’s other arm.


The evening was pleasantly warm and Pepina in no hurry. She took time to show off her daughters, walking them at a leisurely pace past tall, narrow buildings the colour of washed sand and down the worn stone steps in front of the church onto the cobbled piazza below.


‘Mamma,’ Rosaria whimpered, prodding her mother with slightly grubby fingers. ‘I’m tired. Can we go home now? Please?’


‘Basta, Rosaria,’ hissed Pepina, without changing the even rhythm of her very best shoes clip-clopping over the cobbles. ‘It’s still so early. We’ll take a little drink at the caffe, bellisima figlia.’


Broad beam swinging, she steered her two dark-eyed, dark-haired daughters towards the bright lights of Il Caffe dei Fratelli Angeli where the pastries were rich and creamy, the coffee strong and the tables always overflowing with friends, neighbours and, who knew, maybe a suitable husband for one of her pretty girls?


For as long as anyone could remember, Caffe Angeli had stood guard over the far corner of the main piazza of San Giulio, a dusty, old village that rose boldly from the empty plains of Campania. There were no hills or valleys for San Giulio to nestle in, no high stone walls to hide behind. The wide, flat tract of land upon which it lay stretched out all the way to the Mediterranean Sea.


But although San Giulio stood open and defenceless, the villagers had somehow managed to hold the outside world at bay. Like most people born in the fertile lands surrounding Naples, here they still clung tightly to the old ways. Young women married early; old women dressed in black from the day they lost their first loved one; Rita Pavone crooned soothingly from the village’s one and only jukebox; and Mamma still knew what was best for her daughters.


For sixteen-year-old Maria Domenica, that meant a life spent between the four walls of her mother’s kitchen, except for Sunday evenings when she escaped for a few short hours to make la passeggiata through the streets of San Giulio.


Maria Domenica had never questioned being made to leave school at thirteen. After all, she was the eldest of six. There was bread to be baked, chickens to be fed, children to be bathed, and Pepina couldn’t do it all alone.


As for her father Erminio, he was busy driving his truck laden with peaches and plums across the country. Looking after babies? That was women’s work and best that Maria Domenica learn about it early so she’d be ready to bring up her own children when they came along in a couple of years.


It fell to Pepina to find men good enough to marry her daughters. Sunday after Sunday she strolled determinedly through the dusty main street and around the plain little fountain in the piazza, showing the village what she had to offer: nice girls in their finest dresses, good girls who’d have pretty babies and keep the pans in the kitchen bubbling with delicious things.


‘Mamma,’ repeated Rosaria, nudging at her insistently with her shoulder, ‘can I have a Coca-Cola? Mamma, please? I’m thirsty.’


At fourteen, Rosaria was too young to be paraded through the town on a Sunday night, Pepina knew that, but better to show off two daughters than one, especially when there were three more at home growing up fast. Six children and only one of them a son – porca miseria. Where had she gone wrong?


‘Mamma, Coca-Cola.’


‘OK, OK, Rosaria.’


Across the busy caffe, Pepina glimpsed Elena Manzoni and waved. Elena had a nice son, Marco, who was around Maria Domenica’s age. A good boy, he’d inherit their farm one day and both she and Erminio had agreed their eldest daughter could do worse.


Obediently, Maria Domenica let her mother weave her through the crowded tables of Caffe Angeli. She wasn’t a truly beautiful girl. Her legs were too gangly, her skin too freckled, her eyes too deep-set and her nose too long for real prettiness. And yet she had long, black hair that fell down her back like water and a smile that made old men smile back in reply.


A quick kiss on both cheeks for Elena and her son. Marco wouldn’t meet her eyes. His gaze was fixed over her shoulder at apple-cheeked, soft-bellied Rosaria, already sucking up her Coca-Cola greedily through a straw.


Pepina nudged her.


‘Marco, come and help me choose a song on the jukebox,’ Maria Domenica stammered, jingling the change in her pocket. ‘Who do you like? Rita Pavone? Little Tony? Maybe they’ll have some new songs on it this week.’


As she moved him reluctantly away from her little sister’s orbit, Maria Domenica wished she could say what was really in her mind: ‘I don’t want you, Marco. You’re welcome to Rosaria. Have her, take her now. I’m tired of listening to her whine, I’m sick of watching her eat. She’ll be old and fat in a heartbeat and she’ll nag you for the next forty years but, if you want her, then take her, Marco, per favore, take her.’


Instead she stood quietly next to the boy her mother had picked out for her, uncertain how she was expected to behave.


Marco’s full, soft mouth drooped as he ran his eye over the jukebox. ‘Merda. No one listens to this stuff in the city. In Rome, in Naples, they wouldn’t put good money in this useless heap of junk.’


‘So what if they don’t listen to it in the city?’ she countered with some spirit. ‘That doesn’t mean we can’t like it here in San Giulio.’


‘San Giulio,’ he spat bitterly. ‘I’m not wasting any more of my life in this place. Don’t look for me here next week drinking Coca-Cola with the old women and the children.’


‘You have plans?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Tell me, Marco. Where will you go?’


‘To the city, of course, where do you think?’


‘What will you do there?’


Frowning at the jukebox, Marco stayed silent.


‘Marco, what will you do in the city?’ she repeated, her voice growing louder.


‘Shut up,’ he hissed. ‘Do you want everyone to know? I’ll tell you if you’ll just shut up for a minute.’


It turned out Marco had a cousin living in Rome. A cousin who had a job in a butcher’s shop, a rented room in Trastevere and a good line in following the pretty female tourists looking for la dolce vita on the Via Veneto. All Marco needed was his train fare.


‘I could come with you, maybe? To Rome?’ Maria Domenica’s black eyes widened, as the possibility of escape occurred to her for the first time.


‘Come on, you’re a girl,’ said Marco, his sulky lips now stretched into an amused grin. ‘You’re just a girl. And you’re not going anywhere.’


Around the room many pairs of eyes were watching Maria Domenica and Marco exchange their few words. Their mothers gazed at them hopefully, keen for any sign of romance. As for Rosaria, her eyes were resentful and dull. Banging her now empty Coca-Cola bottle repetitively on the side of the table, she frowned. What was Mamma doing trying to matchmake those two anyway? Wasn’t it obvious who Marco wanted? And if she had anything to do with it, Marco was going to get his wish before the year was out.


From behind the fine Gaggia coffee machine that he worked like a musical instrument, Franco Angeli watched the young couple too. How long before he heard this pair’s complaints? he wondered. There are no Beatles songs on the jukebox. There’s no pop music. Bah! He slammed down a frothing jug of milk on the shining stainless steel counter in disgust.


From the high walls many more Franco Angelis were staring down on the couple just as disapprovingly. When Franco and his brother Gennaro had started II Caffe dei Fratelli Angeli many years ago they’d indulged their passion for Italian art. They’d hired a talented young painter who had spent many, many months balanced precariously on a scaffold, slowly covering the walls and ceiling with reproductions of the brothers’ favourite paintings. In the finest Renaissance tradition, the patrons’ faces appeared somewhere in every picture.


So here on the ceiling was a surprised Franco Angeli almost touching the finger of a bearded God in Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam, and there on the wall an admiring Gennaro Angeli watching Botticelli’s Venus step out from her half-shell. And behind the counter were a couple of cheeky Raphael cherubs with more than a passing resemblance to photos of the young Franco and Gennaro.


The locals barely raised their eyes to all this beauty any more. Most of the young ones had hardly ever registered it was there at all. In the quietest way, as he served people coffee all day, this broke Franco Angeli’s heart.


‘Hey, Marco.’ Maria Domenica laughed now and raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘If you go to Rome you can go see the real Sistine Chapel. See how it compares to Caffe Angeli.’


Marco rolled his eyes. Beauty was what he saw in the mirror every morning, not a bit of old paint on a wall. ‘When I get to Rome I won’t be wasting any of my time,’ he promised her. ‘I’ll find a job and once I’ve started earning I’ll buy myself a Vespa like my cousin Antonio’s. And then we’ll have some fun.’


‘Will you ever come back?’


‘Maybe, in ten years’ time. You’ll be married with kids by then, I expect. I’ll come by and see you though. You and your sister Rosaria. And I’ll take you both for a ride in my Ferrari.’ He laughed, turning away from her and the jukebox that had so disappointed him. ‘See you in ten years, eh, Maria Domenica? I’ll be looking forward to it.’


If anyone had been watching Maria Domenica at that moment they’d have seen an expression settling on her face that she’d never worn in all her sixteen years of being an obedient and conscientious eldest daughter. An expression that spelled trouble.
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Pepina had a fear of running out of bread. The shelves of her big wooden dresser were always groaning with hard, coarse loaves that would break the teeth of anyone not brought up on their tough crusts. And still every morning Maria Domenica was expected to rise early with her mother and bake more.


‘So long as there is bread on those shelves our stomachs will never be empty,’ Pepina said without fail each day as they pulled out the big sack of flour and lit the oven. And if her eldest daughter breathed a sigh or cast an eye at the row of loaves they’d baked the day before, she never noticed.


Side by side, they worked at the long kitchen table as the sun rose, chickens clucking around their feet. Backs bent, they kneaded the stiff yellow dough with strong fingers. And as they worked, they talked. Well, this morning Pepina talked and Maria Domenica daydreamed of a different life outside these familiar flaking walls.


The kitchen was where mother and daughter spent most of their days. It was dominated by a pine table worn smooth from decades of use by Carrozza women, and its windows looked out on the vegetable patch where they dug and weeded in the cool of the morning and the late afternoon and at the orchard of peach trees that stretched beyond and behind them.


This was the original part of the single-storey house: its walls had been built to last and its floor flagged in stone. But open the door that led to the bedrooms and things became crooked and haphazard. Here was a doorframe scrounged from a demolition site up the road and there a window ledge that Erminio’s father had tacked together from a few old pieces of wood. Walls leaned inwards, ceilings sloped and Pepina lived in fear of what would happen if there were an earthquake. On the wall above each bed there was a picture of Our Lady and an effigy of Christ on the cross and, whenever she remembered, Pepina prayed to them both to keep her creaking walls standing.


The bedrooms, tacked on to the building whenever a new child was born, were really only for sleeping in. During waking hours family life revolved around the kitchen where the day always began with baking.


It was Maria Domenica’s job to mix the sugar and yeast with warm water and let it stand until it grew foamy. And then, once the round, flat loaves her mother had shaped were in the hot oven, she was in charge of spraying them with water so the crusts would be hard enough for them to last for days. It wasn’t work that could be rushed and often half a morning had passed before mother and daughter had the satisfaction of seeing their warm bread cooling on the wire rack above the stove.


Pepina’s hands were tough and callused from years of toil, her shoulders stooped from the hours bent over the kitchen table, yet she didn’t seem unhappy with her lot. Every morning she greeted her daughter with a smile and gossiped and laughed through the day’s long work.


‘Don’t get me wrong, I’d miss you around here,’ she was saying now as she kneaded the dough. ‘You’re a good helper, Maria Domenica. You’ve always been a good girl. But Rosaria could take over your work when you go. It’s time that girl had a little more discipline.’


Her mother’s words jolted Maria Domenica back to reality. ‘Go, Mamma? Where am I going? I never said I was going anywhere.’


‘Scema! Have you been listening to a word I’ve said?’ Pepina slapped down her dough in a warm sunny spot and, covering it with a damp cloth, left it to rise. ‘You’re sixteen now. I was betrothed to your father by then. And Marco Manzoni is a nice boy. Perhaps a little vain, but then all these young people seem obsessed with their clothes and hair these days. Elena and I think you will do well together. You and Marco.’


‘But Mamma, I don’t want to be with Marco Manzoni.’ Maria Domenica’s fingers stilled and sank into the floury dough. ‘And he doesn’t want to be with me. I think he has other plans.’


‘Oh, plans. I’m sure he has lots of plans. He’s a clever boy, that Marco. And no one’s saying that you have to rush into anything. Just take some time to get to know each other. Elena has asked that you go and eat with the family one day soon. Mind, I hear she’s not much of a cook so you may have to have a bit of bread and cheese before you go. You know what, Maria Domenica, I really think we should bake an extra loaf. I’d hate to run out.’


With a despairing glance at the already full shelves, Maria Domenica poured another mound of coarse flour onto the table, made a well in the middle and filled it with yeasty water. As she began to mix, a sleepy-eyed Rosaria pushed open the kitchen door. Her dark hair was tousled and her skin so sticky with sweat that her nightdress was clinging to the curves of her generous young body.


‘Oh, it’s so hot today,’ she yawned. ‘Mamma, can I go to the beach this afternoon?’


Each summer Pepina’s sister, Lucia, rented a small cabin on the nearest stretch of beach, known as La Sabbia D’Oro, and most stifling July and August days she and her two daughters would rush through their chores in the morning and spend the afternoons cooling off in the sea and working on their tans.


But Lucia’s family lived in a little apartment in the centre of town. Cleaning and shopping took no time at all for them. Here in Pepina’s sprawling farmhouse in the dusty countryside outside San Giulio there was a long list of chores to be done and it was a rare day when her girls got to the bottom of it in time to join their cousins on the sand.


‘The beach? Not today, Rosaria. You can help your sister finish the bread. And then I want you to make some gnocchi for your father, in case he’s home tonight.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘And there’s a pile of dirty washing once you’ve finished that.’


‘But Mamma, the Manzonis have rented a cabin on La Sabbia D’Oro this year. They’ll be there today.’ Rosaria cast a sly look towards her sister. ‘I told Marco me and Maria Domenica would make a big tray of cannelloni and take it over for his lunch. I promised him.’


‘Well, if you’re going to make a decent cannelloni you should have been up an hour ago, lazy girl.’ Pepina was already crashing about trying to unearth a tray worthy of bearing Marco’s cannelloni. ‘Hurry. You get dressed and we’ll start.’


Triumph shone briefly in Rosaria’s small black eyes. She didn’t usually get her own way quite so quickly and easily. But these days her mother would agree to just about anything if it meant throwing her big sister together with Marco. Today was going to be a good day after all – an afternoon at the beach and a big plate of Mamma’s cannelloni for lunch. And who knew? Maybe Marco really would be there.


While she loved the sea, Maria Domenica dreaded beach life. Her cousins knew everyone on La Sabbia D’Oro. They’d been going there since they were children. Now they were teenagers, bronzed and confident. As they laughed, exchanging gossip and morsels of food with their friends, Maria Domenica would stretch her skinny, sun-starved body stiffly on the sand, trying not to look as much of an outsider as she felt.


Rosaria was right. It was hot, boiling hot. And for a second Maria Domenica was tempted to dig out her faded old swimming costume and brave the beach. But other, bigger plans were forming in her mind and, if she played her cards right, this could be the day she put them into action. First she had to get Mamma and the rest of them out of the way for a few hours.


She’d watched Rosaria often enough over the years to have learned how best to manipulate her mother.


‘Mamma, why don’t you come to the beach too?’ she called in a voice big enough to reach the vegetable patch where Pepina was picking ripe tomatoes for the cannelloni sauce, and loud enough to echo down the corridor and through the bedrooms where her brother and sisters were waking up. ‘We could take all the kids and make a day of it. What do you think?’


It had the desired effect. Within seconds a swarm of noisy kids surrounded her mother. Dogs were barking, Rosaria was laughing and little voices were chanting insistently, ‘Beach, beach, beach.’


Maria Domenica waited until her mother was busy trying to cram trays of food and wriggling children into her car to tell the first real lie of her life.


Rubbing her stomach, she began, ‘Mamma, I’ve got cramps. I think maybe I’m getting my monthly. Do you mind if I don’t come to the beach?’


‘But Maria Domenica, the whole point … you do look pale, I suppose.’


‘I don’t feel good, I really don’t.’


Minutes later, watching the cloud of dust raised by her mother’s car as it headed towards the beach, Maria Domenica did feel something. But it wasn’t cramp. It was a little flutter of excitement.
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Franco Angeli was having a quiet day. It seemed as though the heat had driven the whole town down to the beach. Franco could have shut up shop and followed them down there, he supposed, but sometimes the quiet times were the best times in his little caffe. He hummed contentedly as he polished up his Gaggia coffee machine, with its sturdy stainless steel body and varnished wooden handles, until it was so clean it gleamed.


He was so deep in thought he didn’t notice Pepina Carrozza’s eldest girl sidle in. When Franco finally looked up she was standing quietly, staring at the three Botticelli muses dancing across his wall.


‘Have you been to Rome and seen the real one?’ Maria Domenica asked him finally.


‘That one’s not in Rome, it’s in Florence. But, yes, I’ve seen it. It’s called Primavera and it’s a very beautiful painting.’


She nodded up at the ceiling. ‘What about that? Isn’t that in Rome, in the Sistine Chapel? I remember learning about that one at school. Have you seen it?’


‘Yes, I’ve seen them all. And they are all incredible. Maybe you’ll get to see them one day too.’


Maria Domenica stared steadily at him. She was about to tell the second lie of her life. ‘That’s sort of what I came to talk to you about,’ she began, climbing onto a stool and resting her elbows on his gleaming counter. ‘My father Erminio – you know him, he drives the fruit truck – he gets to travel all over Italy and see everything. But my mother, on the other hand, she has never been beyond Naples. So I have a secret plan. I want to save up and take her on a trip to Rome to see the Sistine Chapel.’


‘Well, that’s wonderful, but why are you telling me?’


‘Because I need to find a job to earn the money. And I wondered if I could help you in the caffe. I’m a hard worker and a good cook. I can clean, serve customers. Whatever you want really.’


It wasn’t a bad idea now Franco thought about it. Things had been a bit stretched in Caffe Angeli since his wife had died and his brother Gennaro had left him and moved up north. He had just one son, Giovanni, but he was busy with his schooling and too young to be much help around the caffe.


‘You’d be here to work, not hang about the tables talking to your friends,’ Franco warned.


‘Yes.’


‘I’d expect you to work as hard as Gennaro did before he moved to Milan.’


‘That’s OK.’


‘And I might need you in the evenings sometimes – how will your parents be about that?’


‘They’ll be fine … only you mustn’t tell them why I need the money,’ she reminded him. ‘That’s a secret surprise.’


‘A secret surprise?’ Franco’s elfin features creased into a smile and his eyes danced behind his round, silver-framed spectacles. ‘OK, OK, you’ve got yourself a job, I guess.’


‘Oh, grazie, Franco, grazie, grazie.’ Maria Domenica was tripping over her words in her hurry to thank him adequately.


‘Prego,’ he replied and, with a hiss of his Gaggia, produced two steaming cups of coffee. ‘Since we have a deal, we’d better drink on it,’ he told her.


As Maria Domenica’s coffee cup clinked against his, Franco grew more serious. ‘You know you’ll be the first person to work here who isn’t part of the Angeli family. The first outsider. I hope you won’t give me cause to regret it.’


A worm of guilt joined the butterfly of excitement deep in Maria Domenica’s stomach. Two lies told already today and still one more to go.


The third lie was the most difficult. That came later back home, as her family tumbled out of Mamma’s little car, all sunburned, sandy limbs and satisfied smiles.


‘You missed a great day at the beach,’ her little brother Salvatore told her, jumping up and down with the sheer excitement of it all. ‘We had ice cream.’


‘The sea was so warm, it was gorgeous,’ smiled Rosaria lazily. ‘The only strange thing was that Marco wasn’t there.’


‘Oh. Where was he then?’


‘Nobody knew,’ shrugged Pepina, pulling the licked-clean cannelloni trays out of the boot of the car. ‘Still, there were plenty of takers for the pasta. It didn’t get wasted, eh, Rosaria?’


Catching a whiff of onions sweating gently in olive oil, Pepina ducked through the vine-covered doorway and into her kitchen. ‘Oh, you’re a good girl, Maria Domenica. You’ve started the dinner. How are you feeling, eh, those cramps gone away, figlia?’


‘Oh not so bad.’ She realized with some shock that she was almost a practised liar by now.


‘Before Papa gets home I have something I wanted to ask you, Mamma,’ she continued quickly. ‘I was talking to Franco Angeli last night when we were at the caffe and he asked if I’d go and help out there some evenings. Since his brother Gennaro moved to Milan with his wife the poor man has been exhausted. He needs an extra pair of hands.’


Pepina frowned. ‘So it would be like a job then? I don’t know what your father will say about that.’


‘Well, more like a favour than a job. But he will pay me a little. And I thought I could save the money. You know, for the future, for when I’m … when I’m … married.’


If she could get her mother to agree, she didn’t think her father would put up much of a fight.


‘The thing is, Mamma, I’ll just be in the caffe. You and Rosaria can come in and see me whenever you like.’ She stirred a smooth swirl of sieved tomatoes into the gluey mass of onions. ‘And I’ll still be here at home in the morning to help you with the baking.’


‘Well, I don’t know.’ Pepina had been taken by surprise.


Rosaria, too, hadn’t expected anything like this to come from her usually so dull older sister, but already she could see the possibilities. ‘Imagine the gossip Maria Domenica will hear in that place every day,’ she cackled. ‘Everybody goes there. She won’t miss a thing.’


‘She’ll be working, not gossiping.’ Pepina flicked a tea towel at her second eldest daughter. ‘And work will be something you’ll be doing a lot more of too, figlia, with your sister busy at the caffe every day. Here, take this.’ She tossed the tea towel at her. ‘You may as well start now.’


And so Maria Domenica found herself on the other side of the stainless steel counter at Caffe Angeli, dressed in a starched white apron and learning, from an ever patient Franco Angeli, the secrets of his sometimes temperamental Gaggia.


Soon she could pull the wooden handles like an expert and put a perfect crema on the top of every cup of espresso she made. And each night, as she fell into bed exhausted, her long black hair still smelling of the roasted beans, she thought of the growing pile of money stuffed inside her mattress. Her savings, for her future.
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Rosaria had been right about one thing: from her little spot behind the Gaggia, Maria Domenica heard all the town’s gossip. People talked and she listened.


‘Did you hear the news?’ Gina Rossi eased herself onto one of the red leather stools lined up beside the stainless steel counter. ‘Marco Manzoni has disappeared. He went out early on Monday morning and he hasn’t been seen since.’


Later from Aunt Lucia: ‘I heard his clothes were gone. And his records. His mother Elena hasn’t heard a word from him in days.’


Next day: ‘Poor Elena – she’s been robbed,’ confided Gloria Ferrero, the butcher’s wife. ‘The golden holy medals she used to carry around in her bag everywhere with her for safekeeping? Gone! She refuses to believe it was Marco. But really, who else?’


And then a week later: ‘Did you hear that Elena Manzoni got a letter from that no-good son of hers at last? In Rome apparently. Living with one of his cousins and getting into no end of trouble, I bet.’


Finally Elena herself, jowls quivering as she announced loudly to all those gathered on the stools and round the tables: ‘My Marco, such a hard-working boy. Only been in Rome a week or two and already has a job in the butcher’s shop with his cousin. He’ll go far that boy of mine.’ Then, patting Maria Domenica on the hand, ‘Never mind, cara. I know you had hopes of him. But you’ll find another nice boy in town to be your sweetheart.’


As she served tiny white cups of strong, black espresso to the regulars at the counter, Maria Domenica was aware of sympathetic glances aimed in her direction. She supposed that Elena – or her mother – had been talking. Well, let them all think she was heartbroken over Marco. It made no odds to her. The only person she couldn’t bear to believe in the lie of her love for Marco was Franco Angeli.


‘So your boyfriend skipped town,’ he teased one busy afternoon during a lull in the endless stream of customers.


‘He’s not my boyfriend. Our mammas kept trying to matchmake us. But I promise you that I never showed the slightest bit of interest in him. I don’t want a boyfriend. I’m happy as I am.’


‘All young girls want a boyfriend.’ Franco was laughing at her now. ‘You want to get married and have babies, don’t you?’


‘Would you like to tell me exactly where it’s written that all girls have to marry and have babies and then spend the rest of their lives slaving in the kitchen like my mamma does?’


A couple of regulars in the corner looked up from their glasses of Campari and soda, surprised at her vehemence.


‘It’s not written anywhere,’ Franco said reasonably. ‘Most just do want to marry, that’s all. And so do the boys, although often they pretend they’d rather not. My wedding day was the happiest of my life. And the day my Giovanni was born the proudest.’


Maria Domenica felt irritated with Franco and then immediately guilty. It wasn’t his fault he didn’t understand her – she only half understood herself. She stared at the painted Venus hovering behind the jukebox.


‘Well, not everyone’s the same, are they?’ she replied. ‘There are people who want different things from their lives.’


Franco stopped wiping the Gaggia and gave her his full attention. ‘So what is it you want from your life, Maria Domenica, if it’s not marriage and babies?’


She frowned. How best to explain it? She’d known for a long time that the farmhouse she’d grown up in was too small a fit for her. Even as a child, at the end of the day’s chores, she liked to throw off her apron and lie beneath the peach trees, staring at the patches of blue sky between the branches and pretending she was somewhere else.


The longing to escape was growing stronger, especially as Marco seemed to have managed it so easily. For just a short while she’d like to live some place where not a soul knew who she was, where nobody knew her family or remembered her as a baby, no one had sat next to her at school or played with her on La Sabbia D’Oro. Then she could be whoever she wanted to be. She could be someone totally different. But how to explain that to Franco?


‘It’s not that I don’t want a husband and family,’ she managed at last. ‘Just not quite yet. I want to be someone first.’


‘You’re someone already!’ Franco was laughing again. He threw the cloth over to her. ‘Here, you can be the someone who finishes this. I’m running across the road to buy a newspaper and then I’d like five minutes’ peace and quiet to read it before we get busy again.’


Some days Franco’s son Giovanni abandoned his schoolwork and came to lend a hand for an hour or two. He was a skinny, serious boy who followed her round the caffe like a faithful puppy and blushed to the very roots of his close-cropped, dark hair whenever she said a word to him. Although he was only trying to be helpful, he always seemed to be standing in the very spot where Maria Domenica wanted to be. He dropped things and he mixed up orders. But he was Franco’s only child and she was kind to him.


Some days Rosaria came in and sat on a high stool by the counter. She never said very much – just seemed happy to eat and watch them work. Her appetite for sweet fizzy drinks and creamy cakes amazed even Franco.


‘I love a girl who knows how to empty a plate,’ he’d say, pushing a crisp, shell-shaped pastry filled with ricotta, vanilla and sugared orange peel towards the calmly chewing Rosaria. ‘Try one of these sfolgliatelle next, they’re delicious. Buon appetito.’


Franco was so soft-hearted that half the time he didn’t charge Rosaria for her sweet treats. But she always seemed to have a few coins rolling round in her pocket to offer in payment. Once or twice Maria Domenica had tried giving her sister a quizzical look as she handed over her small change and she’d received a hard, sullen stare in reply. Perhaps Rosaria was rattling round in Pepina’s chest of drawers when her back was turned or sweeping the odd stray coin off the tabletop whenever she got the chance. Maria Domenica knew she ought to say or do something about it but she dreaded the drama that would ensue. It seemed easier to stay silent and watch Rosaria chew.


