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Snow-melt





Her father has gone to find her a husband. He’s taken his mule, a photograph and a pack of food: homemade sopressa sausage, cold polenta, a little flask of wine – no need to take water – the world is full of water. It’s Springtime, when a betrothal might happen, as sudden as a wild cyclamen from a wet rock, as sweet as a tiny violet fed by melting mountain snow.


Maria Vittoria is embroidering a sheet for her dowry trunk.


Everyone is working hard, making use of the light. Twelve huddled households chopping, fixing, hammering, cooking, washing, hoeing, setting traps, pruning vines, stripping and weaving white willow, planting the tough seeds, oats, tobacco, cabbage, onions, peas, and the animals are making their usual racket – but the whole contrà feels wanting without her father. A body without a head.


In his breast pocket he has the only photograph there is of her, made when she was seventeen, together with her sisters, brothers, parents, grandparents. She’s almost unmarriageable now, at twenty-five years old, but she’s strong and healthy and her little sister Egidia says she’s pretty. It’s just bad luck, or God’s will, or destiny, that there are no eligible men in this valley or the next one, just sickly inbreds and hunchbacks and men mutilated by the Austrians. It doesn’t help that the contrà is so hard to get to, so far from the towns. And her father won’t accept the hand of just anyone – he has his name and standing to consider. He owns some property. He is a man of business. He even has notepaper with his name printed on it.


Before the photograph, before the evacuation, Maria had a proposal. The fellow had come all the way from Villafranca, he had documents saying he didn’t have to fight any more, that he’d have a proper pension and special privileges. But he’d lost a finger and an eye.


Who knows what else he’s missing? her father said when he turned the offer down. We can do better than that.


And Mama said what everyone says, all the cousins, all the women: no se rifiuta nessun, gnanca se l’è gobo e storto. Refuse nobody, even if he’s hunchbacked and crooked. And Papà told her to shut up with her stupid sayings.


Maria whispers to herself, imagining a field daisy, pulling off one petal after another.












	   

	El me ama

	He loves me






	 

	El me abrama

	He covets me






	 

	El me abracia

	He hugs me






	 

	El me vol ben

	He cares for me






	 

	El me mantien

	He supports me






	 

	El me ama

	He loves me






	 

	El me brama

	He covets me






	 

	Nol me vole

	He doesn’t want me






	 

	El me dise su.

	He tells me off.















She repeats prayers from The Christian Bride. This book, her only book, is dear to her. Small, bound in blue leather, with tiny gold lines around each page, it has more prayers than she can say and more sermons than she can remember, but the guidance at the beginning – for my dear young girl – lifts her spirit and shows her the way. While you pray, you do well to add light mortifications of the flesh. This is a way of offering sacrifice and also releasing your spirit from life’s petty irritations.


She pricks herself with the needle, in her fingertips. She watches as the blood appears. Her sewing must wait. She wipes the dots with her handkerchief.


‘Please Lord, grant me the piety to accept the Holy Sacrament of Marriage,’ she whispers aloud, even though there is no one to hear her. ‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, ask Him to grant me a man who will protect me and give me a devoted Christian family …’


But secretly she is thinking of how handsome her beloved will be, as kind in the face as Jesus, as straight-backed as the priest, as tall as her father, and sweet-smelling like a woman. Will he have a moustache like her Papà, thick and bushy? Will he have a beard like her grandfather, a swathe of old tobacco masking his face and neck? Or will he have a moustache like her brother, two thin lines ending in points? She imagines the hair on his handsome face tickling her cheek. Her heart beats like a bird’s wings. She banishes these thoughts and pricks herself. Once in each fingertip, neat as a rosary. At the Canaan wedding feast, where Jesus turned water into wine, the bride and groom had no appetite for blind passions – they knew that God would hold them strictly accountable on Judgement Day.