She was convinced her sister had gone up an entire dress size, maybe two, since Marco left. If you watched her carefully it seemed she was growing fatter by the hour.


‘Another Coca-Cola, per favore?’ Rosaria’s voice was muffled by the large pastry she was stuffing into her mouth.


‘My God, Franco, take the plate off her, she’ll eat that next.’


‘Don’t be so revolting, Maria Domenica. I’m just hungry. Hardly a thing has passed my lips all day. Just some of Mamma’s bread and a hot chocolate this morning. It’s been work, work, work all day. I haven’t stopped for weeks. Do you know, I haven’t even been near the beach since that day when you wanted to go to look for Marco and then changed your mind.’


‘You wanted to go look for Marco, not me.’


‘Didn’t find him though, did I?’ Rosaria polished off her pastry and took a long swig of Coca-Cola. ‘Wonder what he’s doing now?’


‘Who knows?’


‘Maybe I’ll go to Rome and find him.’


‘Yeah, right. You’re fourteen, Rosaria. Maybe you’ll be picked up by the police and brought straight back home again to a big slap from Mamma.’


Slyly now: ‘You’re just jealous. He always liked me more than you.’


‘No, he liked himself more than he liked any of us!’


Franco broke in. ‘Girls, girls, no fighting. Maria Domenica, there are some tables over there that need a wipe. And Rosaria, can I get you anything else?’


As she wiped and her little sister ate, Maria Domenica felt oddly content. It seemed these days as if some of her happiest moments were spent in this steamy little caffe. She loved her view from behind the counter – the red leather banquettes that stretched down the length of one wall, the wooden tables and chairs she wiped down each day, the jukebox glowing in the corner and the vast gold-framed mirror on the far wall that reflected the whole scene. There were times when she felt she never wanted to leave the place. But she only had to raise her eyes to the paintings that covered the rest of the walls and ceiling to remember there was a whole big world out there. Surely it wasn’t so wrong for her to want to go and see just a little bit of it?
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Maria Domenica’s father was home at last. His big truck blocked the dusty driveway that led to the farmhouse and his enormous body loomed over the kitchen table.


Anyone wondering where Rosaria had got her love of food need look no further than Erminio, who had returned home with half a dozen rotisserie chickens cooked up at a roadside stall. Rapture lit his face as he sliced into fresh, milky buffalo mozzarella or cleaved a juicy red watermelon in two. He pinched the cheeks of his children with delight and caused Pepina serious alarm as he made inroads into her bread stocks.


‘Ah, it’s so good to be home,’ he sighed and inhaled the steam from a vast bowl of spaghetti con le vongole.


The farm was a different place when Erminio was home. Dogs barked less, children played quietly and even Rosaria rose early each morning to bake bread with her sister without a word of complaint falling from her lips.


Salvatore, his only son, was the favourite naturally. Still young enough to curl up on his father’s knee and rest his dark head on the soft, rounded belly that shook and trembled whenever he found something funny. But for Maria Domenica, his first-born, there was also a special place in Erminio’s heart. And when he learned she’d found herself a job, the smile dropped right off his big, laughing face.


‘A job? Why do you want a job? Do I not provide for you?’ He was angry and hurt. ‘Am I not doing a good enough job for you all?’


‘It’s not like that, Papa.’


‘No? What is it like then?’


‘I’m helping Franco Angeli out.’


‘If Franco Angeli wants help, let him look to his own family and leave mine alone.’


‘But that’s just it. He doesn’t have any family.’ Maria Domenica felt quite desperate. ‘His wife is dead, his brother has moved to Milan and his only son is still at school.’


All afternoon, as they ate around the long wooden table, Maria Domenica pleaded. Through the pasta course, the meat and the vegetables; as her father despatched a plate of fried eel and picked the most delicious bits out of a salad. Finally, when her mother placed the pecorino cheese and some of her precious rough, golden bread on the table, Erminio relented.


‘OK, OK, you win, Maria Domenica. Just this one time you win. You can have your job. But no woman in my family has ever worked before.’ He chewed the hard bread thoughtfully. ‘None of your aunties and certainly not your grandmother.’


Matching her father mouthful for mouthful had kept Rosaria quiet so far but now she spoke up. ‘What about me? Can I get a job as well, Papa?’


Laughing again, he pushed a pile of dirty plates towards her. ‘You already have a job, cara. And you’d better get started on it right now.’


Rosaria washed, Maria Domenica dried. It seemed as though the pile of oily pans and tomato-smeared plates would never shrink.


Maria Domenica took the soapy dishes from her sister’s hands and watched her family. Her father fiddling with the radio dial trying to find something to listen to; her mother with eyes half closed and belly full, struggling to stay awake; her younger sisters and brother playing quietly in the hope that no one would remember they were there and send them for a nap; and Rosaria, glowering over the sink filled with dishes and scrubbing only half the dirt away. She loved them all but sometimes Maria Domenica felt like an outsider.


She spoke her thoughts out loud. ‘Isn’t there more to life than this?’


Rosaria half caught her words and gave her a sidelong glance. ‘What’s that you’re saying?’


She hesitated and then plunged on. ‘Don’t you ever want to travel, Rosaria? See the world? Get away from here?’


Rosaria shrugged. ‘Francesca Maggio’s daughter went to Capri for two nights on her honeymoon. She said it was beautiful. I wouldn’t mind going there when I get married.’


‘Yes, but I mean further than Capri. Further than Italy maybe.’


Rosaria shrugged. ‘Why would I want to do that?’


Maria Domenica didn’t have an easy answer for her and so she said no more. Instead, taking the pasta pot, she rinsed it clean of suds and wiped it dry carefully.


‘Oh, I’m so full,’ Rosaria groaned. ‘That was a feast. But why does Mamma have to make this terrible mess? Everything anyone does in this house seems to leave a mess behind and I’m the one who has to clean it up.’
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When rumours spread through the town of San Giulio, sooner or later they seeped into Caffe Angeli. And, although she rarely joined in with the gossips, Maria Domenica would have had to take her hands off the wooden handles of the Gaggia and place them firmly over her ears to avoid hearing it all.


‘You’ll never guess what! You’ll never guess what!’ Aunt Lucia was excited and quite breathless. She’d clearly run from somewhere, gold jewellery clanking and peroxide blonde hair stiffening in the warm breeze, in her haste to be the first to pass on the news. ‘Marco Manzoni has got some girl in Rome pregnant.’


‘What?’


Coffee cups hit saucers and the Caffe Angeli regulars stilled as they waited to hear everything.


‘Well …’ Lucia slid onto one of the red leather banquettes that lined the far wall of the caffe, her face glowing with the pleasure of a secret known and about to be told. ‘It’s an English girl apparently, living in Rome, teaching or nannying or whatever. Of course,’ Lucia hurried on to the most important and dramatic part, ‘Marco will have to marry her now or she’ll be ruined!’


Girls in San Giulio didn’t fall pregnant unless they were married. And if somehow they did manage to fill their bellies with baby, they could be sure they’d find themselves standing in front of a priest before they got too big to look respectable in a wedding dress.


All week long the caffe hummed with the scandal.


‘Elena is going up to Rome to meet the girl,’ confided one regular.


‘I heard they’ll be married in Rome and she won’t come to San Giulio until after the baby is born,’ revealed another.


‘Apparently Marco’s just lucky there aren’t a dozen girls carrying his babies the way he’s been behaving in Rome,’ hissed a scandalized Lucia.


And finally Elena herself: ‘My Marco, he’s such a good boy. He did want to marry the girl, make an honest woman of her. But her English father said he didn’t want a daughter of his marrying a greasy Italian.’ Her voice grew shrill with indignation. ‘Greasy, he said, greasy!’ Then it fell to a whisper. ‘To be honest, she was a fast piece. She seduced my Marco. I can only thank God that he wasn’t trapped into marriage with her for the rest of his life. It was a lucky escape.’


Maria Domenica broke her silence at last. ‘What about the baby? It’ll be your grandchild,’ she pointed out reasonably. ‘Won’t you want to see it at least?’


‘Oh no, no, no.’ Elena’s head shook with small, rapid, nervous movements. ‘Best not, I think. There’ll be other grandchildren, I’m sure, when my son settles down with a nice girl. This one, it will be far away in England – like it didn’t exist. It’s no grandchild of mine. No, no.’


Like priests in the confessional, Franco and Maria Domenica listened to the stories that unfolded each day in the little caffe, murmuring the odd comment where and if it seemed appropriate. They couldn’t afford to take sides when an argument broke out. An offended customer might not return and Franco needed the business.


But sometimes, when the closed sign was up on the big glass door, as Franco stacked wooden chairs on tables and Maria Domenica mopped the tiled floor, they swapped stories.


‘I can’t believe Elena doesn’t want to see that baby of Marco’s. In fact, I don’t believe it. She’s just putting on a brave face,’ declared Maria Domenica that evening.


‘I think you’re right.’ Franco wasn’t surprised at her insight. Over the weeks of working side by side he’d come to realize she very often picked out the truth. ‘It’s sad for Elena to lose a member of her family like that. If it were my son’s baby I wouldn’t let it go so easily.’


‘Would you make him marry the girl though?’


Franco looked thoughtful. ‘That depends.’


‘On what?’


‘On the situation. Marriage isn’t an easy thing, you know. You need to have real love there before you make those vows. Otherwise you’re condemning yourself to a lifetime of unhappiness.’


‘What about the disgrace of having a baby and no husband?’


‘Unhappiness or disgrace?’ Franco shrugged. ‘I know which I’d rather live with. But then I’m a man. I suppose it’s different for us.’


Maria Domenica flicked the mop beneath the small round tables to dislodge the day’s grime. ‘Yes, I suppose it is different. It shouldn’t be but it is. If it were me I don’t know what I’d want. Although,’ she added with a laugh, ‘I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t want to marry Marco. That man was right – he is kind of greasy!’


By the time she got home that night the news had reached her family. Her father was as horrified as her sister Rosaria was jubilant.


‘That cretino,’ Erminio rumbled like Vesuvius about to explode. ‘That disgraziato. He should be forced to marry the poor girl. Her life is ruined. Who will marry her now? She has brought disgrace on her whole family. It’s a tragedy.’


To his children Erminio sounded angry. Only he and his wife knew that what he really felt was fear. Girls get into trouble, they get pregnant. They need a close eye, an iron fist and to be married off as soon as possible. And he had five of them.


‘I’m only thankful I never let you get involved with that Marco.’ Pepina shook her head at her eldest daughter dramatically. ‘I never liked him. Elena Manzoni she was so insistent – Marco and Maria Domenica, they’d make such a fine pair, she’d say. But I knew there was something about that boy that was bad to the core.’


Erminio roared, ‘No daughter of mine is to go near him, do you hear?’ His eyes swept the room, moving from Maria Domenica to Rosaria, settling on Sandra for a moment, then Giovanna and finishing with little Claudia who, at four, had no idea what anyone was on about but strongly suspected her chances of a decent bedtime story were growing smaller by the minute.


‘No daughter of mine is ever to speak to him again.’ Erminio was quite red in the face and his jowls trembled with indignation. ‘Never, ever!’


‘But Papa …’ Rosaria couldn’t believe her ears. ‘He offered to marry her, didn’t he? What else could he do? It’s not his fault. It’s not fair to blame him.’


‘No!’


‘But—’


‘No!’


As Rosaria turned to the already full sink with another stack of dirty dishes she muttered audibly, ‘It’s not fair.’


The answer she’d expected came thundering back at her from her father. ‘Life’s not fair, Rosaria, life’s not fair.’
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As the weeks sped by, Franco came to realize that he couldn’t imagine Caffe Angeli without Maria Domenica. She’d become part of the very fabric of the place. In fact, a thought had occurred to him once or twice … but no, he wasn’t quite ready for that yet; it was perhaps a little premature. A nice idea but …


The place was quiet today. Franco quickly pushed a few coins into the jukebox and Gianni Morandi’s voice rang out. ‘Ho chuiso le finestre,’ Gianni sang passionately.


Maria Domenica giggled.


‘What are you laughing at?’ Franco enquired politely.


‘Oh, you know.’


‘No, I don’t know.’


‘The music, Franco. Why won’t you have some English music on the jukebox? Or some American songs?’


‘Not you too. I’d thought better of you than that.’ Franco’s eyes rolled in an exaggerated fashion, but Maria Domenica could tell he was genuinely a little exasperated with her.


Nevertheless she pushed it. ‘Just one or two songs, Franco. It wouldn’t kill you.’


‘Oh no,’ he replied. ‘Not while I’m in charge of things at Caffe Angeli.’


‘But all the young people laugh at this music, Franco.’


‘Let them laugh. This is Italy and we listen to Italian music,’ he replied steadfastly.


Maria Domenica had never loved anyone outside her family before but suddenly she realized she loved Franco. She loved his serious little pixie face and the twinkle in his eyes. The way he carefully wiped his Gaggia clean, then wiped it again and again. She loved the deep laughter lines around his eyes and most of all she loved the times when the closed sign went up on the big glass door and she talked to him like she talked to nobody else.


Impulsively she touched his shoulder and pressed her lips quickly against his cheek.


‘What was that for?’ Franco looked a bit pink.


‘It was a kiss for you.’ She grinned at him foolishly.


‘And what did I do to deserve such a beautiful kiss from a pretty young girl like you?’


‘You gave me this job, Franco, and I love working here, I really do.’


‘I love having you work here.’ She could tell he meant it. ‘You must have lots of money saved by now to take your mother to the Sistine Chapel.’


‘Yes.’ She paused and looked at him. For a moment Franco was sure she was about to confide something important. Then her eyes left his face. ‘Yes, I have almost enough money now, that’s for sure.’


‘Well, you’ve worked hard for it. I only hope your mother appreciates both you and Michelangelo,’ he laughed.


Maria Domenica watched him as he turned away to busy himself with some little task. It would be so easy just to stay here and relax into the rhythm of life at Caffe Angeli. Why had she ever started with this crazy plan of hers to escape from San Giulio? Was the longing really so strong as it had been all those months ago when she started working here, all fingers and thumbs as she tried to coax the Gaggia to perform for her?


‘My son Giovanni wants to start helping out a little more in the caffe,’ Franco remarked conversationally, his quick hands tidying plates into neat piles.


‘He does?’ Maria Domenica frowned.


‘Don’t look so sad. It’s a good thing,’ Franco assured her.


Giovanni was still only twelve but he was growing up fast. He’d soon want a job behind the counter at Caffe Angeli. It was time for Maria Domenica to make her move. She could see that now. It was time to extract her savings from her mattress, pack her few belongings and run away from San Giulio before it suffocated her. She could do it tonight if she liked. There was nothing to stop her. The thought was intoxicating … and frightening too. She touched Franco’s shoulder again and then pulled her hand away and chewed the skin around her fingernail.


‘Don’t worry, cara.’ Sometimes it seemed like Franco could read her mind. ‘Giovanni won’t take your place. There’ll always be a job here for you at Caffe Angeli – for as long as you want it.’
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Rosaria opened her eyes and squinted in the daylight. Oh God, was it morning already? She was exhausted. Slowly her mind calculated how many hours she had to get through before she could crawl back under the sheets again.


Next to her, Maria Domenica’s bed was empty. The covers were pulled tight and smooth and the hospital corners were efficiently neat. It didn’t look as though she’d even slept there.


Her crazy sister had been up with the birds again, thought Rosaria as she opened the window, leaned out and lit her first cigarette of the day.


She was careful to blow the smoke well clear of the room. Mamma would kill her if she knew she’d started with this, especially since she’d only given up herself a month or so ago. But really, she had to have some pleasures in life, didn’t she?


The mirror had finally told Rosaria what her sister had been trying to tell her for months – she’d grown too fat. Determined to get her generous curves under some sort of control, she’d cut out the sweets and pastries she loved so much and stopped hacking off a slice of hard, golden bread every time she passed the shelf full of loaves in the kitchen.


She didn’t enjoy the smoking all that much, but at least it kept her mouth busy during the times it would normally be chewing. And what harm could the odd sly cigarette do anyway? What Mamma didn’t see, couldn’t hurt her.


Rosaria wafted her hand around to expel any stray swirls of smoke and poked her head out of her bedroom door. Strange. Where was the smell of warm yeast that usually hit her nostrils first thing each morning? She wandered barefoot down the dark, narrow corridor and, with a creak, pushed open the kitchen door. The room was empty, the table clean of flour, the oven unlit.


‘Maria Domenica,’ she called out. ‘Where are you?’


From beneath the table a chicken squawked loudly in reply.


‘Get out of there. Go on, shoo, shoo.’ Opening the door, Rosaria chased the still screeching creature outside. The dogs let loose a volley of barks in reply.


Where the hell was Maria Domenica? She couldn’t have gone to work this early, could she? She’d kill her if she had. There was all that bread to bake, the children would be up in a minute demanding breakfast and what if Salvatore had wet the bed again?


‘Great, just great.’ Rosaria hefted a sack of flour onto the table and made a reluctant start on the day’s work.


It was fifteen minutes before she heard her mother shuffling down the corridor.


‘Mamma,’ she called indignantly, ‘Maria Domenica has gone to Caffe Angeli already and left me to do everything. It’s not fair.’


Pepina’s weary face was as grey as the morning sky. ‘Gone to work? At this time? She can’t have.’ She yawned and sat down heavily on one of the big, red vinyl chairs. ‘Make me a coffee, Rosaria, that’s what I need.’


Slapping the coffee pot down on the stovetop, Rosaria turned and yelled down the corridor, ‘Sandra, Sandra, get out of bed right now, do you hear? I need an extra pair of hands in here.’


If Maria Domenica thought she was going to get away with this trick again she was wrong. And Rosaria was going to march straight into Caffe Angeli and tell her so.


Four hours of solid work later a belligerent Rosaria put on her headscarf and strode alone past the dusty fields and all the way down the long, straight road that led to the main piazza of San Giulio. As she burst through the door of Caffe Angeli, Franco looked up from the newspaper he was scanning.


‘Where is she then?’ Rosaria blurted.


‘Your sister? Haven’t seen her. I’m not expecting her in for another couple of hours.’


‘Well, if she’s not here, where is she?’ Rosaria demanded bossily.


‘Well, I don’t know, do I? Shopping maybe?’


Rosaria looked distracted all of a sudden. Her hard, little black eyes had been drawn to a platter piled high with the most glorious selection of cakes and pastries.


‘Can I interest you in a little something this morning?’ Franco smiled. ‘I’ve got your favourites here, look.’


Rosaria sighed. ‘Maybe just one little pastry.’ She squeezed her generous buttocks onto a chair. ‘I’ve had a terrible morning. I think I deserve it.’


By the time Rosaria looked at the clock again it was lunchtime, an extravagant spray of crumbs decorated her table and there was still no sign of her sister.


‘I can’t sit around here all day,’ she decided finally. ‘When you see Maria Domenica, tell her she’s in trouble … with Mamma and with me.’


But Franco didn’t see Maria Domenica. He worked the whole day alone. As he silently shut up shop after the last customer had left he felt uneasy. This wasn’t like her. She hadn’t missed a day at work since he’d first agreed to hire her. What was going on?


In Pepina’s farmhouse they were getting anxious too. It had grown dark outside and no one had seen Maria Domenica all day.


‘I wish your father was here.’ Pepina paced around her kitchen nervously. ‘I just don’t know what to do.’


Even Rosaria was looking worried. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Mamma, sit down!’ She pulled the packet of cigarettes out of her apron pocket. ‘Here, have one of these with me. We need them … it’s an emergency.’


They sat together in a fug of tension and smoke until streaks of grey light began to spread across the night sky.


‘Look at the time.’ Rosaria hoisted a bag of flour onto the table and made a reluctant start on the day’s chores. ‘The kids will be up soon wanting their breakfast.’


They didn’t find the note until three days later. It was tucked beneath a monstrously large loaf of bread on the very top shelf of the wooden dresser. It read:


 


I’m sorry if you’ve been worrying about me. There’s no need. I’ve just gone to Rome like Marco did. I promise I’ll be in touch when I’ve found myself a job and a place to live.


Maria Domenica


 


Pepina screamed, ‘She’s gone to find that Marco Manzoni in Rome. She never gave up her hopes of him all this time. I don’t believe it. She’ll be ruined.’


White-faced and angry, Rosaria only half listened to her mother’s wailing. She’d always assumed that Marco would come home once he’d had his fill of what Rome had to offer and then she’d make her move. Had her sister beaten her to it? She’d never forgive her if she had.


 


Meanwhile, over in the centre of town, behind the heavy red velvet curtain that separated the public part of Caffe Angeli from his private world, Franco bent his head over another letter and read it one last time:


 


Dear Franco,


I am so sorry to leave you without any notice. But Giovanni will be old enough soon to help you run the caffe and I hope you can manage alone until then.


I am very sorry about something else too – I lied to you about why I wanted the job. I never planned to take my mother on a trip to the city like I told you.


By the time you read this I’ll be on the train alone, on my way to Rome. I’m so excited. I promise I’ll go to the Sistine Chapel one day very soon and I’ll give your love to Michelangelo.


Please don’t be too angry with me. I’ll miss you and the caffe very, very much. But I know I’m doing the right thing. I’m sure of it.


Your friend


Maria Domenica Carrozza
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Life went on in the little town of San Giulio. Bread was baked and coffee was served. Weddings were held and babies were born. The peach trees behind Pepina’s farmhouse sprouted their buds, blossomed and bore their fruit. But, aside from a couple of hastily scrawled postcards assuring everyone she was quite all right, nothing was seen or heard of Maria Domenica Carrozza.


A heartbroken Erminio had squeezed his big truck through the streets of Rome, scanning the faces of strangers and hoping and praying to see his eldest daughter’s familiar features. But there was no sign of her. When he’d been told that she’d run away Erminio had lost himself in bluster. ‘She’s no daughter of mine now,’ he’d boomed. But no one had believed him and later Pepina had seen the tears in his eyes. Erminio still hadn’t given up his search and continued to add a couple of hours to his journey whenever his truck passed by Rome so he could make a wide sweep through the city that hid his Maria Domenica.


While her husband searched, Pepina cried and her children, infected by the sadness, cried too. Only Rosaria’s eyes and cheeks stayed dry. Silently she cursed her big sister. Not only had Maria Domenica run away to steal the man who rightfully belonged to her, but since she’d left, Rosaria’s parents had cracked down on all the little freedoms she’d once enjoyed. There was no more going into town alone for a start. No more taking off to the beach to join her cousins, and now they’d even taken her out of school. ‘I can’t do everything around here on my own any more,’ Pepina had told her. ‘Your sister isn’t coming back so you’ll have to take over the things she used to do.’ And then she had cried again.


Life went on in Caffe Angeli too. Franco’s son Giovanni cut down the hours he spent on schoolwork and took some of the work off his father’s shoulders. That left Franco free to daydream and hatch a plan for another painting to cover one of the few bare patches on his beautiful walls.


Sometimes customers would idly ask if he’d heard any news of Maria Domenica. Usually he grunted and pretended to be too busy to talk. But if pressed he might produce the postcard he kept behind the counter. On the front a picture of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling. On the back just a brief message: ‘It’s fabulous – better than I imagined in my wildest dreams. Now I just have to get to Florence to see Botticelli!’


It was quite tricky for him to explain to Giovanni just why he’d become so attached to the girl. He was a gruff man who didn’t like to talk about feelings. All his soul, his passion and colour was expressed on the walls of his caffe. The words that left his mouth came out in black and white.


‘She was like a daughter to me,’ he managed finally. ‘We talked a lot – I could really talk to her.’


‘What do you think she’s doing now?’ his son asked.


Franco frowned. ‘I don’t know – I worry about her. And I don’t understand why she had to run away. Her parents aren’t ogres. If she’d talked to them, explained that marriage and babies weren’t what she wanted, I’m sure they wouldn’t have tried to force her into anything. Running away wasn’t sensible … and yet she always seemed like such a sensible girl.’


‘Sensible people don’t get into trouble,’ Giovanni replied gravely.


Scrubbing vigorously at the same spot on the counter, Franco spoke his thoughts out loud: ‘Oh, but there’s so much trouble she could get into all alone in a city like Rome. I only hope she’s found herself a nice job in a little caffe somewhere with people who are good to her.’


The gossipers finally grew tired of discussing what may or may not have happened to the Carrozza girl. There was never any decent news to feed their fire. Even Elena wouldn’t tell them a thing – she swore her son Marco had seen nothing of Maria Domenica in Rome. Soon there were fresh scandals and she was all but forgotten.


So when the bus rolled with a screech of brakes into San Giulio’s little piazza one year later, no one looked twice at the dark girl struggling clumsily out of the doors with her small battered suitcase.


Franco could easily have glimpsed her from his spot behind the counter but he was busy with customers in his bustling caffe.


Giovanni, who’d run across the road to fetch a newspaper, did notice her and paused for a second. She looked so beaten and exhausted as she lifted her bag that he almost offered to help her with it. But there was something in her eyes that didn’t invite an approach and in the end he let her walk off without saying a word, her big belly sticking out in front of her as she made her way uncomfortably down the street.


Maria Domenica Carrozza had come home at last.
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Trudging heavily through the dusty streets, Maria Domenica took care not to look either left or right. She walked slowly past San Giulio’s only church without lifting her eyes to its peeling white façade and onwards past the little lemonade stand on the corner of the piazza without a glance at Gina Rossi’s shocked face peering out from behind her garlands of lemons. She picked up her pace, as the sweet smell of baking from the pasticceria hit her nostrils and then the metal tang of the butcher’s shop. Her gaze fixed firmly on the cracked flagstones beneath her feet, her long dark hair falling over her face, her bony shoulders slumped, she slipped through the dirty old town.


The same whispered word chased her down every narrow street: ‘Pregnant, pregnant, pregnant.’


Then, more loudly, a familiar voice called out, ‘Maria Domenica!’


She lengthened her stride.


‘Maria Domenica. Slow down. It’s only me, Aunt Lucia. Stop and let me catch up.’


Her aunt’s stiletto heels clattered insistently over the pavement. Reluctantly Maria Domenica swung round to face her.


‘Ciao, Lucia,’ she said steadily. And ‘Ciao, Gabriella,’ to her saucer-eyed cousin three short steps behind.


‘Well …’ Lucia made a big show of looking her up and down, her tight blonde curls wobbling with excitement. ‘Well, look at you.’


‘I’m over eight months gone,’ Maria Domenica offered.


‘So I see.’ Lucia raised her eyebrows.


‘Eh, but it’s good to see you home again in San Giulio, isn’t it, Mamma?’ Gabriella’s smile was a sly one. ‘Where’s your husband, though? Hasn’t he come home with you?’


‘There’s no husband, Gabriella. Just me.’ She patted her swollen belly. ‘And this.’


‘Where are you going now?’ Lucia asked. ‘You can’t go home like that. Your father will go crazy. You’ll break your mother’s heart. Maria Domenica, what are you going to do?’


The town was buzzing now. Black-clad women, shopping baskets over their sturdy arms, were trickling towards them, anxious not to miss a thing. Old Luciano, the village idiot, wobbled past crazily on his rusty bicycle, steering badly with one hand and in the other clutching the cob of corn he’d been gnawing on.


‘Puttana,’ he cried lustily, showering Maria Domenica with a hail of kernels and saliva.


Lucia grasped her shoulder. ‘This is ridiculous. Let’s get you out of the street. Come up to the apartment and we’ll sit down and think about this properly. Gabriella, grab her suitcase. Come on, hurry up.’


Maria Domenica tried to argue but a picture of her father’s sad face had been fixed in her mind for months now and it was growing clearer by the second. So she allowed her aunt to propel her off the street, across the smooth floor of the lobby, into the stuffy little lift and up to her fourth-floor apartment. Inside everything gleamed. Her mother had always joked that Lucia followed visitors around with a duster and wiped their fingerprints off the brass door handles, and it wasn’t too far from the truth.


Her place was a palace with shining marble on the floors and pretty glass chandeliers glinting from the high ceilings. It smelled of mothballs and of the furniture polish Lucia rubbed lovingly into her carved oak furniture every day. She had married well, to a man who worked for the council and wanted only the best things to surround him.


With a shove from her manicured hand, Lucia steered Maria Domenica into the kitchen, narrower than the one at the farmhouse and full of the latest appliances. She pushed her down into a chair and crouched on the floor in front of her. Taking her niece’s face in both her smooth hands, she asked softly, ‘Who’s the father?’


Silence.


‘You have to tell me, cara. Who is he?’ Her voice was rising. ‘Was it Marco?’


Harsh laughter.


‘Well?’


‘No, not Marco. Of course not Marco. I saw him twice when I was in Rome and he barely had a word for me either time. It was just a boy I met, Lucia. No one you know. He’s gone now. I don’t know where he is.’


‘Anyone can be found,’ Lucia told her. ‘Do you want to find him?’


‘It wouldn’t do any good.’


‘Did you love him?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Did he love you?’


‘Obviously not.’


A rapping on the front door interrupted them. Tearing herself away reluctantly, Gabriella ran to answer it. She returned clutching a tall glass of cloudy homemade lemonade.


‘Gina Rossi sent this. She thought you looked tired when you passed her stall.’


Maria Domenica accepted it gratefully and sipped the bitter drink. ‘That’s good,’ she told Gabriella. ‘Thank you.’


But there was more knocking at the big, polished wood door and Gabriella was on the move again.


This time she returned with a small paper bag of biscotti. ‘Stefano at the bakery thought you might need to nibble on something,’ she explained. ‘Everyone is worried about you.’


The third knock on the door didn’t bring concern. It brought Rosaria. A thinner, cleaner, smarter Rosaria than the one she’d left twelve months ago. An angrier Rosaria.


‘If it’s a boy, will you call it Marco?’ she spat.


‘How did you know I was here?’ Maria Domenica asked.


‘The phone. It hasn’t stopped ringing since you got off the bus.’


‘You’ve got a phone now?’


‘Life hasn’t stood still since you left us, Maria Domenica. We’ve moved on and things have changed.’


‘Does Mamma know about …’ Her eyes fell to her bulging belly.


‘Mamma sent me.’ Rosaria looked contemptuous. ‘She said you shouldn’t bother going home. Not until you’ve got your husband with you.’


‘I can’t go home?’


‘No, you can’t.’


‘What about Papa?’


‘He’s not there.’


‘Does he know?’


‘Everybody knows, Maria Domenica. The whole town knows.’


Rosaria turned on her heel smoothly and walked away. Maria Domenica heard the front door slam but didn’t try to call her back. What was the point?


Lucia’s words were kinder. For all her brassy bleached curls, the gobbets of gold that hung from her arms and her ears, the layers of mascara that blackened her eyelashes, she had a good heart and a generous nature. Maria Domenica could stay with her temporarily. She’d have to share a bed with her cousins, which would be fine for a week or two, but then she’d need to make alternative arrangements.


‘Have you got any money?’ Lucia asked.


‘No, not really. I was working as a waitress in a restaurant near the Spanish Steps. But they fired me when my pregnancy started to show. I’ve been living off my savings ever since. There’s not much left. That’s why I came home. I had nowhere else to go. I didn’t know what else to do.’


Lucia stroked her hair. ‘You only really have one choice then,’ she said quietly.


‘What?’ There was hope in Maria Domenica’s voice.


‘You’ll have to go to the nuns. They’ll look after you until you have the baby and then they’ll find a home for it.’


‘No.’


‘There are nice couples who can’t have babies of their own. You’ll be bringing them joy. And then you’ll be free to carry on with your life. Not here. You can’t stay here, the gossip will kill you. But maybe in Naples or back in Rome.’


‘I’m not giving away my baby.’


‘You don’t have any choice, Maria Domenica. I really can’t see that you have any other option at all.’


The front door slammed again and Rosaria appeared back in the kitchen doorway. Her face was spiteful now.


‘You asked about Papa,’ she said, lighting a cigarette with a certain defiance. ‘Well, he’s not in San Giulio. When he heard the news he didn’t say a thing, he just got in his truck and drove away. Mamma says he’s gone to Rome. He’ll bring Marco back with him and then there’ll be a wedding.’


Round and round in circles they went as they talked late into the night. Now, with Marco on his way back, Maria Domenica realized that she did have a choice. She could give up her baby and keep her freedom. Or give up her freedom and keep her baby.


‘I can’t do either of those things,’ she told her aunt desperately. ‘I can’t marry Marco. I don’t like him. And he’ll hate me for trapping him into marriage when he knows perfectly well that this isn’t his baby.’


Lucia sighed. Her own daughters and husband had gone to bed hours ago. Her head ached and she longed to lay it on her pillow. This could go on all night and she was running out of patience.


‘Just stop for a moment and think,’ she told her niece. ‘No one will believe Marco when he says he’s not the father. He’s had at least one girl pregnant, hasn’t he? He’s a wild boy. You’ll be doing him a favour if you marry him. He’ll have to settle then, won’t he? His mother will be pleased too. She won’t admit it but she’s been worried sick about him all this time and she’d have him back home under her nose once you were married. Plus she’d have a little grandchild to dote on.’


‘I don’t love him.’


‘You loved the other one, didn’t you, and that hasn’t done you any good. If you want to keep your baby you need to find it a father. Sleep on it, Maria Domenica. Things may seem clearer in the morning.’


Maria Domenica couldn’t sleep. She sat in Lucia’s tidy kitchen, resting her head on the cool tabletop and feeling her baby kick hard inside her. By the time the sun rose again she had made her decision. Rosaria had been right. There was going to be a wedding.
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‘It’s not my baby. The bitch. Is that what she told you? I haven’t laid a finger on her. I’m not bloody marrying her.’


No one believed Marco’s denials. The more vehement he grew, the guiltier he sounded.


And while his mother tried to win him over with soft entreaties – ‘Do the right thing Marco’ – his father stuck to home truths. Marco had an inheritance to think about, a thriving farm and good land that would be his some day. Did he want to risk losing it all?


Then Maria Domenica’s father pulled out the final weapon – his cheque book. Slowly he wrote down a number. If Marco got married he’d need cash to set up home. The money was in the bank. Did he want it or not?


Marco was a stubborn boy and it took a while for the threats and the bribes to grind him down. But finally he held out his hand and accepted Erminio’s cheque. ‘When is the wedding?’ he asked wearily.


‘Soon, soon.’ Erminio smiled for the first time in days. ‘Your little bambino is due any minute. There’s not a moment to waste.’


 


There was no white dress and no flowers. No celebration, not even the traditional family photographs on the stone steps in front of the church. Instead, her ankles swollen from the heat, Maria Domenica was hustled into the side door of the chapel where the priest and Marco stood waiting for her and the smell of incense hung heavy and sweet in the suddenly chill air.


She saw that Marco had been unable to resist a few small touches. A bud of a flower was tucked into the lapel of his best jacket, a silk handkerchief poked out of his top pocket and his hair, which he’d been growing into wispy tendrils, was neatly slicked back.


‘Let’s get on with it, shall we?’ he told the priest. ‘Before we change our minds.’


Tonelessly Maria Domenica repeated the vows. This didn’t feel real. Even when the thin, cold wedding ring was slipped on her finger and the priest’s voice declared they were man and wife, it was still difficult to believe. She thought she was probably in shock.


Behind her she could hear the sound of soft sobbing but couldn’t tell if it was coming from her mother or Rosaria. The church was dim: they hadn’t even bothered to turn on all the lights.


She half turned and looked over her shoulder to where her father sat, head hanging in disappointment and shame. Beside him Lucia’s blonde curls shone out of the darkness. Her aunt twitched her fingers in a subdued greeting and gave an encouraging smile.


Afterwards Maria Domenica lay on her old bed in the farmhouse while the others ate lunch together. She heard the dull sound of their voices through the thick stone walls. Rosaria had plastered the walls of the room they’d once shared with photos of movie stars. Her clothes lay jumbled with shoes and magazines on the floor. She’d made it into her own space now, but that didn’t matter for Maria Domenica wouldn’t be sleeping here tonight anyway.


There was a cottage all set up for her and Marco on the Manzoni land. The farmhands had carried in big, old mismatched pieces of furniture that no one else wanted: a chipped formica table for the kitchen, a pine dresser that had been gathering cobwebs in the barn, a couple of sagging, musty armchairs and a double bed covered in crisp white linen waiting for the newly-weds’ first night together.


Maria Domenica couldn’t imagine lying next to Marco’s slender body or picture his pretty, soft face next to hers on the pillow. Perhaps they’d let her stay here instead, she thought. She listened to the voices next door growing louder as the wine bottles grew empty. She’d taken Marco’s name now so surely that was enough to buy her some respectability? He could move into the cottage alone and she could stay here in the narrow, single bed she’d slept in safely since she was a little girl. If she cleared some of Rosaria’s junk away there would even be space beside it for the baby’s crib. Comforted by the familiarity of home, she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.


 


In the kitchen Marco drained his glass with gusto, his face growing ruddy from the alcohol. He was feeling more cheerful by the minute. Perhaps this marriage wasn’t such a bad thing after all. To be honest he’d been getting sick of Rome. The hours in the butcher’s shop were long and his boss was a real slave-driver. He’d grown to hate the stink of the meat carcasses. It seemed to cling to him no matter how long he scrubbed at his skin in the shower. No wonder the girls never bothered with him for long. Silly little tourist bitches.


Maria Domenica wasn’t what he’d have chosen as a wife. He liked girls with soft, sexy bodies and plenty of spirit, girls like Rosaria whose full buttocks were right at this moment presenting themselves to him invitingly as she bent over to rummage for sugared almonds in the cupboard. Very nice, very nice indeed. And why should he give up girls like that just because he had a wife at home and a bastard baby? He could still have his fun. Even his father had said as much. ‘Just be discreet, Marco. Stay away from the village girls or there’ll be trouble,’ he’d warned.


Maria Domenica would be OK for the other things – the cooking and cleaning, the bringing up children. As soon as she’d given birth to the bastard he’d do his very best to fill her belly with a Manzoni baby. He held out his glass to be topped up again with Pepina’s strong, nearly black wine and took another gulp. Life wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe things were turning out for the best.


As Marco drank himself silly, Erminio looked him over. He wasn’t pleased with his new son-in-law. Marco wasn’t the man he would have chosen for his eldest daughter. He wasn’t a man really, he was a boy. He was almost twenty now, yet his cheeks were so soft they didn’t look like they’d ever seen a razor. He carried a comb around in his back pocket. His eyelashes were too long.


And the boy had no guts. When he’d opened the door of his bedsit in Rome and found Erminio and his father looming on the doorstep he’d almost fainted. He’d put up no resistance when they’d bundled him into the cab of the truck. Erminio hadn’t even had to pull out the rifle that he’d slipped beneath the seat in case he’d needed to illustrate his threats.


Maria Domenica could have done so much better for herself than this. But what choice did he have? The girl had got herself into trouble. Better a husband like Marco than no husband at all. A tear trickled slowly down Erminio’s left cheek and he brushed it away impatiently with his big, rough hand. No one had noticed. Not even his wife who was busy clearing the empty dishes off the table and replacing them with platters piled high with cheese, bread and fruit. He looked fondly at the woman who had shared his life for all these years. Her dark hair was peppered with grey now and pulled back harshly from her round, still barely wrinkled face. Her body grew stockier by the season and strained at the seams of her Sunday best dress. She was a wonderful woman. Perhaps, in time, his daughter and Marco could find the sort of peaceful happiness he had with Pepina. He couldn’t ask for any more than that.
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Franco Angeli sat in his private place, the cool, dim spot behind the thick red curtain that separated him from his busy caffe. He’d slept badly last night and was tired. His son Giovanni had told him to have a rest before the lunchtime rush. ‘I’ll look after things out here. You go and close your eyes for an hour or so,’ the boy had ordered, suddenly sounding very grown up. And now Franco’s eyes were obediently closed but still sleep didn’t come.


He listened to the whoosh of the Gaggia as it frothed milk for another tray of cappuccinos, to the clinking of cups and to Gloria Ferrero laughing loudly at the corner table. Then suddenly the chatter died and there was silence.


‘Papa!’ Giovanni called out and Franco heard excitement in the boy’s voice. ‘You have a visitor. No, don’t come out – she’ll come in to you.’


The red curtain was pushed aside and Maria Domenica’s belly appeared, encased in something large and floral. But Franco didn’t stare at that, he studied her face. She looked the same, perhaps a little older and a little more tired, but essentially the same.


‘I was never allowed in here before,’ she said, looking round curiously at the small, gloomy space she almost filled with her bulk.


‘No,’ Franco agreed, ‘you weren’t. But now you are here you should sit down.’


Maria Domenica settled herself in the armchair opposite him and gave a little sigh. ‘That’s better, my feet were killing me. This pregnancy business is hard work, I can tell you.’ She smiled at Franco. ‘I don’t need to tell you anything, do I? You’ve heard it all by now?’


‘You’ve certainly caused a stir. People are still talking and you’ve been back for nearly three weeks.’


‘Three weeks tomorrow.’


‘Why did you leave it so long before coming to see me, cara? I’ve been waiting for you.’ Franco looked hurt.


‘I was ashamed, guilty for lying to you,’ she admitted. ‘I felt stupid for getting myself into this mess. I thought you’d be so disappointed in me.’


‘You made a mistake,’ Franco told her. ‘Everyone makes mistakes.’


‘Actually I think I made a whole series of mistakes, starting with leaving this place. I should have just stayed here. I was happy.’


‘Ah, but then you’d never have seen the things you saw, done the things you did. Would you have given all that up just to stay here and live the same old life? I don’t think so.’


‘I’m living the same old life now though, aren’t I?’ Maria Domenica pointed out bitterly. ‘Just a worse version of it.’


‘Is Marco cruel to you?’ There was a note of worry in Franco’s voice.


‘No, no, he’s not cruel at all,’ she replied hastily. ‘For a boy who has been forced into marriage with a girl who is carrying someone else’s child, he’s been fine. He mostly ignores me. He works with his father all day, comes home, I feed him and then he goes out drinking with his friends. Because I’m like this,’ she stroked her belly, ‘we haven’t had to, well, you know …’


‘And after the baby’s born. What then?’ he asked.


Maria Domenica frowned and Franco saw the beginnings of a wrinkle that would one day form a deep crease between her eyebrows. ‘We’ll just carry on the same, I suppose – more or less,’ she said. ‘I don’t have any other choice.’


‘How long before you think you’ll be ready to come back to work?’ he asked casually.


‘Back to work? Here at Caffe Angeli?’ She couldn’t keep the hope out of her voice. ‘That would be impossible. What would I do with the baby?’


Franco shrugged and looked around the cramped space behind the red curtain that he’d filled up over the years with odd bits of furniture and old family photographs. ‘I’ll shift things about a bit and there will be enough space for a crib back here,’ he decided. ‘I can maybe get rid of that armchair you’re sitting in. This is a family business, Maria Domenica. There’s always room for a baby. The only question is, will your husband allow it?’


She thought about it for a moment. ‘I don’t think he’d care,’ she said hesitantly. ‘It doesn’t seem to matter what I do so long as the house is clean and he gets fed. He might even be pleased that I’m earning my own money since he keeps telling me how expensive it’s going to be keeping me and the baby. No, I don’t think he’d mind at all. Oh, Franco, thank you. You can’t even begin to imagine how happy you’ve made me.’


‘Don’t thank me yet,’ Franco cautioned. ‘You have to check with Marco. He’s your husband and it would be wrong to make a decision like this without him.’


Even that didn’t wipe the smile off Maria Domenica’s face. She looked so pretty when she smiled, thought Franco. He only hoped her baby wasn’t a screamer, otherwise the noise might drive the customers away.


Giovanni smiled too, a grin that almost reached his ears, when he heard the news that Maria Domenica was coming back to work. Any fears she’d had that the boy might feel displaced by her return melted away as he seized her arms, kissed her on both cheeks and held her for a heartbeat or two longer than was strictly necessary.


Giovanni had changed in this past year. She watched him as he turned to serve another customer. He’d grown taller and filled out and he moved about the caffe with an air of confidence that he’d lacked before.


The boy felt her eyes on him, looked up and smiled again. ‘Hurry up and have that baby,’ he told her. ‘Papa and I need you here. See how busy we are.’


 


Maria Domenica walked beneath the shade of the palm trees in the piazza and towards the ugly old church. She felt different. Not happy exactly, but calm. She felt she could cope with anything now. Quite soon she’d give birth to her baby and even though it might be painful, she was sure she could handle it. In a month she’d have no excuse not to sleep with Marco as a wife should, but it might not be too awful. Eventually she would have to bear his children and even the thought of that didn’t worry her so much now. So long as she could slot into the rhythm of life at Caffe Angeli she’d deal with anything else that came along.


She heard her name being called. From behind her stall, Gina Rossi was waving and trying to attract her attention. ‘Cara, come over here. Don’t you want to buy a nice, cool glass of lemonade from me? It’ll be good for you and your bambino.’


Maria Domenica smiled and handed over a handful of coins to the nosy old street vendor. Sipping the bitter liquid, she asked the question Gina was happy to answer all day, every day: ‘So, what’s happening?’


‘Well.’ Gina leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Did you not hear? Gloria Ferrero had the most enormous fight with her husband. She chased him down the street with a carving knife. The poor man was still in his pyjamas and they had a huge hole in them right here.’ She slapped her rump and cackled. ‘We all saw his big, old bottom. It looked like a side of ham!’


Maria Domenica joined in the laughter. At last there was something new for people to gossip about. Soon they wouldn’t stare so hard when she walked down the street or whisper so fiercely. She was almost old news. She was just a wife, nearly a mother. People wouldn’t forget, they never forgot anything around here. But daily reports of her condition wouldn’t be bartered in the bakery and traded in the butcher’s shop.


Draining her glass, she smiled at Gina. ‘Did she catch her husband?’ she asked.


‘No.’ The old lady was still wheezing with laughter. ‘I don’t think she did. Who’d have thought the old bugger could still run so fast. I didn’t think he had it in him!’
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Rosaria clattered pans angrily in her sister’s ramshackle kitchen. Maria Domenica’s waters had broken this morning and since then she had been closeted in the room next door with her mother and the midwife. Every now and then a cry escaped her but she didn’t seem any closer to giving birth.


So she, Rosaria, had come to get things organized. Marco would need a meal when he came in from the fields and there was no one else to cook it. Dried beans were soaking in a bowl and there was a bunch of leafy celery on the kitchen table, so clearly her sister had been planning a pasta e fagioli. That was fine by Rosaria. There would be plenty of time for a few cigarettes and a glossy magazine while she let the beans boil.


She looked round the little cottage with disdain. Maria Domenica really hadn’t made much effort. It was clean, she’d give her that, but there were no curtains at the windows and she’d made no attempt to cover up the battered old armchairs with a rug or a throw, or put pictures on the plain white walls.


‘If this were my place I’d have it looking really nice, like a real home,’ she muttered as she threw some parsley and garlic in with the boiling beans. ‘Marco deserves better than this dump.’


Next door she heard her sister yell out again. Her cries were becoming more frequent now, which meant the baby couldn’t be too far away.


Rosaria eyed the celery. There was a little soil clinging to the bottom of the stems but did it really need washing? A bit of dirt never did anyone any harm, she decided, and chopped it roughly. Sighing, she fried a finely chopped onion in some green olive oil with fatty pancetta. Then she added the celery, leaves and all, as well as a little chopped carrot to the heavy-bottomed pan. She found a cup or two of chicken stock in the fridge and poured it into the fragrant sizzling mixture along with the inevitable sieved tomatoes. A pinch of sugar, a little salt, a grind or two of black pepper and then the lid went on and she could relax until the beans were tender and it was time to add them to the pot.


By the time Marco came through the door, Maria Domenica was screaming far more than seemed necessary and Rosaria was sitting smugly with her nice little sauce bubbling on the stove.


‘Mmm, that smells good.’ Marco grinned, lifting the lid and breathing the steam. He slapped Rosaria on the bottom as she hurried to break up the spaghetti and chuck it in a pan of foaming salted water. ‘You know how to please a man, eh?’


Just then Maria Domenica gave another huge shriek, followed by a string of words that nice girls didn’t say. Mamma will let her have it now, thought Rosaria cheerily. But instead she heard Pepina’s voice encouraging her sister: ‘You’re nearly there, you’re nearly there!’


All the colour drained out of Marco’s face and he looked distinctly queasy. ‘Has this noise been going on all day?’ he asked Rosaria.


‘Not really. But I think this is the worst bit and she’ll be quiet in a minute.’ Calmly Rosaria stirred the spaghetti to stop it sticking and popped the lid on to bring it back to the boil.


The pasta was still only half cooked when Rosaria realized her sister’s screams had stopped and been replaced by the sound of a newborn baby’s weak wailing. ‘It’s over,’ she told Marco. ‘And I should grate some parmigiano because you’re nearly ready to eat.’


In the room next door Maria Domenica lay exhausted but happy, her daughter cradled in her arms. She didn’t think she’d ever seen anything so tiny, so helpless or so beautiful. ‘Her name is Chiara,’ she told her mother.


‘Don’t you think you should wait to see what Marco wants to call her?’ Pepina asked. ‘I think I heard him come home a few minutes ago. I’ll call him.’


‘Call him if you like.’ Maria Domenica’s black eyes held her mother’s in a calm, steady gaze. ‘But my baby’s name is Chiara.’


To give Marco his due, he tried. He held the baby and pronounced her very pretty before escaping back to the kitchen to finish his bowl of pasta e fagioli. Rosaria was less affable. She simply gave Chiara a look worthy of an evil fairy godmother and said, ‘Ugh, they’re so creased when they’re first born, aren’t they?’


Maria Domenica didn’t bother to reply. Her baby’s face had filled her whole world and everything else had diminished almost to nothing.


The next days were lost in a milky haze of happiness. For the whole nine months she’d carried her, Maria Domenica hadn’t been sure how she’d be with this baby she was never meant to have. So she was astonished by the intensity of the love she felt and couldn’t bear to let the child out of her arms. Even her own mother had to plead to be allowed a cuddle.


As for Marco, he stayed out of her way. At night he slept on the two old armchairs that he’d pushed together and during the day he’d sometimes poke his head round the door or bring her a plate of bread, chopped fruit and slices of cheese. But after that first time he hadn’t asked to hold the baby again or shown the slightest interest in her name, her clothes, her sleeping and feeding habits, or any of the thousand tiny things Maria Domenica found so fascinating.


For four strange and magical days she stayed shut in her bedroom, waking when Chiara cried for a feed, sleeping when she slept. It felt how life was supposed to be. On the fifth day Pepina began to scold her.


‘Get up, get dressed. You have a husband out there to cook for. You can leave that baby alone for five minutes, you know. It won’t do it any harm.’


Maria Domenica did as she was told. She spent the days closeted with her baby, but by the time Marco came home she’d be in the kitchen shelling peas or baking bread to her mother’s recipe.


Chiara was a month old before Maria Domenica dared to ask her husband the question that had been playing on her mind. ‘Marco, would you mind if I went back to my old job at Caffe Angeli?’ She used the humblest voice she could manage. ‘I wouldn’t have to do long hours and Franco says I can take the baby with me. I thought the money I earned would help with some of the extra expenses.’


Marco looked down at his bowl of minestrone. ‘What about me? Who will cook for me if you’re cooking for strangers in the caffe?’ he asked sulkily.


‘Oh, I’ll leave lunch all prepared for you and I’ll always be back in time to make your evening meal,’ Maria Domenica reassured him, hating the sound of her own pleading voice. ‘You’ll always come first, don’t worry.’


Marco smiled slyly. ‘Well, if you’re ready to go to work, you must be feeling strong?’


‘Yes, yes, I am.’


He cast a glance at the two armchairs, still pushed together. ‘I won’t need to sleep there tonight then, will I? You are ready to be a real wife at last.’


 


That night her husband’s naked body slipped into bed beside her. Even the heavy work on the farm hadn’t given him much in the way of muscles. His chest was hairless and his body as delicate as a girl’s. This would be so different from the last time. The last time, in Rome.


Marco’s slight frame seemed almost weightless as he lay on top of her. As his thin, white penis drove into her and his pretty face crumpled with the pleasure of his orgasm, she kept her eyes tightly shut. ‘Don’t wake the baby,’ she hissed, as he grunted and groaned.


He rolled off her and wiped his penis clean with a corner of the white monogrammed Manzoni sheet. ‘A little bit of that every night and we’ll soon have you pregnant again,’ he told her. ‘Only this time you’ll have a baby that really does deserve my name.’ He glanced at the crib in the corner where her daughter thankfully still slept peacefully. ‘Not like little Chiara Manzoni over there. Tell me, what should her surname really be?’


Maria Domenica stayed silent.


‘Who’s Chiara’s real daddy? Who’s the man who should have married you?’


‘Does that really matter? I’m married to you now,’ she said, fighting to keep the edge of irritation out of her voice.


‘That’s right, you’re married to me now.’ His hand reached round to the back of her head and pushed her down his body with a firm pressure. ‘So why don’t you get on with behaving as a wife should?’