Maria pricks herself at each wrist now that she has done her ten fingertips. She wipes the blood with her handkerchief again. She must keep the wedding sheet clean and white, like her soul, like her body, immaculate and new. But she is old. Twenty-five years old and untouched by a husband. Her fingers are without thimbles. She has hands that can wring an animal’s neck. Arms to stir a pot of boiling polenta. She’s a good investment for any man, if only he can overlook her age.


She gazes out of the window. The eaves and sills are dripping, the world beyond is dripping as it thaws. Some of the trees are still under snow, stooped and blanketed. She hears a mule complaining. And then the church bells, clear and bold despite the distance. One continuous minute of tolling. Single notes. They are melancholy, not happy-sounding like a Baptism. Then there is a pause. Someone is dead. Then another minute of bells. If it stops now, it is a woman who has died, perhaps the old witch who lives like a lunatic in her nightdress. There is a pause. Then another minute of ringing. It’s a man who has died. Another dead man in the world. A man gets three minutes, and a woman gets two minutes, because a man is more important, because Adam was the first man, and Jesus was a man, and God is the Lord, and the Disciples were men, and priests are men, and the Pope is a man.


Her father is making his journey up and down the valleys, picking his path against steep slopes of softening snow, risking avalanches, and wolves perhaps … who knows what dangers he will have to brave?


People wander but mountains stay put. And yet mountains are fickle – a chasm can appear suddenly with a slip of the foot, a sunny sky lulls a hunter like a child to venture too far, a freezing fog blinds the world in moments, a sly air creeps into the lungs and becomes pneumonia.


Maria sews and sews. White blossoms in a wavy line. The linen is not the most expensive, but it’s good enough in quality, and tough – it will be years before she has to darn or patch. Her betrothed will admire her handiwork. He will stroke her embroidered flowers and then he will stroke her cheek like a flower. And they will hold each other as close as two walnut halves and children will eventually appear, with God’s help, because children and flowers make a house a home.


Fioi e fiori i fà la casa.


The border of her bedsheet is almost complete. It must be a sign. Just three more blossoms with curling stems and sprays of tiny buds in between. Satin-stitch and chain-stitch and stem-stitch. All white. She feels sure that when she reaches the hem at last, her father will appear with her beloved. He’s been gone more than two days. And she will hide behind the door, and she will catch a glimpse of her sweet-faced, sweet-smelling betrothed and he will recognise her from the old photograph.


She puts down her sewing and pinches her cheeks, runs her fingertips along her jaw, touches her full lips. What is it like to kiss a man? She almost let her cousin Duilio kiss her once, before he went to the seminary, before he became a soldier. She kisses her fingers and remembers her mortifications.


On Sundays and for Sacraments, she still wears her dark brown dress, high-collared and tight-waisted – she has taken good care of it. Her husband will recognise it, as soon as he sees her, even though her dress was new in the photograph, crisp and undarned. Will he think well of the darning because it shows her thrift and skill? No, he’ll think her father isn’t rich enough to buy her a new dress in eight long years. She hates being poor. Hates it. But she won’t be married in November like a really poor girl, when the hard work of Summer and Autumn is done, and a girl is just one more mouth to feed through Winter. Na boca in più. If she marries near Easter, people will look up to her. How much can her father pay a man to marry her? It’s not enough that she is pretty and strong. She hates the war and the Spanish flu and the evacuation and her isolation for making her unmarried and past her prime.


The travelling photographer had lined them up in the schoolroom at Albarela, twelve bodies in front of a big curtain painted with misty columns and a floral frame. That was a sorry day. The first photograph of Maria’s life, and perhaps the last time they would all be alive together. The entire family dressed up as if for a wedding, but with fear in their bellies. The girls were ready to be sent to Piedmont – if they’d stayed at home, they’d have been taken by the foreign soldiers to do with as they pleased.


For every Italian man or gun: four Austrian men and four Austrian guns, everyone said that, doom in their voices.