Her heart sank and for a moment Maria Domenica considered fighting him. But it wasn’t worth the risk. If she did what Marco wanted tonight, then tomorrow she would be behind the shining stainless steel counter in Caffe Angeli where she belonged. She’d put on her starched white apron and produce perfect coffee all day. Shutting her eyes tightly, she took his softness into her mouth and began to suck obediently.
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Maria Domenica pushed Chiara in her second-hand pram through the dusty streets of San Giulio, past the wealthier people’s houses built around their own private courtyards and the modern apartment block where Lucia lived. She dawdled down the main street, gazing into the shop windows, then quickened her step to hurry past the church where she’d been forced to marry and across the piazza with its dumpy little fountain and graceful palm trees. As she walked, Maria Domenica felt as though every pair of eyes in town was following her progress. Franco was going to do good business today, she realized. Once they’d all worked out where she was heading, no one was going to be able to resist popping into Caffe Angeli to take a good look at her and the baby.


Franco had pulled Giovanni’s old wooden crib out of the attic and spruced it up. Maria Domenica found it tucked behind the red curtain, dressed prettily with clean, white bedding, just waiting for a baby.


‘Oh, you didn’t need to do that. She could have stayed in her pram,’ she told Franco.


‘Just say thank you, Maria Domenica.’


‘Thank you, thank you and thank you again.’ She kissed him quickly on both cheeks and then gave him one more kiss for good luck.


Not that Chiara spent much of the day in the little crib; she was far too popular. As Maria Domenica had expected, half the village passed through the caffe over the course of the day and nearly everyone clamoured for a glimpse of the new baby.


‘Bring her out, bring her out, let me have a cuddle,’ begged Lucia.


‘Me next, me next,’ giggled Gabriella.


‘Put that cigarette out first,’ ordered Elena Manzoni. ‘You don’t want to be blowing smoke all over a new baby. It’s not healthy. Here, give her to me, she’ll be safe with her grandma. Oh, smell the top of her head – isn’t it divine? She’s so like her father was at this age. So like my Marco.’


Maria Domenica rolled her eyes at Franco. She thought her mother-in-law really had to be one of the stupidest women in the world.


Lunchtime brought Rosaria with Pepina in tow. ‘We just came for a slice or two of pizza,’ her sister declared. ‘And maybe a little piece of pastry.’


‘And to see if the rumour was true that you were working here,’ Pepina admitted to her eldest daughter. ‘That damn phone has been ringing all morning. I wish we’d never bothered with it.’


‘It’s the sixties, not the dark ages, Mamma,’ Rosaria snapped. ‘Only the peasants don’t have their own phone nowadays.’


But Pepina wasn’t listening. She’d noticed that Gloria Ferrero at the corner table was smoking and drinking coffee with one hand and cuddling her very own granddaughter with the other. ‘Here, give her to me,’ she hissed, scooping Chiara up into her arms.


Sighing, she plopped the baby onto one of the café tables and calmly proceeded to strip off her soiled nappy. Franco paled visibly.


‘Not here, Mamma.’ Maria Domenica was alarmed. ‘This is no place to do that. Come with me.’


‘Well, this is no place for a baby at all,’ Pepina complained, as her daughter pushed her through the red velvet curtain. ‘If babies were meant to be in a caffe, God would have given them a taste for coffee. You should be at home with her, not back working in this place surrounded by all these heathen pictures on the walls.’


‘Shush, Mamma,’ Maria Domenica begged. She lay the baby in the crib and deftly wrapped her in a clean nappy. ‘I’m glad of the job and glad of the money. And so is Marco.’


‘Oh, well, if Marco’s happy …’ Pepina began, then the sheer cuteness of Chiara overwhelmed her and she pinched a fat little cheek gently. ‘She’s such a gorgeous little thing. She’s just like you were as a baby.’


Maria Domenica couldn’t believe she had ever looked quite this beautiful. Her daughter had a shiny helmet of dark hair, dusky purple eyelids and the funniest stern expression on her face. Chiara seemed to know she had to be good, to understand that her mamma wasn’t strong enough to cope with sleepless nights and a red-faced screaming baby. She cried when she was hungry and the rest of the time she gurgled happily to herself or she slept.


‘She’s a little angel,’ breathed Pepina.


‘And was I an angel too at that age?’ Maria Domenica teased.


‘Oh, yes, yes you were.’ Pepina sank back into the softness of Franco’s one remaining armchair. ‘Your father made me pregnant with you so soon after we were married. He said he didn’t want me getting bored. I’ll never forget the look on his face the first time he saw you – his daughter, his little girl. You were such a happy little thing, hardly ever cried. Not like that Rosaria, she didn’t stop screaming for at least the first three years. I used to have to pay Francesca Maggio’s daughter to take her for a walk every day. I’d hear her screams growing quieter as the child wheeled her away in her pram and then louder again about half an hour later as she wheeled her back home again. But not you.’ She leaned over and stroked Chiara’s shiny slick of hair. ‘You were like this little one, no trouble at all. Even when you started crawling and walking I never had to worry about you too much.’


‘I’m sorry, Mamma.’


‘Sorry for what, cara?’ Pepina looked up.


‘For causing you so much worry in the past year. For running away to Rome and coming home pregnant and having the whole village gossiping about me.’ Tears pressed hard behind Maria Domenica’s black eyes. ‘Every day I regret what I did to you and Papa. I must have been mad.’


Her mother shrugged. ‘I won’t pretend we weren’t upset. You broke your father’s heart and still I don’t think it’s truly mended. We worry so much – if this is what our good girl did to us, God only knows what the others have in store. But look at you now: a beautiful baby, a handsome husband, good prospects. It’s all come out right in the end.’ Pepina heaved herself up onto her generous haunches. ‘Anyway I can’t sit around here all day. There’s work to be done at home. I’ll expect you and Marco for lunch on Sunday, shall I? I’ve been making pasta all week and Fabrizio Maggio brought me a pan of live eels yesterday, so we’ll have a real feast. Your father loves having all his family around the table again.’


She took Maria Domenica’s face in her hands and for a moment it seemed as if she was going to kiss her. ‘Don’t leave us again, just promise me that,’ she said quietly. ‘Stay here. This is where you belong.’
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Maria Domenica shovelled well-rotted manure onto the raised patch of earth and spread it with her spade. It was hard, hot work. She handled her spade carefully, trying not to damage too many of the fat, pink worms squirming beneath it.


‘Good to have plenty of worms in your garden,’ Elena called approvingly from the old canvas deckchair she’d positioned under the shade of a tree. ‘They fill the soil full of air and help your vegetables breathe so they will be all the more delicious.’


Not for the first time Maria Domenica wondered how she was going to stomach a lifetime of this woman’s inane comments. She smiled but said nothing in reply.


Picking up her hoe, she began to work the hard slabs of red earth. It was Marco who had decided he wanted a kitchen garden like the one his mother had at the big house. ‘I want tomatoes and basil and parsley,’ he’d told her. ‘Maybe some beans, perhaps some rocket leaves. All here outside the kitchen door so you can pick them fresh as you’re preparing my meals.’


Seized by the sudden enthusiasm, he’d spent a rare industrious hour digging up a rectangle of flat earth into huge, rough slabs. ‘There, I’ve given you a head start,’ he’d said finally, standing back to admire his handiwork.


So now, as the cool of an early Sunday morning built up to the midday heat, Maria Domenica finished the job, hoeing the earth patiently section by section and mixing it carefully with the black rotten manure. When she’d finished she’d plant the beans at the back with bamboo poles to support them, then the tomatoes in the middle and the herbs and salad leaves here at the very front.


‘Of course, it’s really far too late to be planting,’ called out Elena knowledgeably, her fat round face sweating gently as the heat grew more intense. ‘You should have done it weeks ago. Next year you’ll have to remember to get going a lot earlier.’


Maria Domenica paused for a second and gazed at the buffalo grazing peacefully in the paddocks beyond her cottage. ‘Next year?’ she asked.


‘Yes, yes, you want to get your manure spread at least a month before you start planting and then sow your seeds when the earth is warm but the rain is still falling. That way you’ll see the most growth.’


‘I see.’


‘And you should plant your basil in amongst the tomatoes, not all to one side in a patch of its own. It’s better for the insects.’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ve been growing vegetables since I was a child, Maria Domenica, I know what I’m talking about. You young people don’t care to listen to advice from your elders, I understand that, but sometimes it pays to open your ears. I remember when I was your age …’


She ran on and on. It was like having the radio on in the background – one of those annoying stations that was too much talk and not enough music.


‘Anyway, my dear,’ she was still banging on, her round cheeks flapping, her short fingers waving imperiously in the air, ‘I’m glad you’re making a vegetable patch here. Keep piling on the manure and compost and the soil will be beautiful by the time Marco’s father and I move into the cottage.’


‘What?’ Maria Domenica was confused. ‘Why would you want to move into the cottage?’


‘Oh, I’m talking years from now. You and Marco will have had more babies by then and your family will be too squashed in this little place.’ Elena leaned back in the deckchair and stretched out her hairy, brown legs complacently. ‘That’s the plan – we’ll swap houses. And then when we’re dead and gone and your children have grown up and had families of their own, you’ll move back to the cottage and let them have the big house. That’s the way it works in the Manzoni family, that’s the tradition. And I think it’s nice to have the future all mapped out. That way there’s no surprises.’


‘Are surprises bad?’


‘Well, we’ve certainly had enough of them in this family recently, haven’t we?’ Elena glanced at Chiara sleeping peacefully in the pram beside her. ‘I think we can do without any more for the next fifty years or so.’


For a moment, as she hoed the hard red earth into submission, Maria Domenica knew exactly what it would feel like to be buried up to her neck in it. To be unable to move, the idea of a life all mapped out, no changes, no surprises …


‘What if you’re forced to change?’ she said to her mother-in-law breathlessly. ‘Forced by circumstances.’


‘What circumstances?’ Elena’s wide forehead wrinkled in confusion. ‘Nothing needs to change here – not ever. People will always want to eat good mozzarella cheese so we’ll always keep buffalo. No, nothing about our lives needs to change. We can stay here on this farm doing what we do until they carry us out in a box and then our children will take over from us. That’s the way it is. That’s the way it’s always been.’


‘You can’t see into the future.’ Maria Domenica was sweating profusely now she was stabbing at the earth so fiercely.


Elena squinted at the sun. ‘Well, I can see into the immediate future,’ she replied smugly. ‘And if you don’t get yourself into the house and clean up pretty smartly I can see that you’re going to make us all late for your mother’s Sunday lunch.’


For once Maria Domenica couldn’t argue. Stacking her tools away in the corrugated iron lean-to by the side of the ugly old cottage, she tried to feel more kindly towards her mother-in-law. It wasn’t easy. The woman was so irritating. And she’d ruined Marco, really she had. It was plain to see why he had turned into the vain, lazy, ineffectual little man he was today. Elena hadn’t only cooked and cleaned for him all his life, she’d also washed his hair and cut his fingernails and toenails. And now he expected the same service from his wife. The first time he’d handed her the nail scissors and thrust his foot in her lap Maria Domenica hadn’t been able to believe it.


‘Cut them straight across,’ Marco had instructed. ‘And then get the nail file and smooth down the edges.’


How a man who did physical work on a farm each day could be so particular about his appearance, she didn’t know. As she hunched over the handbasin in her little bathroom, soaping away the soil and sweat, Maria Domenica smiled. She hoped the buffalo and the pigs appreciated his lovely pedicure.


She heard Elena’s voice echoing down the hallway, urging her to hurry. Quickly she tidied her hair and slipped on the shapeless red flowery garment that passed for her best dress these days. ‘Just a minute,’ she called back.


Lucia had told her she should start wearing a little make-up. Just a slick of lipstick and a lick of mascara, she’d urged. Give yourself some colour. But it looked foreign on her face. Licking her fingers and wetting down her hair to make it smooth, she decided that she’d do.


The drive to her parents’ place was short, thank God. Being crammed beside Elena in the little Fiat made her flesh crawl. Every time her mother-in-law changed gear, a fat brown hand brushed her knee, and when she turned the steering wheel, a surprisingly sharp elbow jabbed her in the ribs. She couldn’t stand it. Marco came from inside this woman’s body, she thought with revulsion, pressing herself close to the passenger door. He touches me … she touches me … it’s as though they own me.


She held Chiara close as her mother-in-law skidded in the dust, taking a corner too quickly. Not far now. Just down the dirt track past Francesca Maggio’s place and over the busy main road and they’d be home.


As they pulled into the driveway, she could see the family already gathering round the long wooden table they’d pulled out and set down beneath the lemon tree. Erminio was at the head of the table, gazing rapturously at the tray of lasagne in front of him. Beside him were Marco and his father Gino who’d come directly from an illicit morning card game in town. Marco’s glass was already half empty, she noted, and his face growing pink.


Her younger sisters were squashed on the high bench at the far end of the table, Salvatore propped between them. Giggling into each other’s long hair, they talked quietly of the things that concern little girls.


Rosaria was nowhere to be seen but an angry clanging of pans from the kitchen signalled clearly where she might be found.


Erminio glanced over at his eldest daughter with love in his soft eyes. Patting the chair beside him, he called, ‘Come here and sit down. Show me that baby of yours. Let me see how she’s grown.’


Maria Domenica hesitated. ‘Perhaps I should go and see if I can be of any help in there,’ she told him, nodding towards the kitchen.


‘No, no. Your sister has everything under control. Today you don’t work, you rest. Now bring the bambina here and let me give her a kiss.’


Gratefully Maria Domenica moved away from her mother-in-law’s side and sank down into the old, ripped vinyl chair beside her father. ‘It’s good to be home,’ she told him.


‘It’s good to have you home,’ he replied, reaching over and pinching Chiara’s soft cheek gently between his thumb and forefinger. ‘Isn’t she beautiful? My little granddaughter, the prettiest baby in the world.’


His words were almost drowned out by an extra loud crash echoing from the kitchen, followed by a shriek of ‘merda’. Rosaria had broken something this time.


Elena half jumped out of her seat in fright; no one else seemed to register there was anything wrong. Perhaps the little girls giggled a little harder and Pepina, hot and sweaty as she barbecued the peppers over the woodfire, might have rolled her eyes a couple of times.


Finally Rosaria tottered out of the kitchen under the weight of a stack of bowls. ‘About time,’ Erminio told her mildly. ‘The lasagne is growing cold and we’re all starving out here.’ He forced a thumb into his too-tight waistband. ‘See, my clothes are growing looser by the second.’


Rosaria’s round face looked pinched and grim as she dealt the plates out like a pack of cards. Erminio took no notice. He was too busy smiling at the huge tray of pasta, tomatoes, mozzarella and creamy bechamel sauce that lay before him. ‘Who’s hungry?’ he asked and sliced carefully into the lasagne. ‘Remember this is just the first course. We have artichokes, we have melanzane alla parmigiana, we have pollo alla cacciatora and barbecued eel, we have the best salty pecorino and prosciutto from our very own pigs and, of course, plenty of my wife’s beautiful bread. And then, to finish it all off, I myself have prepared fresh white peaches soaked in red wine, which will be delicious.’


He kissed the tips of his fingers and sent an expansive smile down the length of the table.


As Rosaria carted full platters and empty platters in and out of the kitchen, Erminio ate steadily. He cleared his own plate then helped Maria Domenica finish her leftovers. Between mouthfuls he subjected her to a gentle interrogation.


‘Are you happy?’


‘I’m not unhappy.’


‘Is Marco good to you?’


‘He’s not bad.’


‘Is working at Caffe Angeli too much for you?’


‘No, Franco doesn’t work me hard.’


‘Do you miss Rome?’


‘Yes, a little bit.’


‘What do you miss?’


‘Oh, places … people.’


‘What did you do there all day for all that time?’


How strange. This was the first time anybody had shown much interest in anything that had happened in Rome other than who had fathered her baby. That was all most people cared about – except Franco, of course, but he was far too private a person himself to pry too much into someone else’s business.


But now her father had thought to ask the question. And what would she tell him? How much could she tell him?


‘Well,’ she began, ‘the first thing I did was find a job. I ended up in a little caffe near the Spanish Steps. It was very different to Caffe Angeli – full of tourists, different faces every day and people babbling away in all sorts of strange languages. There were lots of English people …’


‘Yes?’


‘The owners of the caffe were OK at first. They rented me a room right at the very top of the building … so many stairs. Some days, if the caffe had been busy, I hardly had the strength to climb them.’


‘Did they give you days off?’ Erminio forked a hunk of chicken off her plate and swallowed it down.


‘Oh, yes. I had two days off each week and they were wonderful. Mostly I walked around the city looking at the buildings. It seems that every corner you turn in Rome, there’s a beautiful fountain or piazza right there in front of you. I didn’t have a map, I just walked and explored. Sometimes I tried to see if I could find the paintings I remembered from the walls of Caffe Angeli. Whenever I saw one I felt a little closer to home.’


‘And did you find many?’


‘A few. But lots of them aren’t in Rome at all, they’re in Florence. And I never managed to make it there. Maybe one day I will, you never know …’ Maria Domenica tailed off. She realized Marco was staring at her and wondered how long he’d been listening.


Erminio flicked his eyes up from the dish of chicken, tomatoes, onions and rosemary, and focused briefly on his son-in-law. ‘Marco,’ he instructed, ‘go into the kitchen and find out what Rosaria is doing to that prosciutto. Tell her I want it sliced thinly. She may need some help.’


Marco slid off obediently and Erminio turned back to his eldest daughter. ‘Maybe some day you’ll go to Florence for a little visit,’ he agreed. ‘There’s no reason why not. But only for a short time and then you’ll come back to San Giulio. This is where you belong.’


Maria Domenica nodded.


‘This is your home, figlia.’


‘Yes, this is my home, Papa. Not that cottage on the Manzoni farm. Please let me come back. Marco won’t care. He won’t miss me. And I’m needed here.’ She looked pointedly towards the kitchen. ‘Rosaria isn’t coping, Mamma looks tired. Let me come home and help out. Please?’


‘Rosaria will cope,’ her father said sternly. ‘It’s time she pulled her weight around here. Don’t worry about Rosaria. And your mother? Maybe she is a little tired. But she wouldn’t want you to come back here. She knows your place is with your husband now. We all know it.’


‘I would be happier here.’


Erminio sighed. ‘Just give it some time. I know it may seem strange now but they’re not so bad.’ He shot a glance at Elena fussily trimming imaginary fat from her meat and at Gino’s shining bald head bent low over his plate as he crammed food into his mouth. ‘They want the best for you. They may not do things the same way we do but … you’ll get used to it.’


Then he heaved himself up out of his chair and patted his hard, swollen belly. ‘Too full,’ he told her. ‘Better go and empty something out or I won’t be able to fit the next course in.’
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Maria Domenica couldn’t stand it any longer. She had visions of Rosaria alone in the kitchen surrounded by swaying piles of dirty plates, washing and drying late into the night. So she slipped a sleeping Chiara into Pepina’s grateful arms, found one of her old aprons and offered to help.


‘I’m fine,’ Rosaria told her sulkily.


‘You wash and I’ll dry,’ Maria Domenica replied, glancing round at the familiar kitchen with the strange empty space where the table should have been.


‘I said I’m fine, didn’t I?’


‘I want to help.’


‘And you get everything you want, don’t you?’ Rosaria’s voice was as bitter as Gina Rossi’s lemonade.


‘What do you mean?’ asked Maria Domenica, although she knew exactly what Rosaria meant.


‘Well, you’ve got it all, haven’t you?’ Rosaria spat out. She’d finished washing the glasses now and was letting the dirty water out so she could refill the sink and start on the plates. ‘You’ve got the man, the house, the job, the baby and still you walk around all day looking as miserable as sin.’


‘Maybe things aren’t as perfect for me as they might seem to you,’ Maria Domenica offered.


Rosaria laughed. ‘I could kill you,’ she said in a low voice as she scrubbed a crust of melted mozzarella and tomato off the pasta plates. ‘I hate you. Why did you have to take Marco? Couldn’t you have found a man of your own?’


‘Rosaria, believe me, I—’ Maria Domenica stopped. How could she tell her sister that she didn’t want Marco, that she’d never wanted him? There was no point in reminding her of his many faults because she wouldn’t see them. Rosaria had the most enormous crush on her husband for reasons she would never understand. She’d get over it, Maria Domenica shrugged, but until she did she was going to be hell to have around.


‘I don’t want to talk to you, I just want to help you with the dishes,’ she told Rosaria finally. ‘So move over and give me that tea towel or this could take you hours.’


To the music of the chatter down the long wooden table outside, the two sisters washed, dried and put away in silence. Maria Domenica stacked the leftovers in the fridge for her father to raid in an hour or two. Rosaria scrubbed the top of the stove and all the kitchen surfaces.


The sunny afternoon burnt out to a warm evening and eventually the little girls trooped in tiredly to bed and the adult voices grew louder. Maria Domenica could hear Marco, his voice an octave or two higher than her father’s, sounding boastful about something. The farm, probably, or his masterful handling of the buffalo. She tried not to listen.


Then she heard another sound – Chiara crying. Tossing down her apron, she hurried outside. ‘She needs a feed, Mamma. Give her here.’


Pepina didn’t move. ‘Let her cry. You can’t be feeding every time she demands it. You have to get her into a decent routine.’


‘Mamma, she’s my baby and I’ll decide when she needs a feed. Give her to me.’


Pepina narrowed her eyes. ‘Five daughters I’ve raised and one son. I think I know what I’m doing. Leave her alone.’


To Maria Domenica’s surprise it was her mother-in-law Elena who spoke up. ‘Eh no, Pepina. It’s getting late. Let her feed the baby and then we should be getting home. I hate driving down those lanes in the dark. And anyway, I want these two young married people to come and have a digestivo with me before bedtime. Just one little drink before we go to sleep.’


The trip back in Elena’s rattling Fiat was hair-raising. The car crabbed sideways round corners and more than once Maria Domenica thought they were heading for the ditch.


‘What a lovely lunch. A real success,’ Elena was babbling. ‘Such wonderful cooks your family. And what a charming little cottage they have. I can’t believe how they’ve brought you all up in that tiny place. Your poor mamma, where did she put you all? It makes me realize how Gino and I have been quite spoilt with our two-storey farmhouse and all our lovely huge rooms.’


Elena braked suddenly and the car swung halfway round a bend and skidded through the dust. ‘Oops,’ she giggled.


Maria Domenica glanced over at her mother-in-law. Her cheeks were quite red. How much of Mamma’s wine had she drunk? ‘Perhaps you should slow down,’ she suggested nervously. ‘It’s getting quite dark.’


‘Never had an accident in my life,’ Elena hiccupped as she crabbed round another corner.


By the time they drew up at a rakish angle on the driveway of the farmhouse Maria Domenica felt quite shaky. She didn’t have the strength to argue as Elena hustled her inside for a digestivo. ‘One last drink before bedtime. It’ll help you sleep,’ she was told.


In the stuffy, dark kitchen, Maria Domenica watched Elena slop sticky liqueur into two red wine glasses and begin to drink determinedly.


‘Mmm, that’s good.’ She smiled. ‘The boys won’t bother with this stuff. They say it’s too sweet. I’d better pop the cork off a wine bottle for them. They’ll be back in a minute.’


‘We never drank much at home,’ Maria Domenica offered. She gazed round at the furniture that cluttered the kitchen. Looming down from one wall was a huge dark wooden dresser, an intricately carved ottoman lined another and a sort of wooden chest on legs was pushed up near the back door.


Elena followed her gaze. ‘It’s a radiogram,’ she explained, lifting the lid of the chest to show her daughter-in-law the record player concealed beneath it. ‘Gino bought it for me last year. Isn’t it smart?’ Taking another mouthful from her glass, she proceeded to give Maria Domenica the provenance of all her shiny pieces of furniture. ‘The dresser, a wedding present,’ she explained, brushing her fingers over the dustless surface. ‘The ottoman, handed down from my grandmother. The old oak kitchen table, been in the Manzoni family for generations. The china,’ Elena waved a hand at the glass-fronted cabinets full of plates and cups, ‘collected by all the Manzoni wives. Some of it is very valuable, I’m sure.’


Shuddering, Maria Domenica imagined herself growing old surrounded by this museum of giant furniture, dusting it until she drew her last breath. As if she’d read her thoughts Elena smiled generously. ‘All yours and Marco’s one day, cara, of course.’


Outside a car door slammed and Gino’s voice was heard urging, ‘Get up, cretino, get up.’ There was the sound of scuffling, a high-pitched giggle then Gino poked his fat, bald head around the doorway. ‘You’ll have to come and help me get him home,’ he smirked. ‘Don’t know what’s wrong with the boy. He must have had a glass of bad wine.’


Between them they managed to half carry, half drag Marco back to the cottage and manhandle him onto the bed. Maria Domenica said goodnight to her in-laws and then stripped the clothes from her husband’s slender body and pulled one of the monogrammed linen sheets up over him.


‘Water. I need a glass of water,’ Marco told her, as she moved to leave the room.


‘OK, I’ll just be a minute. I need to see to the baby.’


‘Hurry up. I’m thirsty.’


When she returned with the full glass and held it out towards him, Maria Domenica felt Marco’s arm snake out around her legs. His grip was surprisingly strong.


‘Come to bed,’ he ordered.


‘Yes, I will in a little while.’


‘No, come to bed now.’


He pulled her down on top of him and the full glass of water went spinning out of her hand and smashed against the bedside table.


‘No, get off me.’ She tried to fight him, her fists pummelling his bony shoulder, but he flipped her over onto her back with ease and pressed down on top of her.


‘Shut up,’ he told her.


‘Marco, not now. I don’t want to do this now.’


‘Trust me to marry the frigid Carrozza sister,’ he said bitterly, taking a handful of her long black hair and tugging at it sharply. ‘I bet you little Rosaria wouldn’t be whining, “Not now” to her husband if he wanted to make love to her.’


A half-sob escaped Maria Domenica’s lips. ‘This isn’t making love, Marco,’ she told him.


But he wasn’t listening. He lifted the skirt of her flowery dress and tore at her sensible underwear. Grabbing her arm roughly with one hand, he thrust himself into her and began to pump away. His warm breath, acrid with the vinegar smell of stale wine, panted into her face and sweat dripped from his hot forehead onto her skin.


Maria Domenica kept her eyes wide open and waited for Marco’s flushed face to twist with the pleasure of his orgasm. It seemed to take for ever tonight. But finally his eyes popped slightly, then he screwed them up, pursed his mouth and groaned. It was over. He rolled back onto the sheets and rubbed himself clean with the corner of her dress.


‘Shit, I’m going to have a hangover tomorrow,’ he told her. ‘That wine your mother makes is bloody strong.’


‘I’ll get you another glass of water,’ she replied. ‘The last one got spilled.’
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There was a stranger waiting outside Caffe Angeli the next morning when Maria Domenica arrived early to open up, a tall man with tangled black hair and paint-splattered clothes clutching a step ladder. ‘Franco is expecting me,’ he told her in a voice heavy with an unfamiliar accent. ‘He knows I’m coming.’


‘You’re here to do some decorating?’ she asked with a nod towards the ladder and the paint pots.


‘Some painting,’ he replied shortly.


Maria Domenica balanced Chiara in one arm and with her free hand unlocked the big glass door. Beside her the stranger was lazily rolling a cigarette. He seemed in no hurry to start work. Savouring his cigarette, he slouched around the caffe, gazing at Franco’s frescos, choosing a ballad on the jukebox and making it clear with a tilt of his head and a raised eyebrow that he really could do with a cup of coffee. As she coaxed the Gaggia into action Maria Domenica watched the stranger smoke. There was no filter in the cigarette he’d rolled himself, so each time it touched his lips it left behind clinging curls of brown-gold tobacco. It should have looked unattractive but somehow it didn’t.


‘Do you have a name?’ she asked him finally.


‘Vincenzo.’ He lingered over the jukebox, sipping his coffee.


‘Well, Vincenzo, I’m Maria Domenica and if there’s anything you need to get you started with your painting let me know. I’ll just be through there in the kitchen getting today’s food organized.’


He nodded, pushed his empty espresso cup across the counter and smiled slowly at her.


‘Another?’ she asked him.


He nodded again.


Maria Domenica shrugged and reached for the coffee beans. She hoped whatever Franco had asked him to do in the caffe wasn’t a big job or the man would be with them for months – smoking, drinking coffee and making her feel slightly uneasy with his black curls, strong body and quiet ways.


As she busied herself behind the counter she kept a curious eye on him. One hour passed and then another and still he did nothing. Instead he sat squarely in one of the spindly wooden chairs, staring at a blank space on the wall. It was quite a big space between the copy of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus and another by the same artist, his Mars and Venus reclining languorously surrounded by naughty satyrs. Vincenzo clearly found it fascinating.


It was a quiet morning with few customers, but Vincenzo had fed the jukebox well with his coins and the caffe was filled with the sound of the love songs he’d chosen. Not that he seemed to be really listening to them. He was in a world of his own. Even when Old Luciano the village idiot stumbled in and gleefully shrieked, ‘Cretino, puttana,’ Vincenzo didn’t look away from the blank space on the wall.


Finally he stood up and stretched his legs. Gathering his paint pots and stepladder, he began to stack them behind the red velvet curtain in Franco’s private area.


‘You can’t leave those there,’ she told him.


He just smiled again. ‘I’ll be back in a couple of days,’ was all he said and he slipped out the door.


The cheek of it, Maria Domenica thought as she clattered cutlery and china. Perhaps he expected her to move all his dirty painting gear to a more suitable place. Well, she didn’t see why she should.


When Franco caught sight of the ladder and the clutter of paint pots he simply grinned. ‘So Vincenzo’s been here,’ he remarked. He tied the strings of his crisp white apron behind his back.


‘He didn’t achieve much,’ she complained. ‘What exactly is he supposed to be doing anyway?’


‘Oh, just a few improvements,’ Franco replied. ‘Tarting the old place up a bit.’


He didn’t have time to say more. The morning rush had finally started and thirsty customers clogged the little caffe. It wasn’t until she heard a thin, polite wail that Maria Domenica realized she’d been neglecting her daughter. She pushed aside the red velvet curtain and half stumbled over a paint pot in her rush to get to the baby’s crib. Chiara was hungry and she’d dirtied herself. Food first, thought Maria Domenica. She unbuttoned her blouse. As Chiara sucked hungrily at her swollen nipple, her mother rooted in her bag. Damn, no nappies. She was sure she’d packed some of the clean towelling squares but in her rush to get to work early this morning she must have left them neatly folded on the old armchair in the kitchen. Damn, damn.


Maria Domenica considered her options. She could probably buy some in one of the shops on the other side of the piazza but that was extravagant – she had plenty at home. Or she could borrow a couple from someone nearby, but really, she grimaced, did she want her daughter in a strange child’s nappies? Who knew how well they’d been washed? There was only one thing for it, she’d just have to walk home to get some of Chiara’s own beautifully laundered, cloth nappies. It would take an hour to get there and back again. She cursed her stupidity at rushing out of the house without the nappies this morning.


‘What’s wrong?’ Franco poked his head around the red curtain.


‘Oh, I’ve just left the baby’s nappies at home and she’s all dirty so I’ve got to change her.’


‘Well, get off home now then,’ he told her. ‘You may as well take the rest of the day for yourself. Everything’s so well organized here this morning there’s hardly anything left for me to do.’


‘No, no, you’ve still got the lunchtime rush. I can’t leave you on your own for that. I’ll walk home as fast as I can and then come straight back.’


‘You don’t have to walk,’ Franco pointed out. ‘I’ll get Giovanni to come by in the car to give you a lift home. It’ll take no time at all.’


‘But isn’t he studying?’ Franco’s son had decided he wanted to go to university one day and had been buried in books ever since. ‘I don’t want to interrupt him.’


‘Nonsense. Since I taught him to drive he’s barely got out of that old car of mine. Anyway I’m sure he can spare a few moments.’


Maria Domenica smiled gratefully. Her pretty little daughter was crying quietly but fretfully and an unmistakable smell was coming from her full pants.


 


Rosaria too had woken early that morning. She was filled with a new sense of purpose and determination. Today was the day, her day. There would be no more pussyfooting around.


Slipping quietly out of her bedroom on stockinged feet, she felt around the dim kitchen for the keys to her mother’s Fiat Cinquecento. Above her head the shelves of the dresser groaned with round loaves of coarse bread dusted with flour. There would be none baked fresh this morning though. Rosaria had better things to do than knead dough and boost her crazy mother’s supplies.


Starting the little car was easy. She’d seen Pepina turn the key in the ignition a thousand times. That business with the foot pedals wasn’t so straightforward though, as she quickly discovered. Rosaria bunny-hopped out of the driveway with a graunching of gears loud enough to wake the entire neighbourhood.


She breathed a sigh of relief as she made it safely across the main highway and began weaving down the quiet, dusty tracks that led to the Manzoni farm. Driving wasn’t so difficult after all. Third was her favourite gear, decided Rosaria. In third gear the car almost felt as though it was driving itself. It shuddered a bit if she slowed down so she just kept her foot pressed firmly on the accelerator for the entire trip.


She was thankful as her sister’s cottage came into view and she could pull over to the side of the road. Owing to a small confusion between the brake and the clutch she didn’t stop the little car as quickly as she meant to. Still, it wasn’t so bad being parked in the middle of the leafy bush. At least it kept her well hidden.


She watched for signs of life in the cottage. Maria Domenica appeared first, pushing Chiara’s pram, a large bag swinging from her shoulder. Turning, she called a few curt words back through the doorway as she left. From her position in the bush Rosaria couldn’t hear what her sister was saying but the important message got through to her: Marco was still at home. He hadn’t left for the fields yet.


Rosaria waited until her sister’s straight back had disappeared briskly from view. Then, pushing her way through the branches, she manoeuvred her wide, soft body out into the open. She took a deep breath and brushed the bits of leaf and twig from her dark hair and her best lapis lazuli blue dress. Her time had finally come.


The door of the cottage was unlocked and Rosaria walked straight in. Marco was leaning against the kitchen sink, looking glum and drinking milky coffee. He looked up in surprise.


‘Rosaria. What are you doing here?’


She stared at him but said nothing.


‘Your sister just left,’ he continued. ‘You missed her by seconds.’


Rosaria took quick, determined steps across the kitchen until she was standing face to face with Marco. She seized his shoulders in her strong, brown hands and pushed him back against the kitchen sink. Pressing her lips bossily down on his, she kissed him hard. It felt good. Thrusting out her tongue she explored the warm, milky wetness of his mouth. For a moment he did nothing and then he started to kiss her back. Rosaria felt desire washing over her entire body.


‘Take me to the bedroom.’ Her voice was gruff and insistent. ‘Take me to bed.’


‘I can’t.’ Marco sounded all wobbly. ‘I can’t, Rosaria.’


But his body was saying he could. Rosaria could feel how hard he was as she rubbed herself rhythmically up and down against him.


‘Shut up, you know you want to.’


Marco screwed his eyes tight together and let his hands explore Rosaria’s body. She felt so yielding, so juicy. But his father’s words ran through his mind. Do what you like, but stay away from the village girls or there’ll be trouble. It was good advice. Marco knew it.


‘I can’t, Rosaria, I can’t,’ he repeated.


She had a strong grip on his hand and pulled him towards the open bedroom door. Ignoring his weak protestations, she forced him down on the bed and stretched herself out on top of him.


‘I can’t, I can’t,’ Marco groaned. Yet his hands tore at her dress, touched her breasts and pinched her nipples hard. She rolled over onto her back and opened her legs, offering him everything.


‘No, no, we mustn’t,’ he moaned. But now he was on top of her and he couldn’t stop himself. With one wild thrust he took her virginity and there was no going back. ‘No, no,’ he muttered weakly as he sank into her fleshy, warm body.


‘Oh, that feels good, so good,’ she moaned. ‘Don’t stop, Marco, don’t stop.’


Marco couldn’t have stopped now even if he’d wanted to. Bucking like an excited horse, his skinny hips disappeared between the soft mounds of her inner thighs over and over again. He was lost.


Beneath him Rosaria arched her back and threw her head back on the pillow so her hair spread out prettily. She tried one or two experimental thrusts of her hips but Marco was pumping so wildly it was impossible to match his rhythm. So she gave up and simply lay like a starfish, enjoying the strange new sensations that had taken hold of her body. If this was sex then she liked the taste of it and she wanted more, much more.


‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ Marco gasped and it was over. Afterwards they lay tangled together, the sheet half pulled over them, the sweat drying on their bodies.


Rosaria brushed her lips over the thin down of fair hair that covered Marco’s chest. He closed his eyes and she admired the way his long eyelashes swept down towards his peach-soft cheeks. With one finger she reached out and touched the blue beauty spot beneath the right-hand corner of his lips.


‘Jesus, my father’s going to kill me,’ he groaned. ‘I’m going to be so late for work.’


‘Don’t go, stay here with me. The buffalo won’t miss you for one day. You can tell your father you were ill.’


Marco remembered his hangover – the throbbing in his head and how bitter and unpalatable his sips of milky coffee had tasted as he stood propped against the kitchen sink. That seemed a long time ago. He felt much better now.


‘Rosario, my father won’t care. This is a farm, he’ll say, there’s work to be done.’


‘Wouldn’t you rather stay here with me?’ she wheedled.


‘Yes but …’ She stopped him with a kiss. Then she began to stroke his body, feeling the tautness of his skin, the hard ridges of his ribs and letting her short, strong fingers teasingly dip into the wiry hairs between his legs before running them over his neat buttocks and his lean back. Soon his eyelashes sank towards his cheeks again and he began to snore gently. Rosaria leaned her head against him so she could breathe the perfume of his body and she slept too.


 


When Giovanni’s car pulled up outside, they hadn’t moved. They didn’t hear the rumble of the engine, the whine of the brakes or Maria Domenica calling out to the boy behind the steering wheel, ‘I won’t be a minute.’ The front door of the cottage opened and still they slept on, oblivious.


Maria Domenica had snatched up the pile of nappies and was about to pull the front door shut behind her when she heard the unmistakable sound of her husband snoring. He couldn’t still be in bed, she didn’t believe it. Astonished, she peered into the bedroom. It was semi-dark, the curtains drawn, but she could make out that there were two shapes in the bed. One was most certainly Marco. The other? She moved closer. A big girl, full-breasted, with long black hair thrown over the white cotton pillows. Her sister Rosaria.


Maria Domenica stood stock-still for a moment, taking shallow, silent breaths through her mouth. She said nothing. Slowly she backed out of the bedroom, clutching the little pile of nappies to her chest. Within seconds she was out of the cottage and back inside Giovanni’s car.


‘OK?’ he asked.


She nodded and waved the nappies at him. She still didn’t trust herself to speak.


As Giovanni steered them back to the village, Maria Domenica tried to decide how she felt. Not angry and not jealous. Not even disappointed.


They’d reached the outskirts of San Giulio and the tumble-down cottages where the poor people lived, before the numbness wore off and Maria Domenica realized that, beyond shock, what she mostly felt was sadness and maybe pity for her sister Rosaria. How could this bring her anything but unhappiness? Unhappiness and disgrace.


 


Pepina was furious. No sign of Rosaria, the kitchen empty, the day’s work not started. She cast a weary eye around the kitchen she so rarely left. That daughter of hers was useless. Things had been so much easier when Maria Domenica was still at home.


She thought about the tasks that lay before her for the day. The house was filthy and she couldn’t afford to let more time pass before she cleaned it properly. The weeds were springing up in her garden and there was so much food to prepare. By the look of the kitchen table, the younger children had helped themselves to milk and biscuits for breakfast but there were still two more meals to organize before she could lay her weary body down again.


‘I’m so tired even my teeth ache,’ she muttered to herself. Perhaps she was getting ill.


She heard Erminio stumbling down the hallway and into the kitchen. A big white bath towel was slung around his swollen belly and his greying hair was standing up on end. ‘I’m starving,’ he rumbled and poked about in the fridge. ‘What’s for breakfast?’


‘Whatever,’ Pepina replied tersely.


Erminio looked up in surprise. ‘What’s the matter with my beautiful wife then?’ he asked, cupping her sleep-creased face in his huge hands.


‘Oh, I don’t know. I just don’t feel right today, that’s all.’


‘You wait there,’ he told her. ‘I know how to make you feel better. I’ll just put some clothes on, I’ll be two seconds.’


Sure enough he was back in a minute in a mismatched shirt and trousers. ‘Come with me, quickly,’ he urged.


As he pulled her out of the door and around the corner of the house, she heard the sound of the younger children teasing the pigs. She tried to pull away from her husband and rescue the poor squealing beasts, but his grip was gentle and firm.


‘Where are we going?’ she asked, resisting him with all the weight of her body.


‘To pick peaches, fresh peaches for breakfast,’ he replied, pulling her onwards.


When they reached the strand of fruit trees, he made her sit on the hard earth, baked to a burnt sienna by the sun, and plopped down beside her. He kissed her – at first like an old friend and then more passionately. As he heaved himself on top of her, she tried to bat him away. ‘Not now, get off, I’ve too much to do. What about the peaches?’


‘Mmm.’ He kissed her once more and loosened his trousers.


‘Erminio Carrozza, if you get me pregnant again I swear this time I’ll leave you and go to live with the nuns,’ she hissed. ‘I don’t want any more daughters.’


‘Mmm.’ He ignored her.


‘Someone will see us,’ she warned, ‘right out in the open like this.’


But her husband didn’t care. The weight of his body pushed her into the unyielding earth and she felt the familiar touch of his hands caressing her. ‘Pepina, amore mio,’ he muttered.


She rolled her eyes and parted her legs. Surely it was only a week or so ago that she was bleeding? She couldn’t get pregnant right now, could she? She tried to remember what the priest had told her last time she had fallen.


Erminio was inside her now and it was too late to worry. She’d just have to hope for the best. She rose to meet his desire and for a few happy moments she felt once again like the passionate girl she had been.


Afterwards Erminio hugged her tightly. ‘You have dirt on your face,’ he told her.


‘Oh, just my face?’ she asked, laughing now. ‘My love, I have dirt everywhere. My whole life is dirt waiting to be cleaned.’ She struggled to her feet. ‘You pick your peaches for breakfast. I’ll be in the kitchen. I’ll see you there.’
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Marco opened his eyes. He wondered what time it was. He felt the heat of the day wrapping itself around him like a warm, wet blanket and realized it must be lunchtime. Too late to worry about his father or the buffalo. Too late to regret sleeping with the young girl whose soft body still lolled against his. His head ached. What was he doing in bed with Rosaria? What had he been thinking? He couldn’t let it happen again.


He reached out and touched the soft mounds that her body formed when it was lying down. The peaks of breasts, the mountains of buttocks, the little hillock of belly.


‘Cara,’ he muttered despite himself and her eyes opened.


‘Marco,’ she replied happily, burrowing her face in his chest.


‘What are we doing?’ he asked her.


‘What do you mean, what are we doing?’ she said, her voice muffled by his body.


‘They’d kill us if they saw us. Your parents, my parents, Maria Domenica.’


‘Well, they can’t see us.’ Rosaria was wide awake now and her eyes were blazing. ‘All we are doing is taking the happiness we deserve, Marco. We’d be stupid not to. We belong together.’


‘We can’t do this again,’ he argued.


‘Oh, yes, we can.’ She was fierce now. ‘We can do it over and over again as many times as we like. No one can stop us.’


‘What if they find out?’ Marco sounded afraid.


‘I won’t tell them.’ She tilted her chin at him. ‘Will you?’


‘No.’


‘I love you,’ she told him.


‘You’re so young,’ he replied nervously.


‘I know what I want,’ she retaliated. And then she kissed him again. ‘Do you know what you want?’ she asked.


He was afraid to reply. But again his body spoke for him. He felt himself stiffen against her.


‘Have you ever had an orgasm?’ he asked tentatively.


She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘You didn’t have one before?’


‘No. It felt good. But no, I don’t think so.’


Suddenly he felt powerful. ‘Well, maybe this time.’ His mouth twitched with a smile and he eased her up until she was straddling him. ‘This will feel so good, Rosaria, so good,’ he promised.


 


At Caffe Angeli Maria Domenica’s cheeks grew flushed as she plonked platefuls of food down in front of hungry customers and whisked the empty ones away from those who were replete.


‘How’s that baby of yours?’ asked some of them.


‘How’s that husband of yours?’ asked others.


Maria Domenica just smiled and kept moving. Fortunately she was too busy to talk, but she couldn’t forget what she had seen. She could wipe down the tables but she couldn’t scrub her mind clean of the picture of her husband and sister entwined in her bed.


‘So didn’t you like Vincenzo?’ Franco’s teasing voice intruded on her thoughts.


‘What?’


‘My friend Vincenzo, the painter. Didn’t you like him?’ Franco repeated.


Maria Domenica wrinkled her nose. ‘Well, he didn’t do much, did he? Just made a big mess.’


‘Ah, but he hasn’t really started yet. He’ll be back.’


‘So he said.’


‘And then I’m sure you’ll be impressed by him.’


‘Franco?’ There was a no-nonsense tone to Maria Domenica’s voice.


‘Yes?’


‘Gloria Ferrero wants an espresso and her husband says do you have a spare pack of cards behind the counter because he’s forgotten his.’


The long day’s work wore on. By the time Franco packed her off home, Maria Domenica was bone weary. As dusk fell, she pushed the pram through the clouds of mosquitoes that were settling over San Giulio’s hot, dry streets. It felt like a long walk home.


Marco was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for her when she arrived home.


‘You’re late,’ he complained. ‘I’m starving.’


‘I won’t be a minute,’ she assured him, hurrying to settle Chiara in her cot. ‘Franco gave me some cold chicken. I just need to prepare a little salad to go with it.’


As she prepared his food she stole a few glances at her husband. He looked the same as ever and he smelled clean, as though he’d just stepped out of the bath. There was nothing to betray the fact that he’d spent the day tangled in the monogrammed Manzoni sheets in their tiny bedroom with her greedy little sister Rosaria.


One thing had changed. That night as they lay down in bed together, Marco didn’t reach out to her. There was no arm snaking over her in the darkness, none of the usual frantic rubbing and pressing she dreaded. Instead Marco lay curled with his back towards her and said an exhausted goodnight.


‘If that baby of yours doesn’t scream herself hoarse for hours I may get a decent sleep,’ he murmured. ‘God knows I need it.’
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For once Marco rose before the sun. Maria Domenica heard him struggling into his trousers and work-shirt in the darkness and muttering to himself under his breath.


‘You’re up early,’ she remarked drowsily, hoping the noise he was making wouldn’t rouse Chiara.


‘Yes, well, I’ve got a lot to do, haven’t I? Farming is no job for part-timers, as my father is always pointing out.’


Maria Domenica allowed herself a smile. Marco was well aware he’d be in trouble for missing a whole day’s work yesterday. He wasn’t going to give Gino any more reasons to complain.


‘If you were any sort of wife you’d get up and make my breakfast,’ Marco grumbled. But she feigned sleep and, slamming the cottage door hard behind him, he left without saying goodbye.


The crash of the door woke Chiara. Maria Domenica heard her crying softly. She eased herself out of bed and lifted her daughter from her crib. This was her favourite time of each day – that first moment of waking, remembering afresh that she was a mother now and holding her warm little bundle in her arms. No matter what happened to her, no matter how trapped she was in her life, the one thing she could never regret was Chiara.


She was feeding her baby in the kitchen when she heard footsteps outside and assumed it was Marco, driven home by hunger pangs, come to demand his missed breakfast. She was surprised to hear a light, polite knocking on the door.


‘Hello. Who is it?’ Maria Domenica called out.


A blonde head poked around the door.


‘Aunt Lucia,’ she said with some pleasure. ‘How good to see you. What are you doing here so early? Come in, come in.’


Her aunt was carrying a tray of cakes wrapped in gold and white paper. ‘They nearly died of shock when they saw me at the pasticceria at this hour,’ she chuckled. ‘But I wanted to bring you some baba. Mmm, they’re so fresh, they’re almost still warm.’ She tore off the paper, plucked one of the rum-soaked, golden domes of cakes and bit into it with relish. ‘I should make some coffee to go with these,’ she mumbled, mouth still full. ‘No, you stay there. I’ll make it.’


Lucia liked her coffee strong. She ground extra beans and piled up a precarious pyramid before jamming on the top of the coffee pot and putting it on the stove.


Maria Domenica watched her, confused. ‘It’s lovely to see you, Aunt Lucia but—’


‘Why am I here?’


‘Well, yes.’


Lucia pursed her lips and looked round the small kitchen, at the poverty of the bare walls and the few sad sticks of furniture. ‘This place is awful,’ she said shortly.


‘Oh, it’s not so bad.’


Lucia nodded in the direction of Elena’s farmhouse. ‘She’s got that big old place stuffed with furniture she never uses. You’d think she’d let you have a few bits and pieces. They’re a stingy lot those Manzoni wives. Always have been.’


‘I don’t care,’ Maria Domenica assured her. ‘I don’t want any of her things. We’ve got everything we need. And anyway, I’m not here all that much. I try to stay at Caffe Angeli as much as I can.’


‘I know.’ Her aunt nodded. ‘That’s why I’m here so early. It’s my only chance to have a proper chat to you in private.’


‘What about?’


‘I’ve been worried about you. With everything that’s happened I … well, I just wanted to make sure that you’re happy.’


Maria Domenica said nothing, just stared at her aunt dubiously.


‘Or at least not too unhappy,’ Lucia added quickly.


‘And what if I was unhappy? What would you do?’


‘Do? I’m not sure that I could do anything, Maria Domenica. The time for doing things is past. You are here. You are married. Nothing is going to change that. But I wanted you to know that you can talk to me – say the things that perhaps you wouldn’t want to worry your mother with.’


Maria Domenica nodded, but stayed silent. Her aunt looked round the kitchen again and through the open door into the stark bedroom. ‘The one thing I could do is help you cheer this place up. Bring some ornaments, a picture or two. Maybe run up some nice bright curtains. See if the little contessa over the way will deign to let you have some of her good china.’


Maria Domenica shook her head. ‘Thank you, but I don’t need any of that.’


‘What do you need then?’


Maria Domenica paused, looked down at her now peaceful baby and blurted, ‘If only he had seen her. I’m sure if he could have only seen Chiara then he’d have never left.’


‘You mean her father?’


Maria Domenica nodded. The coffee pot was gurgling, filling the kitchen with the smell of bitter roasted beans.


‘You still think of him?’ Lucia asked gently.


‘All the time. I think of him every minute of every day.’


‘What was he like?’


Maria Domenica smiled. Much as she wanted to keep her secrets, talking about him brought him alive for her. ‘He had blond hair and strong hands,’ she began. ‘He was so clever, an artist, and I loved being with him. We had so little time together. He ran away from me just like I ran away from San Giulio.’


‘You loved him a lot?’


‘I loved him and I was so sure he loved me. It was a wonderful feeling. I can’t imagine living through every day for the rest of my life and never, ever feeling like that again.’


‘Maybe you’ll grow to love Marco?’


Maria Domenica clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth derisively.


‘You know that love you felt, that fierce love, it doesn’t last for ever,’ Lucia promised. She poured coffee into two tiny chipped cups and reached for another baba. ‘The years pass by and they wear it out. Old married women like me, we take our real pleasure from our homes, our children and one day, hopefully, our grandchildren. Oh, we care for our husbands, of course, and we look after them, but we don’t burn with passion.’ Lucia laughed. ‘No, no, we don’t.’


Maria Domenica looked into her aunt’s eyes, fully made up with eyeliner and mascara even at this hour of the morning, and said in a quiet but intense voice, ‘That’s not what I wanted. That’s not how I wanted my life to be. I was going to be different.’


Lucia sighed. ‘Ah, you’re so like your grandmother.’


‘No one’s ever said that to me before.’


‘I can’t say I ever noticed it before but it’s true, you are. She was so fey and fanciful, so beautiful and creative, sometimes I wonder how she ever gave birth to your mother and me.’ Lucia sipped her coffee thoughtfully.


‘In what way was she fanciful?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I think she had too much love to give and my father … well, he never quite knew how to take it from her. In the end she poured all her energies into making things instead. You know those beautiful embroidered christening gowns your mother and I have? She stitched all those. In fact, she made so many I think she managed to fill a drawer for every mother in town before she died.’


‘And you think that I’m like her? That I’ve got too much love to give?’


Lucia nodded. ‘Yes, in some ways I do.’


Maria Domenica stood up and put Chiara in her pram. Carefully, she wrapped the paper round the tray of rum babas and pushed it over the table towards her aunt. ‘Here, you take these back to your own family. We’ll never eat them here,’ she said.


‘You’re angry with me?’


‘Not angry, no, but I don’t agree with you. I don’t think it’s possible to love too much. Look at my mother and father – they still adore each other, don’t they?’ She tucked a light blanket around Chiara and brushed a kiss over her soft cheek. ‘Anyway, you’re right. This is my life now and I can’t do anything to change that. It’s not so bad really. I have my baby. I can give my love to her.’


She turned her pram towards the door. ‘Thanks for your visit, Lucia. I appreciate it, really I do,’ she said politely. ‘But I have to get along to Caffe Angeli now. Franco and Giovanni will be waiting for me.’
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Rosaria was deliciously sore. Her soft inner thighs were bruised from the pounding of Marco’s hip bones and each time she sat down she felt the twinges that reminded her she was now a woman.


She wanted to smile all day long but she couldn’t. She had to be careful not to give anything away. No one must know she and Marco were lovers.


But Rosaria was drawn to Caffe Angeli, she couldn’t help it. She walked in, hips swaying, perched on a stool at the counter and lit a cigarette with a flourish.