For the photograph, a potted plant was placed between her father’s feet. And there was another plant, tall and strange – a palm, the photographer said, from the Bible Lands. The emblem of martyrs. Did the photographer think they were martyrs? Did he pity them? Maria stared hard at his camera, silently vowing never to be pitied again.


Palm or no palm, her beloved will be able to see her upright modesty in the picture, her tiny bright medallion of the Virgin proud on the yoke of her dress, her regular features and steady gaze. No squint, no crossed eye, no blindness. He will surely see that.


And now, despite her years, she is still healthy, she has nice firm fat on her hips and bosom, her bones are straight and her hands are strong. He will see all that, because he’ll be looking for a long life with her, and thinking of his children with her. He’ll be looking for a woman who can do the work.


Maria can do the work. Everyone in the contrà says that.


How long did she live as a servant with the signori in Piedmont? She gave those rich people her best years. She learned to cook, and clean, and grow food. She already knew how to sew. She learned to protect her virtue, the signori taught her that. She learned to crave wealth, they taught her that too. When she and her sisters returned home after the War in Snow and Ice, there were no animals, no glass in the windows, not a sound. Just devastation. They thanked God for the American soldiers who gave them livestock to start all over again. And they thanked God for the lucky men in their family – they’d survived.


But where is he, this man for her, who has survived the battles with the Austrians? The valleys have been officially declared a monument to war, and an ossuary like a lighthouse is being built on one of the peaks, but half of all men are dead, or else there wouldn’t be enough bones and teeth and skulls to fill it.


She must have a wedding this year or it will never happen.


You’ve got to get married or you’ll end up like that witch in a nightdress, Mama says whenever Maria is excitable or ungrateful.


La Delfina wanders from contrà to contrà, she belongs to nobody, she sings to the moon like a wild dog, when the light is so bright at night it’s like a cold blue day, and the shadows are sharp as granite, and the rocks glitter. Sometimes she hangs about the cesso in the daytime, muttering obscenities and blasphemies. Little Egidia won’t use the privy when La Delfina is around, but Maria is determined not to show any fear of her. Sometimes she gives her food. It’s charitable to do so. She leaves it at a safe distance, or she throws it. Secretly she is terrified of the madwoman’s curses. What if she has the power of a gypsy? It’s less dangerous if she sings, so Maria calls out through the wooden walls and asks for a song while her cacca drops metres into the mountain earth.


And sometimes La Delfina co-operates.












	    

	L’uselin de la comare

	The godmother’s little bird






	 

	L’è volà su le tete

	Flew onto her breasts.






	 

	L’uselin sbatea le alete,

	The little bird beat its little wings,






	 

	E un po’ più giù volea volare!

	It’s a bit further down he wanted to fly!















Maria sews and sews. She must be married this year or she will be like the matrons in church whose childlessness marks their faces with hollow sorrow, whose breasts hang empty, women who spray spit when they talk, and talk too much, and fuss, and complain, and find fault with everything. La dona senza fioi come ’na vegna morta. A woman without children is as useless as a dead vine.


Her father will save her. He will find her a war hero without wounds – perhaps just the one dashing scar on his cheek or shoulder. She pictures his shoulder.


Now she has to stop sewing and prick her thumbs extra hard. The new blood is a ruby, two rubies, three rubies, four.


When she is married there will be rubies on the sheet that she has embroidered, because a virgin must bleed, but she doesn’t know how or why. She must ask the Madonna of the Mountain. She will find her some flowers and place them before her statue in its glass dome, and pray for answers.


Maria Vittoria knows that blood comes with pain, like the blood of Jesus all over His crucified flesh, tender and soft and pale as a woman’s. Maybe wedding blood is as terrible as the pain of childbirth which is God’s punishment for Eve. There is nothing about a bloody bed in The Christian Bride.


She has only one blossom to go.


The mule outside is still complaining but there’s another animal braying further down the valley, on the track from Albarela. It’s her father’s mule, she knows the sound, and the chickens are hysterical, and the last heap of snow falls with a dead thud off the roof, and the air through the window is full of sparkles as she looks out and sees no one.