‘I need food,’ she announced. ‘I’ll have one of those potato croquettes, some little fried ham and cheese sandwiches, and a delicious sweet thing to finish.’


‘I’ll be with you in a minute, I just have to finish making this coffee,’ a harassed-looking Maria Domenica told her. ‘And anyway, what are you doing here? Don’t you have work to do at home?’


Rosaria shrugged and pretended to be engrossed in a magazine. But although her fingers flicked through the pages her eyes weren’t really focusing on the glamorous shots of Sophia Loren and Gina Lollobrigida. Instead she peered up through her lashes and took a fresh look at her elder sister.


Beaky nose, Rosaria decided, piggy eyes and much too skinny everywhere. Her hair looked harsh pulled back from her face like that and the dusting of freckles over her nose was more pronounced than ever thanks to all those hours spent working in the sunny garden without a hat. She really was no competition at all. If she hadn’t trapped Marco so cleverly, Rosaria was convinced she’d never have found a man to marry her.


‘What’s your problem?’ Maria Domenica had noticed her staring.


‘Hey?’


‘What are you looking at me like that for? Is there something you want to tell me?’


Rosaria’s round cheeks turned pink. ‘No, no, nothing.’ She grabbed her plate of treats from the counter, tucked the movie magazine under her arm and headed for a table in the far corner of the little caffe. ‘I’ll let you get on with your work,’ she muttered.


Just as Maria Domenica had got rid of her sister she became aware of another pair of staring eyes. The painter Vincenzo had returned and today, instead of the blank wall, he seemed to think she was worthy of examination. He was sitting at the table next to Rosaria, a pile of books at his elbow. Maria Domenica looked up to meet his eyes but he didn’t shift his gaze.


He was taking in her long graceful fingers, the way her glossy black hair fell down her back and the rich gold tones of her skin. He admired her deep-set, almond-shaped eyes and the fluid, calm way she moved between the tables.


His staring was quite off-putting and she began to fumble and mix up the orders.


‘What’s the matter with you today?’ Franco’s voice rang with amusement. ‘It’s not like you to get in such a muddle.’


‘Well,’ she blustered in reply, ‘it’s not easy, you know, being a mother and holding down a job. It’s no wonder my head’s in a whirl sometimes.’


‘So that’s it, your head’s in a whirl.’ He was still laughing.


‘Franco, not now. I’m not in the mood,’ she snapped. She cast a baleful glance towards Vincenzo, who was still watching her carefully. His rough, handsome face was blank and it was impossible to tell what he was thinking.


Finally curiosity overcame her. She was clearing empty cups and glasses from a nearby table and happened to glance over at one of the books at Vincenzo’s elbow. It was the cover that caught her eye with its reproduction of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. She was far less crude than the Venus on the wall above Franco’s jukebox, a beautiful fine-featured woman with a high forehead and wide-set eyes whose long tendrils of golden hair were escaping from her ribbons and blowing in the wind. In a bold typeface above the picture, the words The Art of Renaissance Italy were printed in English.


Reaching out, she touched the book reverently.


Vincenzo pushed it towards her. ‘Help yourself,’ he told her, his white teeth gleaming in a smile.


She didn’t need a second invitation. Perching on the chair beside him, she lost herself in its thick, glossy pages. Franco brought her a glass of cold Coca-Cola but it lay untouched as she drank in page after page of beautiful pictures and fascinating stories about the artists and their work.


‘Maria Domenica?’ Franco’s voice intruded.


‘Hmm?’


‘Are you actually reading that?’


‘Oh.’ She looked up guiltily. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll get back to work.’


‘No, I didn’t ask you that.’ Franco looked quizzical. ‘What I asked is are you actually reading that book?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, it’s all in English, isn’t it?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘And you don’t speak English. You can’t have learned it at school. After all, you left when you were thirteen.’


‘Um …’ Maria Domenica shifted in her seat uncomfortably. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her sister Rosaria at the far table, her magazine forgotten now as she eavesdropped furiously.


Franco and Vincenzo were still waiting for an answer. ‘I was just looking at the pictures,’ she began, then glanced down and realized the page she’d been staring at for several minutes was quite empty of pictures, just a solid bank of English words telling the story of the artist Masaccio and his creation of a painting about the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise.


Franco raised his eyebrows again.


‘Well, I suppose I was reading it a bit,’ Maria Domenica admitted. ‘I picked up a little English the year I was in Rome. The caffe I worked in was always full of tourists and lots of them were art students and I got talking to some of them and … well … you know … learned some of the language. But I don’t really understand it very well. Just enough to get the gist of things.’


‘Say something in English then.’ Her sister Rosaria hadn’t been able to resist sidling over.


‘No.’


‘Oh, go on,’ Rosaria wheedled.


‘I can’t remember any of the words now.’ Her face flushed, Maria Domenica dropped the book and bolted back to the safety of the bulky Gaggia, which she began to clean energetically. But Vincenzo had followed her.


‘When were you in Rome?’ he asked.


‘Oh,’ she shook her head in irritation, ‘last year.’


‘And which caffe did you work in?’


She sighed. Couldn’t he see how much he was annoying her? But she was much too polite to deny him an answer. ‘Just a little place by the Spanish Steps,’ she began. ‘Full of English tourists who liked to drink cups of tea with slices of lemon.’


‘I think I know it,’ he mused, then nodded his head and smiled with recognition. ‘You know, you struck me as being familiar the first time I saw you here but I couldn’t put my finger on why.’


‘Well, I don’t remember you.’ Her voice was chillier than Franco’s iced Coca-Cola.


‘No, you wouldn’t.’ Vincenzo’s white teeth flashed again. ‘When you weren’t delivering cups of tea with slices of lemon you always seemed engrossed in that tall, blond boy, the one who carried his sketchbook everywhere with him.’


‘Oh, yes?’ Rosaria was craning round now, desperate to be part of the conversation. ‘What blond boy?’


Maria Domenica banged the coffee tin down on the counter and gave Vincenzo a hard look. Miraculously he seemed to understand.


‘Well, can’t hang around here all day,’ he said quickly, turning away. ‘I’ll leave the books though. Feel free to read them.’


As the door slammed behind him, Rosaria slid over and poked her arm. ‘Blond boy?’ she asked insistently.


‘Now,’ Franco broke in, ‘didn’t you say you wanted a delicious sweet thing to finish, Rosaria? I have a special cornetto today you really must taste. It’s quite divine.’


‘A cornetto?’ Rosaria looked up sharply. ‘Does it have chocolate in it? Only I’ve had a terrible craving for chocolate all day.’


Distracted, her little sister filled her plate and Maria Domenica turned her face away in relief. Rosaria was welcome to steal her husband but she didn’t want her near her memories of the blond boy in the caffe by the Spanish Steps.
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Vincenzo made her laugh and he knew so much about the paintings she loved – lots more than Franco. On the days he didn’t turn up at the little caffe, Maria Domenica was surprised how much she missed him.


He was more than just a decorator, as she had swiftly realized, and he seemed to have ambitious plans for Franco’s bare stretch of wall.


He hadn’t accomplished very much though. The wall still didn’t have a lick of paint on it and his pots and brushes remained undisturbed behind the red curtain.


Day after day he sketched. Sheets and sheets of paper were scattered around the table that he had made his own, some crumpled angrily, some stacked neatly in a pile.


‘Ah, it’s a Madonna and child,’ Maria Domenica exclaimed. She leaned over his table and squinted at the shape he was tracing so repetitively. ‘That’s what you’re going to paint? A Madonna and child?’


‘Well, that’s the idea.’ Vincenzo ran his big square hands through his untidy black curls. ‘But I can’t seem to get the shape of it right.’


‘Are you copying that?’ Maria Domenica nodded towards a picture that had been ripped out of one of his art books. It showed a rather solid, plain Madonna balancing a fat, healthy baby on one of her big knees.


‘Yes, that’s the Masaccio Madonna and child. That’s the one Franco wants me to put on the wall.’


‘But what you’ve drawn here isn’t right,’ Maria Domenica told him. ‘Masaccio’s Madonna looks like she enjoys her pasta; your one is too thin.’


Vincenzo laughed. ‘Well, my Madonna is on her feet all day. She hasn’t had the chance to get fat.’


‘So after you’ve finished sketching, what then? What’s the next step to making a fresco?’ Maria Domenica was fascinated.


‘It’s quite a long process,’ Vincenzo began. ‘It doesn’t do to rush it so I may be hanging around here for some time.’


‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’ Maria Domenica teased.


‘No, no, I’m serious. You have to get it right. In the old days it was even more complicated when they made a fresco. They used wet plaster and there would be several of them working away at once. It could get pretty messy.’


‘Well, we don’t want that.’


‘No, we most certainly don’t.’ Vincenzo flipped over the page and ripped a clean sheet of paper from his sketchbook. He handed it over to her along with a thick, soft pencil. ‘Draw something.’


‘What?’


‘I can tell that you’re fascinated by art but I want to see if you’ve got any talent,’ he told her. ‘So draw something.’


‘I can’t, I’m working.’


‘The place is half empty. Stop making excuses.’


‘But what will I draw?’


‘Whatever you want.’ He waved his hand in the air. ‘There are a hundred things in this place you could draw if you want. But draw me, if you can’t think of anything better.’


Maria Domenica clutched the pencil in her hand and stared at the blank piece of paper. She felt self-conscious, clumsy, stupid. She didn’t know where to begin.


‘Well, if you’re going to draw me, you’ll have to look at me,’ Vincenzo told her.


She flushed. All the same she lifted her eyes to his and held his gaze.


‘I’m not sure I can bear to draw something so ugly,’ she told him cheekily.


Vincenzo threw his head back and laughed. ‘Steel yourself, that’s my advice. Sometimes the ugly ones make the best subjects.’


As Rita Pavone crooned from the jukebox, Maria Domenica studied the man before her. His face was starting to wrinkle and when you looked closely there were grey hairs streaking through the black. His nose was straight and strong, his lips full and his brown eyes dangerous. He had the look of a man who might quite easily run to fat. There was the hint of an extra chin and a slightly pouchy look around the eyes that suggested a fondness for the good things in life. There was something about him she found compellingly attractive.


Vincenzo didn’t seem to mind her staring. Head bent, he got on with the job of perfecting his Madonna. She noted that he wasn’t afraid: he sketched freely and easily, his pencil flowing across the paper.


‘Draw,’ he urged without looking up from his sketchpad.


‘I am, I am. I’m just studying my subject.’


‘No you’re not, you’re procrastinating. Don’t begin with a detail,’ he instructed. ‘You’ll end up with the scale all wrong. Sketch a rough shape and then work in the details.’


So she began, nervously at first, tracing the shape of his head, his strong shoulders and his arms.


‘Don’t worry if you get it wrong. I have more paper,’ Vincenzo told her.


His nose was difficult. It was so straight and chiselled in real life that it was almost impossible to make it look natural on paper. His hair too posed problems, not to mention his crazy eyebrows, so long and curly, which unashamedly dominated his face.


As she drew, Giovanni passed behind her chair and peered over her shoulder. ‘That’s fantastic. You’re so clever,’ he said admiringly. But she was concentrating too hard to spare even a few words for him and, after a few seconds of silence, he moved on, disappointed.


In the end she wasn’t unhappy with what she had drawn. It wasn’t at all bad for a first try, although there was definitely still something wrong about the nose and it was impossible to capture the laughter in his eyes. The man in her picture was raffishly sexy. He was likeable but not entirely to be trusted. And he really needed to do something about those crazy eyebrows.


Vincenzo took the sketch off her and appraised it. ‘See, that wasn’t so difficult, was it, once you got started?’


She waited for more. But he had gone back to his own work.


‘But do you like it?’ she asked. ‘Do you think it looks like you? Do I have talent?’


He put down his pencil, leaned back and smiled. ‘What do you think? Are you pleased with it?’


‘Well,’ she was hesitant, ‘I don’t think it looks like you exactly but I do think that somehow I’ve captured the essence of you – your spirit.’


He nodded.


‘Aren’t you going to tell me what you think of it?’ she asked again.


He smiled and shook his head. Reaching down into his big, black canvas bag, he pulled out a fresh sketchpad and a bundle of pencils. ‘Here, these are for you,’ he said, pressing them into her hands.


‘I can’t accept these. They must have been so expensive.’ She tried to give them back.


Vincenzo held up his hands. ‘They’re a gift. Accept them in the spirit in which they were given. All I ask is that you use them. Don’t think about it too hard, just draw. Draw your mother, your baby, your fat little sister. Draw Franco serving coffee, Giovanni wiping down the counter and the old men playing cards. Fill up the pages.’


‘But why? I’ll never be a real artist like you. I’d need to go to classes or take a course at the university and there’s no hope of that.’


‘Lots of people take those courses. They come out with a certificate at the end of it and they call themselves artists. But they’re still only as good as the work they do, it doesn’t matter what that certificate says.’


‘But how will I ever learn to paint?’


Vincenzo laughed. ‘You’ve only just picked up a pencil and already you want to paint? One step at a time, Maria Domenica.’ He waved her little sketch at her. ‘In exchange for the paper and pencils I’m claiming your first work. I’ll pin it up on a wall somewhere, I promise. That’s if it truly is your first work. Did you do anything in Rome? Did that blond English boy of yours encourage you to do some sketching?’


‘No.’ She bit her lip. ‘He loved to show me his work – lots of it was beautiful – but he never suggested that I have a go myself.’


‘Probably worried you’d be too much like competition for him.’


Maria Domenica screwed up her face and laughed.


‘Don’t underestimate yourself,’ Vincenzo told her seriously and began packing his mess of paper into the black canvas bag. ‘You’re capable of more than you think.’


Buoyed by his words, Maria Domenica moved about the caffe in a state of barely suppressed excitement for the rest of the day. Her head was full of the things she could draw and how she might draw them. She glanced outside at a bareheaded young boy whizzing past on a Vespa, his girlfriend riding side-saddle behind him, and she wondered how she might show the wind running through their hair. Five minutes later a farmer trundled past in a rickety wooden cart pulled by a couple of white oxen. It was a familiar scene, she must have seen that old man in his cart a thousand times, but now she itched to reach for her sketchpad and draw him. It was quite extraordinary, she thought, that something that had been so unimportant to her when she climbed out of bed this morning was now the only thing on her mind.


When Franco told her she should take herself off home she didn’t linger to talk as usual or help clean up. Chiara was bundled into her pram, the sketchpad and pencils tucked in beside her, and she half walked, half ran down the dusty roads that led home.


Bursting through the front door of the ugly old cottage, she found Marco pottering in the kitchen looking for some food to pick at.


‘Quick, quick, sit in the armchair,’ she told him breathlessly.


‘What?’


‘In the armchair. Sit. Take the baby. Now, don’t move.’


‘What the hell are you doing?’


Maria Domenica had the sketchpad and pencils out and was pulling out a chair at the kitchen table.


‘I’m going to make a picture of you and Chiara.’


Marco looked confused but not unwilling. ‘How long will it take? Can I move at all or do I have to sit perfectly still? And what if the baby starts crying or fills her pants or something?’


But Maria Domenica wasn’t listening, just staring at him intently. Her pencil began to fly over the sketchpad and it was as if she were in some sort of trance.


‘My arms are starting to ache. This baby’s getting heavy,’ said Marco into the silence.


Five minutes later: ‘Maria Domenica, do I have to sit here all night? What about my dinner?’


Twenty minutes further down the track: ‘This is getting boring. I’m going to move now.’


‘No, no, I’m nearly done,’ Maria Domenica held up the picture. ‘See, it’s still a bit rough but I can add some more detail later.’


Marco put the baby down and came over for a closer look. He seemed entranced by what she’d drawn. ‘It really does look very like me,’ he told her, his voice laced with surprise. ‘Perhaps my eyes are a little bigger in real life but that’s all.’


He was peeling off his shirt now. ‘Draw me again, cara,’ he said, stretching out on the floor and wriggling out of his trousers. ‘But this time draw me nude.’


As she began to sketch, Maria Domenica realized she’d never truly looked at her husband before, at the blackness of his lashes, the regular planes of his face and his skin smooth as an egg. He wore a wide-brimmed hat throughout the day so he wouldn’t tan but during those long hours in the fields the sun’s rays always found him at last and toasted him to a pale caramel. The wispy tendrils of hair he’d been trying to grow had made the back of his neck all sweaty so in the end he’d made her cut them off and now he kept his short, fine hair lightly slicked down with Brylcreem. As she struggled to capture his essence on paper, as she’d somehow managed to do with Vincenzo, she slowly came to understand what girls like her sister saw in Marco.


‘Do I look better from this side?’ he asked her seriously, tilting his chin one way and then the other. ‘Or this?’


‘Your features are very regular,’ she promised. ‘You look good from any direction.’


When Marco grew hungry, he didn’t demand that his wife drop her pencil and put on an apron. Instead he wound one of the monogrammed Manzoni sheets around him like a toga and foraged in the refrigerator, piling a platter high with cheese, salami, olives, bread, tomatoes from her garden and salty anchovies. He put it on the floor, not the kitchen table, and curled up beside it, propped up on a couple of ancient cushions. Lying there, swathed in the sheet and eating with his fingers, he looked as decadent and pleased with himself as a Roman emperor. Maria Domenica turned the page and began to draw him once again.


Even when it grew late and Marco went to bed she couldn’t separate herself from her sketchpad. In the hard light cast by a single bare bulb, Maria Domenica filled up the empty white pages her new friend Vincenzo had given her.


Finally she shifted tiredly to the armchair and slept for only an hour or two. When Chiara’s thin wail woke her it seemed as though she’d just closed her eyes. And yet still she felt suffused with energy, light on her feet. She spread her sketches from the night before across the kitchen table so she could review them. That was a good one of Marco eating grapes, but the first one she’d tried, with him and Chiara sitting in the armchair, wasn’t working at all. The little girl looked stiff and unreal, like a china doll. How do you capture a baby’s essence? wondered Maria Domenica.


She left the pictures there scattered round the room for Marco. He was sure to want to see them but she couldn’t wait until he woke up. There were still some empty pages in her sketchpad and, if she walked into town early enough, she knew how she could fill them: Giovanni, still a boy but so nearly a man, gazing at her adoringly; Gina Rossi looping garlands of lemons around her market stall; Franco opening up Caffe Angeli; the priest like an old black crow pecking and fussing outside the crumbling white church where she’d been forced to marry. She could see each picture clearly in her mind’s eye and couldn’t wait to start putting them down on paper. Once her sweet, uncomplaining baby was fed and changed, she bundled her back in her pram and ran down the long straight roads that led to San Giulio.


 


Rosaria was walking too, trudging angrily through the dust, kicking it into a cloud and coating her sturdy legs with a dirty layer of gold. She couldn’t believe Mamma had done this to her. Once, just that one time, she’d borrowed the car and now Pepina thought it was necessary to hide the keys from her.


She had searched for them all over the dim kitchen this morning. She’d felt up on the high shelves, under the hard loaves of bread, she’d even checked inside the pots and pans. Nothing. So now she was reduced to walking to Marco’s house. The track stretched out interminably in front of her. She was creeping up it, swimming through syrup. Marco would have left for the fields by the time she arrived.


She picked up a stick and clouted the dry little bushes and weeds with it as she passed, raising more dust. A secret love affair was all very well in theory, Rosaria thought. But in practice it meant long, dull hours of pretending everything was normal and a few, far too rare, snatched seconds of deliciousness. She wanted more.


Her sister lay next to Marco all night long, she thought bitterly. He touched her, he breathed on her, maybe some nights he even made love to her. She had never dared ask him. Jealousy rose like bile in her throat and her stomach heaved just like it had on that day she’d insisted on eating a piece of leftover fish that had been in the fridge for four days. She’d felt bad that time but now she felt even worse.


Anger made her bold. She didn’t bother to pause outside the cottage and skulk in the bushes until she was sure Maria Domenica had gone to work. Who cared if her sister was there anyway? She could always make up some excuse for why she’d appeared on their doorstep so early in the morning.


But the house was quiet and the kitchen empty and untidy. What was all that paper strewn about the place? she wondered. Rosaria picked up a sheet and studied it more closely. The light of recognition shone in her eyes immediately. This was a drawing of Marco, stretched out languidly on the black-and-white kitchen floor tiles, and quite, quite naked. She threw it down and then picked up another, and another. A sob caught in her throat, tears spilled from her eyes and she sniffed furiously.


‘Are you getting a cold, Rosaria?’ Marco’s voice was sleepy, his body unclothed as he leaned in the doorway. ‘I don’t want your germs, you know. I don’t want to get sick.’


She hid her tear-stained face behind a thick curtain of hair. ‘No, I don’t have germs. I’m fine. There’s nothing to worry about,’ she mumbled.


‘Ah, you’ve found the pictures Maria Domenica made.’ He came and stood beside her and gazed down at the little gallery of Marcos on the kitchen table. ‘Not bad, huh?’


He was so close she could have reached out and touched him but she didn’t. Instead she kept her arms folded stiffly in front of her and stayed safely behind her barrier of hair.


‘I like this one the best, I think.’ Marco picked up the Roman emperor picture. ‘Who’d have thought little Maria Domenica would turn out to be an artist, hey?’


Rosaria let out a hiss of breath.


‘Well, admit it, they’re not at all bad,’ he persisted. ‘This one really looks like me. And I had no idea she could draw, you know.’


‘Well, it’s no surprise to me,’ Rosaria was sulky.


‘Did she draw at home when you were kids?’


‘Never.’


‘So how did you know she could do it?’


Rosaria shrugged. ‘Well, it’s the company she keeps, isn’t it?’


Marco looked exasperated. ‘Stop talking in riddles. Spit it out, whatever it is you want to say.’ He’d never used that impatient tone with her before.


‘That artist who’s always hanging about Caffe Angeli. His name is Vincenzo something. The pair of them are so tight, their heads are always together. They whisper their secrets all day long. I think they know each other from Rome or something.’


‘What are you saying, Rosaria?’ Marco spoke carefully.


‘I’m not saying anything.’ She was defensive. ‘I’m not accusing her of anything. All I know is he’s always staring at her and he said he remembered her from Rome … that’s all I know.’


Marco lifted a slender arm and swept the drawings off the table in one smooth movement. ‘I won’t be made a fool of,’ he said unsteadily. ‘I didn’t want to marry the dirty little slut in the first place and now you say she’s making a show of herself with another man in front of the whole village.’


‘No, I didn’t say that.’ Rosaria was worried she’d gone too far. ‘I only said—’


But it was too late. Marco was on his knees, in the drift of paper he’d swept from the table, ripping it into a fine confetti. ‘Get out,’ he screamed at her, his face red, his eyes bloodshot to match. ‘I’m sick of your entire family. My life was fine before you all came along and ruined it. I said get out. Out of my house. Out!’


‘Marco, please, you’re over-reacting. All I said was—’


‘Out!’ He was up on his feet again and heading towards her, the palm of his hand held flat and looking for all the world like he was going to slap her. She backed out of the cottage hurriedly and, kicking up another cloud of yellow dust, ran for home.


She wanted to cry but the tears wouldn’t come. As she ran, her body shuddered with hard, dry sobs. Marco hated her now. She’d ruined everything with her stupid jealousy. Then she imagined him lying there naked on the chequered floor while Maria Domenica drew him over and over again, and the envy that washed over her was so strong that she tasted it like metal in her mouth.


 


When Maria Domenica found Vincenzo outside Caffe Angeli she bubbled with excitement. He was lounging on a low wall, smoking one of his messy, home-rolled cigarettes, waiting for her to unlock the big glass door and let him in.


‘You’ll be happy to hear I plan to stop procrastinating today,’ he told her, stray curls of tobacco falling from his lips as he spoke. ‘I’ve done enough sketching. If my Madonna isn’t right now she never will be. So I’m going to begin working on the wall. It may get a little untidy but I’ll try not to get in your way.’


Maria Domenica didn’t care about anything as trivial as mess. Gently pushing aside Chiara’s chubby feet, she pulled the now depleted sketchpad out of the pram and rummaged around for the pencils. ‘I’ve been drawing all night long,’ she told him quickly. ‘I couldn’t stop. And if you’ve got time, I’d like to make one more picture before we start work. I want to draw you again, to see if I can capture you better than I did yesterday.’


‘OK, OK.’ Vincenzo let her push him backwards towards a chair. ‘Just make me a coffee and you can do anything you like with me.’


Today it all seemed easier. His long straight nose, his wild eyebrows, the folds of flesh beneath his jawline, none of them proved too difficult for Maria Domenica’s pencil. And as she drew, she tingled with sheer joy.


The caffe’s morning routine started without her. Franco knotted his starched white apron around his waist and stood behind his Gaggia. The regulars came in to drink an espresso at the counter before they got on with their day’s work. Maria Domenica was so focused on her sketchpad she barely heard the click of the big glass door opening and closing.


But the sound of her husband’s name being spoken snapped her back to reality.


‘Ah, Marco, buongiorno,’ Franco was saying. ‘You’re a stranger in here these days. What can I get you?’


‘Espresso,’ he replied shortly, his gaze not wavering from his wife at the corner table sketching the dark-haired stranger.


‘Marco.’ Maria Domenica looked up, still dazed with concentration. ‘What are you doing here? Did you see the pictures I left for you on the kitchen table?’


He nodded and then issued another staccato instruction to Franco. ‘And a whisky.’


Sipping his coffee and scotch, Marco hung over the jukebox. His finger stabbing at the buttons, his lips turned down in disdain, he made a few selections. Maria Domenica’s pencil slowed on the sketchpad. She felt uneasy. Something was wrong but she couldn’t quite work out what.


Marco drank another coffee, another whisky.


‘A little early, isn’t it?’ Franco remarked mildly, but he only grunted in reply.


Leaning against the jukebox, Marco stared at his wife and the stranger she seemed so absorbed with. Through narrowed eyes he watched Vincenzo roll another cigarette and then finally he approached the table.


‘You, what’s your name?’ Marco asked gruffly.


‘I’m Vincenzo,’ the artist replied and held out his hand, but it remained empty as Marco hung back, his arms held stiffly to his sides. ‘How do you do,’ he said nevertheless.


‘Will you make me one of those?’ Marco nodded towards the untidy cigarette.


‘Sure, no problem.’ Vincenzo pulled out another cigarette paper, laid a short cable of tobacco, licked and rolled and handed it over. ‘Would you like a light?’ he asked amiably.


Marco pulled out a chair, sat and leaned down to the lit match. ‘Cheers,’ was all he said.


‘I’ve been drawing some more, see? I’ve made a picture of Vincenzo.’ Maria Domenica felt unaccountably nervy, knew she was twittering.


Marco nodded, drank and smoked.


The silence between them was broken only by the halfhearted scratching of Maria Domenica’s pencil. Finally she threw down the sketchpad and stood up. ‘That’s enough of that,’ she declared. ‘I have things to do.’


Her husband and Vincenzo watched as she disappeared behind the Gaggia. Still they said nothing. They smoked together and took turns to flick the spent ash into the small ashtray they shared.


Maria Domenica wished Marco would just get up and go. Normally he never came near the caffe. He preferred to avoid her during the daytime and so she couldn’t imagine what he was doing here now.


Finally her prayers were answered. Marco stubbed out his cigarette, drained his glass of whisky, pushed back his chair and without a word he was gone.


‘So what was that about?’ Franco asked her.


‘God knows.’ Maria Domenica dismissed her husband with a shake of her head.


‘Is everything all right with you two?’ Franco’s concern was at war with his natural inclination to mind his own business.


‘As all right as it’s ever been, I suppose.’


‘If there’s anything I can do,’ he continued hesitantly. ‘You know you only have to ask.’


‘I know.’ Maria Domenica touched his arm lightly. ‘I do know.’


Vincenzo had turned his back on them. He was gazing again at his piece of blank wall. Whatever was going on, he didn’t want to be involved, she realized. He was only passing through.


The rest of the day in Caffe Angeli was out of kilter. Maria Domenica boiled the milk over while she was making cappuccino. Marcello Bruni found a hair in his pastry. Chiara grizzled behind the red curtain. It was a relief when it was time to tuck her into her pram and wheel her home. Franco’s face betrayed concern as she shut the door behind her. ‘Take care,’ he mouthed through the glass. Maria Domenica sketched a wave and began to walk.


She dreaded what she might find at home in the cottage. Marco angry? Or monosyllabic? Or worse still, wanting to take her to bed and work out his frustrations with her there. She slowed her step, in no hurry to know.


All seemed peaceful enough as she strolled up the track to the Manzoni farm. The buffalo in the fields were grazing on the sparse, yellow grass and casting fat shadows in the evening sun. There were ripe tomatoes that needed to be picked hanging heavily from the vines in her vegetable patch and the basil was threatening to run to seed.


The cottage was empty, the door shut tight.


‘Marco?’ she called hesitantly as she stepped into the stuffy, dim kitchen.


The place felt all wrong but at first she couldn’t tell why. Then she spotted the drift of snowy white paper on the kitchen floor. Picking up the nearest fragment, she recognized the work of her pencil. Marco had destroyed everything, every last picture. Sinking to her knees amid the ruin of it all, she felt hopeless and empty, like stone. It should have been easy enough to cry but the tears didn’t come. Maria Domenica knelt there for she didn’t know how long, staring at what was left of her brief moments of happiness.


She felt Marco before she saw or heard him, felt his clenched fist slamming into the side of her head. She screamed at the pain and Chiara screamed back in reply.


‘Marco, no.’ She tried to slither back over the tiles and held her arms over her face for protection, but his fists found her again and again. ‘Please, please, no,’ she begged, as his curled hands, so feminine with their long tapered fingers, hit home with a wholly male strength.


There was a roaring in her ears and the tang of blood in her mouth and still she pleaded. ‘Please stop, Marco. Don’t do this, please.’ But it seemed that her voice enraged him further. He picked up a handful of the shredded paper and, forcing open Maria Domenica’s mouth, tried to stuff it in. She choked and spluttered and struggled to break free.


Chiara’s cries were louder now, her body red and rigid.


‘Shut up, shut up, shut up,’ screamed Marco at the crying child.


Pure fear cut through the pain. Don’t hurt my baby. Please don’t hurt my baby, Maria Domenica thought. But she didn’t dare speak the words out loud.


Enraged, Marco uncurled his fist and slapped her full across the face with his open hand. He’d wound the fingers of his other hand into her long black hair and it felt like he was pulling it out by the roots.


‘Why? What have I done?’ Maria Domenica spluttered, still choking on fragments of paper. ‘Marco, please stop. Tell me what I’ve done wrong.’


‘You know, you bitch.’ His breath in her face smelled strongly of whisky. He must have been drinking all day.


‘I don’t know. I don’t understand.’ Her tears were flowing down her cheeks easily now, the salty water mixing with the warm blood that seeped from her lip. ‘Marco, please stop and tell me what’s gone wrong.’


He slumped to the floor beside her and held her face inches from his own. She tried to move away from the reach of his rank breath but he held her close and fast.


‘See, this is how it’s going to be from now on,’ he said, and she could feel his heartbeat slowing as he struggled to calm himself. ‘You are my wife and you’ll stay here in my house, do you understand?’


She could only blink in reply.


‘You can forget the caffe. I don’t want you going back there. Not ever. I’ll go to see Franco in the morning and tell him that you’ve given up your job. You won’t speak to him again. And your artist friend? You won’t speak to him either. There will be no more shaming me in front of the whole village. There’s no reason for you to leave the farm alone. If you need to go into the village to shop my mother will go with you. Otherwise you’ll stay right here, out of the way of trouble.’


She knew it was safer not to argue while he was in this mood. But this wasn’t fair, surely he could see that? She tried to explain. ‘Marco, I don’t know what you think has been going on but you’re wrong—’


Flushed magenta and spitting in fury, he took her shoulders in his hands and shook her hard. ‘Don’t try to tell me I’m wrong. What sort of fool do you think I am? Did you think you could make another baby with that cretino artist and bring it up under my roof?’


Then he stood and Maria Domenica watched, her heart in her mouth, as he grasped the handle of Chiara’s pram. ‘She looks like her father.’ He leaned down and his acid breath washed over the baby. ‘And no doubt she’ll soon need a smack in the face like her mother.’


With that he slammed the cottage door behind him and she heard the roar of an engine as he drove off through the dust.


Finally the length and depth of the silence convinced her he wasn’t coming back. Not for a while anyway. She heaved herself to her feet. Chiara’s cries had subsided now and the wet warmth she felt on her own cheeks was blood not tears. Dabbing at her face with a dishcloth, she held her baby close.


Outside it grew dark but Maria Domenica didn’t bother to turn on the lights. She curled up in the armchair, her body wrapped protectively around her baby, lost in thought. At last, her eyes closed and sleep blotted out everything.
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Maria Domenica’s body was stiff when she woke to Chiara’s hungry cries. She unfolded herself awkwardly from the armchair and blinked in the early morning sunlight. Everything hurt. The events of last night came flooding back to her and she put her hand to her face. There was a scab forming on the corner of her mouth, the flesh around her left eye felt swollen, her cheek was tender to the touch. She knew that when she peered into the small, square mirror on the bathroom wall she’d see the bruises and cuts delivered by her husband’s fists. She felt as empty and defeated as she felt sore.


Everything took longer this morning. Bathing, feeding and changing Chiara, making a pot of strong coffee to wake herself up, nibbling on a piece of hard twice-baked bread soaked in water then olive oil and covered in chopped tomatoes – it all seemed to take her hours. When she checked the alarm clock on the floor beside her bed it was already nearly lunchtime. Not that it mattered. She had nowhere to go and nothing much to do once she had cleared up the shreds of paper still scattered across the floor.


She sat at the scarred, formica kitchen table, chewing the skin around her fingernails and staring blankly at the plain white walls. Here and there they were splattered with browny red blobs where Marco had slapped the palm of his hand down on a blood-filled mosquito that had been feeding on his ankles. He was tormented by the insects during the summer months. They loved the flavour of him.


Maria Domenica wondered where Marco had spent the night. At the big farmhouse with his parents, she supposed. Elena had probably fussed over her boy, bathed the knuckles that were bruised from the contact with his wife’s cheeks and reassured him that he’d done the right thing. Marco would have filled their heads with nonsense and lies and they’d be ready to believe the worst of her. Eventually, when he calmed down, they’d send him back to her. But perhaps she could hope for a day or two’s grace.


By mid-afternoon the heat of the day seemed to have sucked all the oxygen out of the drab little cottage. Maria Domenica put a sunhat on her baby daughter and gently laid her in her pram. She didn’t dare go into town, but she had to walk the stiffness from her legs.


The thin wheels of the pram weren’t designed to run over the hard, rutted farm tracks and Chiara was bumped and jiggled as they walked. Not that she seemed to mind. She gazed around with serious eyes and Maria Domenica was convinced that, young as she was, she was taking everything in. She seemed to be watching the little cottage and the bigger farmhouse behind it disappear into the distance as her mother pushed the pram through the dry fields. And her face definitely lit with a smile when she saw the black buffalo grazing quietly in the sunshine in the boggy ground by the lake. Chiara was growing so fast, soon she wouldn’t be a baby any more, thought Maria Domenica sadly. She’d be a little girl and the Manzoni farm would be her whole world.


Breathlessly she pushed the pram to the top of a gentle slope and turned back to look at the view. The empty blue sky and flat, yellowing fields seemed to stretch for miles and miles, yet still Maria Domenica felt trapped. Beyond the fields she could see the road that led to San Giulio and then to Rome and Florence. Much further on lay other countries filled with foreign people. ‘Switzerland, France, Germany, England.’ Maria Domenica recited the words out loud, tasting them on her tongue. To her they were only names remembered from a schoolroom blackboard and languages that she’d heard in that little caffe by the Spanish Steps.


She stayed there, sitting quietly beside her daughter, until she felt the afternoon sun begin to scorch her skin. Sighing, she released the brake on the pram and held on tight as it juddered back down the bumpy track towards the cottage. Someone had been there, Elena probably, and left a small brown paper parcel in a shady spot beside the doorstep. The cottage door was always left unlocked so she could have gone inside with her package. Her mother-in-law didn’t want to see her, Maria Domenica realized. She was to be left alone.


She found fresh mozzarella and thin slices of prosciutto in the parcel. And a note. ‘Marco has gone to the city with his father for a few days,’ it read. ‘You are to stay here. I will be keeping an eye on you.’ It was signed by Elena.


Maria Domenica chopped up the mozzarella and wound each milky chunk in a ribbon of prosciutto crudo. It wasn’t what her husband or father would call a meal but it would do. Her teeth cut through the fatty raw ham and sank into the soft cheese. Eating comforted her. As she chewed the food, she tried to clear her mind. She had been feeling so depressed. She’d felt as if Marco had backed her into a corner. But now, swallowing hungrily and pushing another mozzarella ball into her mouth, she remembered she had people to turn to.


There was Lucia, although all she would have the power to give her was coffee and sympathy. And then there was Franco – he would surely help her. He would be worrying about her right now, wondering what was wrong. Yet perhaps it was best that she stay away from Caffe Angeli. She didn’t want to make more trouble for Franco than she already had. No, she would go to her parents. And when he saw what Marco had done to her face, it would be all she could do to stop her father killing him.


It was tempting to flee straight away. Tempting but perhaps not so wise. From the window above her kitchen sink Maria Domenica knew that Elena had a clear view of her cottage. She had stood there herself after Sunday lunch, washing dishes and looking out at the drab little building she was meant to call home. Elena might be there right now gazing down on her. She rarely used her formal living room with its hard couches and highly polished furniture. That was just for when important visitors came – which they hardly ever did.


No, Elena would be in the kitchen, listening to the radio, cleaning already spotless surfaces and every now and then staring out of the window, keeping an eye on her daughter-in-law, just as she’d promised to.


To be on the safe side Maria Domenica waited until it grew dark. Then, like a thief, she crept out of her cottage. The squeak of the pram’s wheels sounded deafening to her ears. She was sure the noise would carry in the stillness of the night and prayed that if her mother-in-law heard anything she’d dismiss it as the call of a bird or the yelp of an animal.


As quickly as she could, Maria Domenica put some distance between herself and the Manzoni farm. With one hand she pushed the pram and in the other she carried a small bag packed with a few essentials. She didn’t mean ever to come back to this place where she’d been so unhappy. She was going home for good.


‘Maybe Papa will build another room for you and me to live in,’ she told her sleeping daughter. Not that she really minded where they slept. She’d lie on the flagstones beneath the kitchen table if necessary, just so long as she didn’t have to take her baby back to that miserable cottage.


It was a long walk by moonlight and, burdened with her bag and her baby, it seemed to take Maria Domenica for ever to reach the main road. She crossed it carefully, her eyes scanning back and forth for the headlights that would warn of oncoming cars. She didn’t want to get caught. Not now that she was so close to home.


It was with relief that she recognized the low, dark shape of the farmhouse. She hoped they wouldn’t all be in bed and fast asleep by now.


‘Mamma, Papa,’ she called out, but there was no reply.


Someone was still awake. Maria Domenica could see light escaping from the chinks in the window blinds. She pushed open the kitchen door and breathed in through her nose. There were layers of smells – baked bread, pans full of bubbling tomato sauces, grated Parmesan – the smells of a thousand delicious meals her mother had cooked as she raised her family. It was enough to make her feel hungry again.


‘Madonna mia, look at you.’ Her mother was at her side now, fussing and worrying.


Maria Domenica felt relief wash over her. She sank into the comfort of Pepina’s familiar soft arms. ‘Marco hit me,’ she whispered, and then at last the tears began to run down her bruised cheeks. She couldn’t stop crying. Her body shuddered with sobs and the stinging salty tears washed into the cuts on her face. She tried to talk but it was ages before she could get the words out. Then she could only repeat stupidly, ‘Marco hit me.’


Pepina studied her face for a moment and then her eyes slid away into a corner. ‘I know,’ she replied heavily. ‘I know all about it.’


‘What did he tell you?’


Pepina stroked her daughter’s hair and dabbed at her swollen face with one of Erminio’s old handkerchiefs.


‘Mamma?’ Maria Domenica’s sobs were subsiding and her eyes growing wide with indignation. ‘What did Marco tell you I’d done? You can’t believe him. It’s not true, whatever he said is a lie.’


Pepina’s shoulders slumped. She still couldn’t meet her daughter’s gaze. ‘I must admit, I didn’t expect you to look this bad. He said it was just a smack he gave you and that you’d deserved it.’


‘What!’


‘Calm down, Maria Domenica. You’re not the first wife to get a smack or two from her husband,’ said Pepina, her voice a low monotone.


‘Papa never hit you. Not once.’


‘No, but then I never gave him a reason to hit me. I wasn’t trotting back and forth to the village on my own, working in some caffe, talking to men all day. I never shamed my husband with some long-haired artist.’ Pepina’s voice was rising now. ‘What were you thinking? How did you expect your husband to react?’


The beginnings of an argument were on the tip of Maria Domenica’s tongue but she bit the words back and instead asked more calmly, ‘Where is Papa?’


‘Gone.’


‘Gone where?’


‘Marco and his father came to pick him up. They went into the village to have a word with this Vincenzo fellow but he’d disappeared. Your sister Rosaria thought they might find him in Rome so they’ve followed him there.’


Maria Domenica couldn’t quite take in what she was hearing. ‘How could he believe Marco over me? Doesn’t he trust me?’


‘No, not really. He used to trust you but then you ran away, remember? And you came home pregnant and you lost his trust. I blame myself. I gave you too much freedom when you were growing up. But what could I do? I had so many daughters to watch over.’ Hot tears began to course down Pepina’s cheeks. She nodded at the bag that Maria Domenica had put down on the floor next to Chiara’s pram. ‘You brought your things with you? I’m sorry, cara, but you can’t stay here. Your father said you’re to stay at home and wait for your husband. That you’re not to bring any more shame on this family.’


‘No, Mamma, please let me stay here. Don’t make me go back. Please.’ The two women clung to each other, both crying now. Maria Domenica felt her mother’s stomach heaving with sobs and the wetness of her cheeks pressed against her neck.


‘I’m sorry, figlia. I’m so sorry.’ Pepina was pushing her out of the kitchen now and into the dusty yard. She pressed the bag back into her hands and turned Chiara’s pram around so it pointed back in the direction of the Manzoni farm. ‘I daren’t disobey your father. You’ll have to go home. But me or Rosaria will come and check on you every day. And we won’t let him hit you again, I promise.’


Maria Domenica felt a last squeeze from her mother’s hand and, as the door was closed in her face, she took a final lungful of the sweet-smelling air from the warm kitchen. Then she turned and slowly walked into the growing chill of the clear autumn night. She hadn’t even said goodbye.





Part Two



New Brighton, England, 1968
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New Brighton Baths stood beside the soupy grey waters where the River Mersey met the Irish Sea. It was a long, low-slung art deco place, built when this was a bustling seaside town filled with day-tripping factory workers and holiday-makers staying at the Bed and Breakfasts up the road. An open-air swimming pool was a huge attraction and families would flock there on hot summer days. The children would play in the wide, deep pool and fountains, hurtle down the slides and long for the day when they were old enough to climb the high diving board and plunge headfirst into the dark rectangle of water below.


But now the once grand seaside town was fading, long past its glory. There was still a funfair of sorts with a Ferris wheel, go-carts and merry-go-rounds, and, best of all, the waltzers where spotty adolescent boys would spin the prettiest girls around in the brightly coloured carts until they screamed and screamed or were sick – whichever came first.


New Brighton Baths still stood there beside the beach, perhaps a little more dilapidated than before. In the warmer months local families continued to come to spread their towels on the terrace of wooden benches, break their teeth on toffee apples and turn their fair English skins so red that they’d be peeling long strips of dead skin off each other’s backs for days to come.


There was a little café there too and in the summer it did a roaring trade. The café had two entrances. One was on the street side, so fully dressed people who had been taking a stroll along the promenade could break their walk and come in for a cup of tea. The other door opened directly onto the pool area and all day dripping children would hurtle in and out, stocking up on fizzy drinks, wispy pink candy floss, ice cream and sandwiches filled with egg and cress. Across the centre of the room was a wooden rail to keep the two types of customer from cross-pollinating – and to prevent teenagers from sneaking into the pool through the café instead of handing over their entrance fee and going through the turn-stile as they were supposed to.


The café smelled of wet swimming costumes and brewing tea. Behind the counter, buttering scones and slices of white bread, was a slender girl with black eyes and golden skin. Perhaps her nose was too beaky and her eyes too deep-set for true beauty, but her glossy hair fell down her back like water and she moved with a grace and fluidity which set her apart from the solid, sunburned girls in swimming costumes who thundered in and out of the café.


‘Do you want some sugar with that, love?’ the dark girl asked as she passed a tray of tea and scones to an old lady who had come in through the street entrance and who was bundled up in a coat and hat despite the heat of the day.


‘What’s that? What do you say?’ The old lady turned an ear towards her and leaned closer. ‘I can’t understand a word she’s saying,’ she announced to the café.


Maria Domenica shrugged. Her English was good enough after three years working in this place, but what she didn’t appreciate was that her strong accent had become infected with flat northern vowel sounds and sometimes it wasn’t so easy to make out what she was saying. The little girl sitting half tucked under the counter at her feet never had any problems though. Fairer of skin and paler of hair than her mother, head bent over a picture book, Chiara played by herself, quietly and neatly, until she was told it was time to move.


They were outsiders here, she and her mother, ‘Eye-talians’, although most people were friendly enough. If they tried they could just about manage to say the word ‘Chiara’ in their strange singsong voices, but Maria Domenica had given up trying to teach them how to pronounce her own name. ‘Maria de what, love? Bit of a mouthful, isn’t it?’ they’d complained so she ended up telling them, ‘Just call me Maria, it’s far simpler.’


It had taken her a while to get here but she’d never doubted that she’d make it. When her mother had turned her away that chilly night she’d gone directly to Franco for help – not to Caffe Angeli, which was all closed up for the night by then, but to his house, nearby. She’d never visited him there before.


It was one of the older houses, hidden behind high walls and built around its own small cobbled courtyard. Franco had left the gate hanging half open and, through a lighted window, Maria Domenica could clearly see his son Giovanni sitting at the kitchen table behind a stack of books, studying late into the night. He was growing up and on his face was the soft downy beginnings of a beard, yet he was still so young. Too young to hear the story Maria Domenica had brought with her.


She had hesitated then. Her steps had stilled on the threshold and she wondered what to do. All it took was a touch of her fingertips to her cheek, swollen and sore from the beating, and a glance at the face of her sleeping baby to propel her onwards through Franco’s courtyard and his front door.


Shocked when he saw her ruined face, Giovanni had reached out and held her tight. ‘What happened? What happened?’ he crooned.


It was she who broke away from the embrace. Pushing Giovanni down into an armchair, she settled beside him and let him hold her hand. ‘Marco hit me,’ she said softly. ‘He went completely crazy and I’m still not really sure why. I think maybe he’s jealous of Vincenzo. He imagines there’s something going on between us.’


Giovanni’s eyes met hers. ‘And is there?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I hardly know him.’


‘I’m sorry, Maria Domenica, I’m sorry.’ He grasped her hand tighter and listened in silence as she poured out the story of how her mother had turned her away, sent her home to Marco.


‘I can’t go back to that cottage. I’m scared he’ll hurt me again. Or worse, he’ll hit Chiara,’ she told him.


‘What are you going to do?’


She shook her head and her shoulders slumped in defeat.


‘I know what.’ Bravado made Giovanni’s voice deeper and stronger. ‘I’ll go and find Marco. I’ll tell him what I think of men who hit their wives. And, if I have to, I’ll thump the bastard myself.’


‘No, no, you can’t do that.’


‘I can,’ Giovanni insisted. ‘I’m just as strong as he is and nearly as tall.’


‘But I don’t want that. It’s not going to help.’


‘Well, what will help?’


‘I’m not sure. But I do know that I don’t want you to do anything that will bring trouble for you and Franco. You’ve got a business to run. You can’t afford to get involved.’


‘Don’t worry about us. We can look after ourselves.’


‘I can look after myself too, Giovanni. I managed it for a whole year in Rome. I can do it again if I have to.’


‘Don’t run away again, please, Maria Domenica.’ He sounded distressed now.


‘But I think I have to. Surely it would be better for everyone if I just wasn’t here any more? If I didn’t exist?’


‘Don’t leave us.’


‘What other choice do I have?’


Giovanni looked at Chiara still sleeping peacefully in her pram. He said nothing for a moment. And then he stood and began to rummage in a big wicker basket full of envelopes, pens and coins. He pulled out a small bronze key and unlocked the top drawer of the polished wooden bureau.


She tried to pull back her hand as he pressed a thick roll of money into it. ‘Yes, take it,’ he urged. ‘My father would want you to have it.’


He kissed her on the cheek, wrapped his arms around her shoulders and held her. ‘Will I ever see you again?’


‘Maybe not.’


‘Where will you go?’


For a moment she hesitated. How could she leave her family behind a second time? Her mother and father loved her, they thought what they were doing was for the best. But this was her only chance. It was now or never.


‘I’ll go further than Rome this time, I think, Giovanni. Please tell my father not to try to find me. And tell Franco that I’m sorry.’


As soon as it grew light she’d taken the early morning bus to Naples, then boarded a train heading north. The carriages were crowded but a family from Salerno had made room for her, squeezing closer together until there was half a seat for her to wedge herself into. They’d shared their food with her: hard bread, salty pecorino cheese and pink, fatty mortadella sausage. In return she’d sung songs with the children and told them stories.


She’d changed trains in Rome and gradually the landscapes flowing past the window had grown unfamiliar, the fields were greener, the hills dotted with cypress trees and the air blowing through the open windows felt cooler on her face.


Then they got to the Alps and Maria Domenica felt the sadness loosen its grip on her as she pressed her nose to the window and drank in the beauty of the snow-capped mountains.


There had been a problem when she reached the border with Switzerland. Without the correct papers they wouldn’t let her through.


‘You need a passport,’ the official had barked at her. ‘Where’s your passport?’


So Maria Domenica had to leave the train and queue for half a day outside an office in the nearest town hall. There was nowhere to sit in the corridor, which smelled of mothballs and highly polished shoes, so when her legs grew tired she sank down in the dust on the marble floor beside Chiara’s pram.


Finally it was her turn to sit across the desk from an officious little man with hard eyes and a neatly trimmed moustache. She’d tried tears at first, but he merely plucked a tissue from a box and busied himself with his files until she dried her eyes and stopped crying. Then she unpeeled a few notes from Franco’s roll of cash and handed them over. He slipped them into the top pocket of his jacket and drummed his fingers on the desk until she passed over a couple more.


It was worth it. With the right papers she was allowed to board the next train and cross the border to Switzerland and then France. She unpeeled a few more notes from Franco’s roll and paid the extra to travel in a couchette. At night the seats were folded away and six little bunks were pulled out from the walls of the carriage. It was hot and cramped, but there was something romantic about falling asleep in one place and waking up somewhere entirely different. The air in France smelled strange, she decided. It smelled foreign.


At Calais she’d taken the cross channel ferry. She’d never been on a boat before and, by the time she disembarked at Dover, she felt no desire to repeat the experience. The rolling motion left both her and Chiara feeling sick to their stomachs and, while she managed to choke back the bitter-tasting bile that rose in her throat, her baby girl understandably felt no such compunction. The glares of the other passengers as Chiara sobbed and puked long into the night had made her wriggle with discomfort.


From Dover there had been yet another train to London. She had thought to stay there a while, savouring the city, but it wasn’t what she’d expected. Everything was too big, from the railway station concourse to the roads full of traffic. She wouldn’t know where to begin exploring a city like this. So she pressed on and boarded another train heading north.


She’d ended up here, in New Brighton, and rented some rooms at the very top of a tall Victorian house on Egremont Promenade. The house faced the water, which Maria Domenica had thought would be nice, but the foamy, grey, fishless sludge of the River Mersey was a poor replacement for the sparkling blue Mediterranean. Still, at night, on the far side of the river, the lights of Liverpool sparkled with a certain gaiety and, once Chiara was asleep, she could happily spend hours sitting by the window looking out at them.


When it came to finding work she stuck to what she knew best. She asked around in the local cafés until at last she found one where they said, yes, they did need an extra pair of hands. Then, instead of tiny cups of espresso, she produced steaming pots of tea. Rather than slices of pizza and rich pastries there were fishpaste sandwiches and jam doughnuts.


Chiara came to work with her each day, just as she had at Caffe Angeli. The owners had been dubious about that at first. ‘Can’t you find a childminder or something, Maria love?’ they’d asked. But when they saw what an angel she was and heard how strongly her mother felt about being separated from her, they left them well alone.


‘Do you know, we’re made up we hired you,’ Mr and Mrs Leary often told her now. ‘We’ve never had such a hard worker. Not ever.’


Mr Leary had a long face and crooked teeth like a horse; his wife was fleshy and covered in moles and freckles. The couple made a reasonable living from the café, except in the winter months when the door that led to the empty swimming pool stayed locked and there weren’t many walkers brave enough to risk a trek down the windy promenade. On those cold days Maria Domenica was needed for fewer hours, leaving her free to wrap her daughter in woollen sweaters and mittens and to wander the streets. Together they walked for miles, exploring the roads, lanes and alleyways that ran between New Brighton and the nearby town of Wallasey. As they patrolled the grey stone pavements, Maria Domenica would carefully scan the faces of the people they passed, as if she was searching for something or someone. And when she spotted a blond head shining out from the unrelenting greyness she’d stop and stare for a moment before giving a half-sigh and trudging on.


‘What are you up to, love?’ Mrs Leary had asked her once when she’d passed them in the car and had insisted on giving them a ride home. ‘It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey out there. You’d be better off staying indoors.’


Thankfully it was snug inside. Her landlord, Mr Fox, had an Aga stove in his long, narrow kitchen that stayed warm all the time. Beside it were three big, plastic bins filled with some mysterious bubbling liquid.


‘Beetroot wine, carrot wine, blackberry wine,’ Mr Fox had told her, tapping each bin proudly.


Maria Domenica had grimaced. ‘At home we make it from grapes,’ she’d told him politely.


‘Ah, but you wait till you taste this, love. You’ll never want to drink that poxy grape juice again, I can tell you.’


Mr Fox had a son called Alex. He was unemployed but always busy. Most of the time all that Maria Domenica saw of him was a pair of legs sticking out from beneath whichever of his wrecked old cars he was working on.


When Alex wasn’t tinkering with his cars he was shut in the front room playing records by the Beatles, the band that had lit up the city on the other side of the River Mersey. Often Maria Domenica heard the music echoing up through the floors and for a moment she’d let herself remember how Franco never had given into her entreaties to put a Beatles song or two on his jukebox. Mostly she tried not to think about what she’d left behind. It was kinder to focus on the future, to plan and dream for that.


In the summer there was less time for wandering, but the Learys offered to give her Mondays off and Maria Domenica used up her free day trying to cover as much ground as possible. Sometimes she’d peep into pubs and betting shops as she passed by – dark, masculine places where she never dared linger. Once she came across an art school in the middle of the park and sat outside for hours, watching the students come and go, until Chiara finally lost patience and dragged her off to the swings and the duck pond.


The summer was a good one. Maria Domenica had never imagined England could be so dry and warm. She tried not to let it remind her of home but sometimes she couldn’t help tilting her face to the heat of the sun, squinting her eyes so all she could see was a patch of blue sky and imagining she was once again lying on her back beneath the peach trees in her parents’ orchard.


 


One Monday Maria Domenica dressed Chiara in light clothes and a sunhat and got ready to leave for their regular excursion.


On her way out she found Alex lurking in the kitchen, blushing to the roots of his short brown hair and nervously trying to catch her eye.


‘What you up to then? Off for a walk?’ he asked.


‘That’s right,’ she nodded. ‘I thought I might take some stale bread and go to the park. Chiara wants to feed the ducks.’


He glanced out of the window at the cloudless sky. ‘Too nice a day for the park. Why don’t you go to the beach?’ he suggested hesitantly. ‘The kiddie can build sandcastles.’


This was the most Alex had ever said to her and Maria Domenica was completely thrown. ‘The beach?’ she replied stupidly. ‘What beach?’


‘You know, past New Brighton Baths, up Harrison Drive. It’s dead nice and sandy there,’ he told her. ‘Hang on, I’ll just dig out an old bucket and spade for the kiddie and then I’ll give you a lift there myself.’


She tried to refuse but Alex was off rummaging in the shed for the promised bucket and spade. He emerged clutching something dirty and cobwebby, his slightly comical face flushed with pleasure. ‘Just needs a bit of a clean-up in the sea,’ he insisted. ‘Come on then, love, jump in the car and we’ll be off.’


‘Which car?’ Maria Domenica looked at the three rusting hulks clogging up the driveway. To her eyes none seemed a likely prospect. Even shiny, enthusiastic Alex seemed nonplussed for a moment. ‘Er, now, let me see,’ he mused. ‘The brakes on the Austin need adjusting and I dunno about that Morris. What about the Triumph?’


The car door creaked alarmingly as he opened it for her and the front passenger seat was lumpy and torn. But Maria Domenica wedged herself in, clutching Chiara on her knee, and after a little bit of engine-revving and a few clouds of exhaust they were off.


‘Lean back and you’ll get a longer ride,’ Alex cried and accelerated along the street. Maria Domenica looked at him quizzically. ‘At least, that’s what my nana always used to say,’ he added hastily.


The beach, when they found it, was big and bleak. Instead of shading herself beneath a beach umbrella like she always had at home, Maria Domenica found she was expected to huddle behind a striped windbreak, which gave some shelter from the stiff breeze that raced off the muddy Irish Sea and whipped the sand up in their faces.


‘Lovely day.’ Alex nodded to a neighbouring family of sunbathers and spread their beach towels on the ground.


‘Gorgeous,’ they agreed, wriggling their long white limbs with pleasure.


Maria Domenica thought they were quite mad. She watched while Alex stripped the clothes quickly from his pale body. He was all ribs and stiff as an ironing board.


‘I can hold a towel around you if you want to get changed,’ he offered, his watery blue eyes widening.


‘No, no, I’m fine,’ she replied.


‘Aren’t you going to come in for a swim then?’


Maria Domenica eyed the scene dubiously. To her right she could see the cranes and sheds of the docks that lined the Mersey estuary. Ahead of her the brown sand stretched out to grey waves that finally met up with the washed-out sky. To her left, the long, flat beach was dotted with families playing cricket, building sandcastles and enjoying the day for all they were worth.


‘Well, I’m going in for a dip,’ Alex declared. ‘And when I get out I’ll buy the kiddie an ice cream.’


She watched him run into the sea awkwardly. She could tell the exact moment when the cold hit him. He gave a half halt, hopped about and his shoulders shot up to his ears.


‘Chiara, do you want to go for a paddle?’ she enquired.


Her daughter, bucket in one hand, spade in the other, stared at her with serious brown eyes.


Maria Domenica held out her hand. ‘Come on then, pull me up and we’ll go and play in the water.’


Chiara shook her head. ‘Ice cream,’ she said in a small, determined voice.


That’s right, ice cream. Gelato. Say gelato for me, Chiara.’


At the sound of the foreign words Chiara stuffed her fingers in her ears, scrunched up her face and yelled, ‘Ice cream, ice cream, ice cream.’


Curious faces peered around windbreaks. Maria Domenica gently removed her daughter’s hands from her ears. ‘OK, OK, ice cream,’ she said soothingly in English. ‘In a minute, when Alex gets back, we’ll get you an ice cream.’


She turned away from her daughter for a moment. Despite the breeze, the feeling of the sun warming her skin was good. Leaning back on her elbows, she soaked it up.


Alex ran out of the icy water far faster than he’d gone in and dried his pink, glowing body with a rough towel.


‘Brr, that’ll put hairs on your chest,’ he declared to no one in particular and then, turning to Chiara, ‘Right, love, ice cream first and then we’ll build a proper English sandcastle, shall we?’


Chiara nodded and let him take her by the hand and lead her to the ice cream van. They returned with orange cornets, topped by yellow balls of milky ice, chocolate flakes sticking proudly out of the top. ‘Here you are.’ Alex thrust one in her hand. ‘Have a 99.’


Licking, dribbling and giggling, Alex and Chiara raced to finish their ice creams first. Then they collapsed on the sand and began to dig and build. Some of Alex’s stiffness seemed to seep away as he played with her daughter. First they dug out the shape of a boat, then surrounded it with sandcastles and finally Alex buried Chiara in the sand so just her head and her feet were sticking out. He seemed tireless.


‘What a great day,’ he said finally.


Maria Domenica noticed belatedly how he was growing pinker than usual. ‘You’re getting sunburned,’ she warned.


Fumbling in his beach bag, he produced a sticky bottle of Ambre Solaire suntan oil and asked, ‘Could you rub some of this on my back then?’


She wanted to say no, but realized she couldn’t. So she slapped and patted the oil onto his skin rather than massaged it. Touching him felt strange. His skin was broken by freckles and tiny red pimples with white heads.


He smiled. ‘That feels good,’ he told her.


Embarrassed, she handed back the sun oil and rolled over on her towel to let the sun warm her shoulders. She must have fallen asleep because when she opened her eyes she realized what heat there was had gone and the breeze had picked up.


Alex was dismantling the windbreak. ‘Come on,’ he called, ‘let’s get this little lot in the car and then fish and chips for tea on the way home, hey?’


Chiara was staring up at him and smiling. Damp, brown sand coated her feet and knees and clung to her hair. Her swimming costume sagged down at the back comically. She was filthy, Maria Domenica realized, and she was happy.


Three-quarters of the way home the Triumph shuddered to a halt and, try as he might, Alex couldn’t restart it. In the end they had to push it to the side of the road and walk the rest of the way back. Alex didn’t let it ruin his good mood. Instead, he hoisted Chiara up onto his shoulders and took to galloping down the pavements yelling, ‘Clip-clop, clip-clop, giddy-up, I’m a horse.’


The child laughed until she was half hysterical.
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Maria Domenica liked to wake early. There was no bread to bake or chickens to feed these days, but she was used to rolling out of bed at first light and couldn’t break the habit.


Usually she had the house to herself at that hour. Some mornings she’d potter round the kitchen making toast and jam for Chiara and cleaning up any mess Alex or his father had left the night before. Other times she’d fetch the newspaper from the letterbox and slowly make her way through an article or two in a bid to improve her English. Her grasp of the language was pretty good now although she still thought and dreamed in Italian.


This morning she was halfway down the stairs when she heard the sound of whistling. Alex was already awake and wandering around the kitchen in his dressing gown.


‘Morning, love.’ He gave her a sleepy grin. ‘Fancy a cuppa?’


‘You’re up early. Couldn’t you sleep?’ she asked.


‘No, no. Just thought I’d get a good start on the day.’ He poured milk over a bowl of cereal and mashed it up with the back of his spoon. Leaning over the sink, he shovelled his breakfast into his mouth. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, shall I?’ he asked between mouthfuls of the sloppy mixture.


She felt his eyes following her as she reached into the bread bin for the loaf. Self-consciously she put the bread beneath the grill and waited for it to brown. The silence between them felt uncomfortable so she racked her brain for something to say.


‘What are your plans for the day then?’ she said eventually.


‘Actually, if you don’t mind, I thought I’d come along with you to the swimming baths.’ He’d finished eating now and was filling the kettle with water.


‘But I’ll be busy working.’


‘Yes, I know. I thought I could play with the kiddie while you’re working. Have a bit of fun in the pool. Keep her amused. Must be boring for her all day just sitting around the café with you.’


‘She doesn’t mind.’ Maria Domenica was defensive.


Alex quickly picked up on the tone in her voice. ‘No, of course she doesn’t,’ he said lightly. ‘More fun to have a swim and a play on the slides though, eh?’


It seemed there was no arguing with him. He had his swimming trunks already rolled up inside the sausage he’d made of his towel, and his bag of suntan oil was waiting by the back door. Maria Domenica chewed on a corner of Chiara’s toast absent-mindedly.


Normally Alex was an invisible presence in the house. She heard him behind doors and through walls, found his dirty dishes in the sink or his oily overalls crumpled on the bathroom floor. It was a big house, four storeys high, and Maria Domenica had a bedroom and sitting room on the very top floor. She was out most of the day anyway so it was hardly surprising she and Alex hardly ever met face to face. Now it was beginning to feel as though she’d seen more of him over the last day or so than the previous three years. She had her suspicions about what was going on, but hoped she was wrong.


As tea was drunk and breakfast was eaten, they danced around each other awkwardly in the narrow kitchen, Maria Domenica staying an arm’s length away from him at all times.


‘Right then,’ Alex said finally and drained his mug, ‘I’ll put on some clothes and see if I can get that Morris going.’


‘There’s no need. We can walk. It only takes half an hour.’


‘You’ll walk your legs off if you’re not careful, girl.’ He grinned affably at her. ‘Anyway, I think I know what the trouble is. Shouldn’t take me too long to get it started. Easy-peasy.’


As it turned out it wasn’t so easy-peasy after all. Maria Domenica heard the car’s engine coughing unhealthily as she and Chiara were getting washed and dressed. But by the time they’d brushed their teeth and tracked down one of Chiara’s sandals that had mysteriously gone missing, he had the thing running.


‘Sandcastles?’ Chiara asked hopefully, as Alex opened the car door for her with a flourish.


‘Not today, love.’ He pointed to an inflatable rubber ring waiting for her on the back seat. ‘Today, we’re going to learn to swim.’


‘Lovely,’ she declared and wriggled in beside it.


Maria Domenica smiled despite herself. ‘It’s really very kind of you,’ she told Alex. The car lurched out of the driveway.


‘Nah, no problem. I like your little kiddie. We have a laugh together. Anyway, I’ve got plenty of time on my hands.’


‘I suppose you do,’ she mused. ‘Do you mind if I ask you a question?’


‘Go ahead.’


‘Why don’t you get a job?’


He laughed. ‘Now you sound like me dad.’


‘No but really, don’t you get bored all day?’


‘Never been bored in me life, I promise you. Anyway I’ve got the cars to do up and I make a bit of cash whenever I flog one. Enough to get by. That answer your question?’ He took his eyes off the road for a moment and glanced over at her.


‘I guess so.’


‘So can I ask you a question now?’


She nodded.


‘What’s a pretty Eye-talian girl like yourself doing in a place like this, all on her own except for a kiddie?’


‘Well … I fancied a change, didn’t want to stay in Italy all my life, I suppose.’


‘Yes but why here? I mean it’s bit of a hole, isn’t it?’


‘I had a friend who told me he lived here,’ she began slowly. ‘But I think he’s gone now. I can’t find him at any rate.’


‘Boyfriend?’


‘Sort of.’


‘The kiddie’s dad?’ he asked in the same neutral tone.


Maria Domenica shook her head. ‘That’s more than one question,’ she told him. ‘It’s my turn again now. Here’s my next question. Is driving difficult?’


He laughed. ‘Talk about changing the subject. The answer is no, it’s dead easy once you get the hang of it. Would you like me to teach you?’


She hesitated. ‘I might not be any good at it.’


‘Look, if I can do it, anyone can. Tell you what, I’ll get some L-plates for the car and on your next day off you can give it a try, OK?’


‘OK,’ she agreed.


For the rest of the short trip she watched carefully as he shifted gears, glanced into the mirror and indicated carefully whenever he turned left or right. She felt a tingle of excitement. She was going to learn to drive. For an instant she felt light and free. Her future was here, opening itself up for her. There were so many possibilities, anything could happen. She couldn’t wait to see how her life turned out.


Alex drove slowly down the hill. The rows of shops and terraced houses stammered to a finish and they were faced with the wide expanse of waterfront. The sky was so blue this morning that even the sea didn’t look as dense and bottomless as normal.


‘Another lovely day. Bet it’ll be a scorcher,’ remarked Alex, as they passed the funfair and the crazy golf. New Brighton Baths was ahead of them, curving gracefully along the line of the sea wall, turning a blank face towards the murky waves. From here it might have looked like just another utilitarian council building were it not for the brightly coloured poles of the high-diving board sticking out above the roofline.


‘Swim, swim, swim.’ Chiara was bouncing up and down on the back seat in excitement.


‘You will be careful with her, won’t you?’ Maria Domenica turned a suddenly anxious face to Alex.


‘Course I’ll be careful,’ he promised. ‘No need to worry. We’re going to have a great time.’


The blue skies were like a call to prayer for the sun worshippers and they responded in their hordes, filling up the terraces of wooden benches that rose like an amphitheatre around the pool.


In the café, they were rushed off their feet all day but, busy as she was, Maria Domenica couldn’t help glancing down every so often to the space beneath the counter that Chiara usually occupied and realizing with a jolt that she wasn’t there.


She saw no sign of them until gone lunchtime. Then she spotted Alex heading towards the café and a tired but happy Chiara trailing behind him. Her wet hair was slick and dark and her skin turning golden brown. She looked like a proper little Italian girl and Maria Domenica was almost surprised when she opened her mouth and English words came out.


‘Mummy, I’m hungry,’ Chiara complained.


‘Could do with a bite to eat myself,’ added Alex.


As she buttered bread and sliced up cheese and tomato, Maria Domenica heard all about their day. They’d learned to swim in the shallows, played in the fountain, made friends with a naughty boy who’d been splashing them, and been on the little slide but not the big one.


‘You must be exhausted,’ she laughed, serving up a doorstep of a sandwich for Alex and a plate piled high with cheesy soldiers for her daughter.


Chiara wrinkled her nose in disapproval. ‘Yuk,’ she declared.


‘What do you mean yuk? It looks delicious,’ Alex told her.


‘No! Yuk!’ She pushed the plate away.


‘Oh well, if you don’t want any, I’ll have some,’ he shrugged and pretended to devour a slice of cheesy soldier. Maria Domenica tried to hide a smile. ‘Mmm, yummy,’ he sighed.


Chiara snatched her plate back and began nibbling on her food. By the time Maria Domenica returned a few minutes later with ice cream sodas for a treat, they were eating together companiably. They made a funny pair, she thought. No one would ever mistake them for father and daughter and yet they seemed to get on well enough.


Mrs Leary, the café owner, had been grinning broadly all day as she always did when the place was busy, but now her beam was several watts brighter and she was waving at them from behind the counter. As soon as she got the chance, she sidled over to Maria Domenica and hissed, ‘You never told me you were courting, you naughty girl.’


‘What?’


‘You’ve got yourself a young man at last. And very nice he looks too.’ She gave Alex another cheery wave.


‘Oh no, we’re not really courting.’ Maria Domenica hurried to correct her. ‘He’s my landlord’s son. We’re just good friends.’


‘Just good friends, hey?’ Mrs Leary’s moles and freckles sank into her wrinkles as her face wreathed itself in another huge smile. ‘Get away with you, Maria. I can tell he fancies you just by looking at him.’


Maria Domenica didn’t want to be fancied, especially not by Alex. She liked her two small rooms at the top of the tall, narrow house and feared an embarrassing situation with her landlord’s son could lead to her being asked to move out. She would simply have to avoid him for a bit until he’d got over his little crush. It was a shame because Chiara liked him so much, but it couldn’t be helped. Men were bad news, they’d wrecked everything in her life so far. Nice as he seemed, Alex wasn’t going to be allowed to ruin what she had left.
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Avoiding Alex wasn’t just difficult, it was impossible. He developed an eerie habit of just happening to be wherever she went. He’d bang into her in the greengrocer’s and help her carry her shopping home. Or she’d hear the familiar clanking of the Morris’s engine as she walked home from work and he’d stop to give her a lift. There was always an amiable smile on his face and he never forgot to make a fuss of Chiara. Short of being rude, she couldn’t get rid of him.


And, just as promised, come her next free day, he waggled a pair of L-plates at her and asked, ‘Are you ready to learn to drive?’


‘Oh,’ she hesitated, ‘I don’t know.’


‘Come on, you were dead keen last week.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘Give it a go, Maria. Get in the car.’


From force of habit she went to the passenger side. ‘Oh no you don’t,’ Alex told her. ‘Get over here.’


It felt strange having the steering wheel in front of her. She stared stupidly at the car’s controls as if she’d never seen anything like them before. Chiara clambered into the back seat. ‘Drive?’ she asked hopefully.


Maria Domenica turned the key in the ignition and the engine coughed into life.


‘OK, remember, mirror, signal, manoeuvre,’ Alex instructed.


‘Alex, I can’t manoeuvre, I don’t even know how to begin to make the thing move.’ Maria Domenica was laughing helplessly.


So the engine was turned off and Alex started again from the beginning, explaining the clutch, accelerator, brake and all the different gears. He was a remarkably patient teacher and when Chiara became bored and grizzly in the back seat he simply turned and said authoritatively, ‘Quiet now, your mum is concentrating.’


By the end of the lesson Maria Domenica had only managed to drive once round the block and she lurched and bunny-hopped most of the way, but Alex seemed pleased with her progress. ‘We’ll go a bit further next week,’ he promised.


‘OK,’ she replied.


‘Now about my fee.’


‘Oh, your fee!’ She hadn’t realized he’d want to be paid.


‘That’s right, in return for my taking time out from my busy schedule to give you a driving lesson, I think you should take time to come to the pictures with me.’


For a moment Maria Domenica thought he wanted her to go to an art gallery with him. ‘You like pictures?’ she asked surprised.


‘Yeah, I do. I really love musicals and they’ve got a special season of them showing at the cinema round the corner,’ he continued enthusiastically. ‘This week it’s The Sound of Music. I’ve seen it before but I’d love to see it again. So will you come with me tonight?’


Finally catching on, Maria Domenica searched her mind wildly for an excuse. ‘What about Chiara?’ she offered. ‘Who will look after her if I’m at the, er, pictures?’


‘No problem. My dad and his girlfriend Maureen would be happy to babysit.’


Maria Domenica had met Maureen once or twice. A funny little wispy-haired thing with thick-lensed glasses, she looked as though she was born to babysit.


‘Come on,’ Alex wheedled. ‘You owe me. I gave you a driving lesson, remember. It’s the least you can do.’


He’d backed her into a corner and she could see she had no choice. ‘OK then.’ She remembered her manners and added, ‘That would be nice, thank you.’


Somehow Alex managed to herd her into the back row of the cinema. Spilling cellophane-wrapped chocolates into her lap, he sat down close beside her in the darkness. She heard his arm edging round her before she felt its weight and warmth. Rigidly, she let it rest across her shoulder. They were on a date, she realized, as the big screen in front of them lit up. All her plans to avoid Alex had ended in miserable failure.


The theatre curtain jerked upwards and there was a soaring of strings and a voice raised in song. ‘The hills are alive …’ Julie Andrews sang so lustily that her voice seemed to have been projected from her very boots as she skipped over the Swiss Alps.


By the time the Von Trapp children were dancing round a fountain in clothes made of old curtains, Alex’s arm was fully extended around her shoulders and he was absent-mindedly playing with her hair. She didn’t mind nearly as much as she’d imagined she might.


‘That was lovely,’ he told her later and swung the car into the driveway. She thought he might lean over and kiss her then but instead he just smiled. ‘We should do that again some time,’ he said lightly. ‘They’ve got My Fair Lady showing next week, how do you fancy that?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Be good for your English, wouldn’t it, going to the pictures? Help it along a bit.’


‘Isn’t my English good enough?’ she asked, mildly offended.


‘Maria love,’ he smiled again, more shyly this time, ‘every-thing about you is good enough.’
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As always, Mrs Leary’s smile faded with the summer. The heatwave ended, the crowds at New Brighton Baths thinned out and the queues in the café grew shorter and shorter.


‘We’ll be cutting down your hours soon, I reckon,’ she told Maria Domenica in a depressed tone one day when the place was particularly empty.


‘It’s been a good summer though, hasn’t it?’


‘Oh aye, not bad. We’ve made enough to get us through the winter and that’s the main thing.’


Spending less time in the café would be a relief. Maria Domenica was tired of looking at the plain white walls and red formica table tops. The place looked more rundown with each passing year but Mrs Leary was reluctant to spend good money doing it up. Nobody came here for the decor, she pointed out. Still, it was a stark place and it echoed when it was empty. Maria Domenica wouldn’t be sorry to see the back of it for a couple of months.


What she wanted was to spend more time in her two snug rooms at the top of the tall, narrow house. There was plenty to look at there. Alex had finally taken her to see the real pictures, the ones that were hung in the Walker Art Gallery just a ferry ride away over the Mersey to Liverpool, and she’d come back with a huge bag of postcards and posters. He’d spent practically an entire day helping her pin them up all over her walls.


‘Never had much time for art myself,’ he’d admitted. ‘But this stuff really jazzes up your room, doesn’t it?’


Alex had become her constant companion. She’d long since stopped correcting Mrs Leary when she referred to him as ‘your young man’. She now allowed him to hold her hand and once or twice he’d even dared to lean over in the car and kiss her. A quick, polite kiss it had been, more of a touch of the lips really. He seemed aware that if he tried too much, too soon, he’d be pushing his luck.


Now she was going to have more free time, Maria Domenica assumed she and Alex would see even more of each other. He’d promised to take her back to Liverpool to have another look at the gallery and said this time they’d walk through the back streets and take a look at the famous Cavern club where the Beatles were born. Chiara was looking forward to it. She liked being on the top deck of the ferry, watching the seagulls wheeling and shrieking overhead. Mind you, once the weather turned really cold, it wouldn’t be much fun up there.


‘Mrs Leary, do you think I could have tomorrow off?’ Maria Domenica asked on the spur of the moment.


‘I don’t see why not. This place is hardly likely to fill up again. Take as much time as you like.’


But when she got home and hurried to share her plans with Alex there was no sign of him. Later that night she heard the front door slam and assumed it must be him but was much too tired to bother trekking downstairs. Never mind, she thought, she’d catch up with him tomorrow.


That night she dreamed of Alex and although when she woke, slightly later than usual, she couldn’t remember the dream properly, she still held in her mind an image of him, mouth tilting and blue eyes creased with laughter, and it made her feel warmed right through.


When, yawning widely, she came downstairs, it was to find Mr Fox rushing out the door.


‘Is Alex still in bed?’ she asked.


‘Um, no, you’ve missed him …’


‘He’s gone out? Well, do you know when he’ll be back?’


‘Oh, at the usual time, I think. He didn’t mention that he’d be late again.’


With that her landlord was gone and Maria Domenica was left alone with an empty day stretching ahead of her.


She was confused. What on earth had he meant by ‘the usual time’? There was never a usual time with Alex. Since he had no job to keep him chained to a routine, he lived life by his own internal clock.


She felt mildly put out. After all, Alex was always here when she wanted him. He was endlessly amenable. And now she’d taken today off work specially and he’d disappeared, leaving her at a loose end.


Her daughter had woken at last and was sliding downstairs on her bottom, one step at a time, clutching her teddy bear in one hand and a grubby pink blanket in the other. She was trying to suck the thumb of the hand that was holding her teddy bear, with limited success.


‘Chiara, get your thumb out of your mouth and come and tell me what you want to do today,’ she ordered. ‘Would you like to go for a long walk like we always used to?’


She got sulkiness in reply. ‘No. Don’t want to walk, want to drive.’


‘We can’t drive, I haven’t got my licence yet and Alex isn’t here to take us out. It’s just you and me, like the old days. So we’ll have to walk.’


‘Want Alex, want to drive.’


Lord, but her daughter was stubborn. Sometimes she even feared she saw flashes of her sister Rosaria in her. She could be the sweetest little girl but once she dug in her heels about something, Chiara would make life hell until she got her own way.


‘We can’t drive, but we can go on the ferry,’ she offered. ‘How about that?’


A smile lit up Chiara’s little brown face and she happily danced upstairs to put on warm clothes for the short boat trip.


They took the bus to the ferry terminal. There Maria Domenica discovered that if you bought one ticket you could cross and re-cross the River Mersey as many times as you liked so long as you didn’t try to get off at the other side. It wasn’t strictly allowed but the ferrymen were happy to turn a blind eye, especially when it was an exotic-looking dark-eyed girl and her pretty little daughter who seemed to be having such a good time on the top deck of the boat.
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