‘Maria!’ her mother calls from below, loud and jittery. ‘He’s coming!’




*





There’s a storm in Maria’s body. Her knees tremble. When did she last wash? Yesterday. No – the day before. No time to wash now. No time to fetch water. Besides, he might be near the well. There’s a bucket in the kitchen and another by the fireplace. No time. She washes her face and neck with water from the dressing-table bowl and the mottled brown soap that she made after butchering last year’s pig, its fat rendered into tallow, mixed with olive oil and caustic soda from the shop in Monastero. She holds a cloth to her skin. Wipes it clean. She dabs her pricked wrists with her mother’s perfume, saved for Sacraments and special days. She has not asked permission. She crosses herself. She inhales the scent. How many violets had they picked? Hundreds. She strips off her pinafore and day dress. The cold hits her. She takes her dark brown dress out of the wardrobe, and steps into it, but her legs are useless, like a foal trying to stand. She trips. She tries again, careful not to rip it. Attaches a clean new collar. Buttons it up. Straightens her petticoat and undergarments. Smooths the skirts. Arranges her tiny gold Madonna medallion in the centre of her chest, the same as the photograph. The godmother’s little bird flew onto her breasts. Maria banishes La Delfina’s song from her mind. It’s bound to be unlucky. She looks in the mirror, even though it is the Devil’s work. She tidies her hair. She pinches her cheeks to bring out the pink. A mouse, loud as a pig, scrabbles in the granary above. No matter. The mouse can eat all the corn it likes. She crosses herself and goes downstairs to meet the stranger who will be her husband, God willing.


There is nobody on the ground floor. Her younger sisters are away at work, doing domestic service, earning money. But little Egidia, where is she? Her elder sisters are with their husbands and families, many kilometres away – valleys and plains away. Her brother Severo is with his wife in Padua. Her brother Vito is working in the fields. But where is her mother?


Mama’s voice calls again from outside.


Maria grabs her shawl. In the bright light of day, she sees the straight back of her mother past the walnut tree, standing rigid at the top of the track.


She gathers up her skirts and runs to join her, boots firm on stony patches where last week there was snow.


‘He’s got you a husband,’ her mother says, all the while looking down the track. Her voice is calm, relieved. She almost smiles, but her thin mouth is downturned as usual. ‘Three more to go!’ She stamps her boots, three times for three daughter-burdens.


But Maria doesn’t care about her younger sisters. She gazes down the valley. And there he is, her father and his mule, walking up the slope, with a figure beside him. A man.


What if he is bad or ugly? What will she do?


Don’t trust anybody, her parents say, her grandparents say.


He looks strange, like some fantastical apparition, with a man’s body and a giant head. He’s wearing what looks like a huge hat, deeper than a millstone, wide as a cartwheel. Her father walks under its shelter. It’s a gavegnà. The woven wicker is packed high with some harvest load – she can’t tell what. Has the stranger brought a gift?


Her heart is trapped. Her mouth is dry. Words spill out before she knows it. ‘Please, dear God, make him good and handsome.’


‘Stupid girl,’ her mother says. ‘When the children are hungry, they won’t cry papà belo, they’ll cry papà pan!’


Yes, it’s bread they’ll want, not looks, but Maria can’t help herself. She has waited so long.


He is tall, taller than her father. He is lean. He doesn’t limp. From this distance he could be handsome. His head is wedged into that huge gavegnà, so his forehead is hidden. The basket is easily a metre wide and loaded with leaves. It must weigh more than thirty kilos. And yet he doesn’t stoop. He walks straight and easy, as if he’s taking an idle stroll.


The men come closer, slowly climbing the track. Her father looks happy – she thinks she can see that, even from here. Thank God there is no mist and the air is clear.


His cheeks are smooth. He’s not an old man. He is not mutilated by war. He is close enough now that he can look her up and down, still twenty metres away. Perhaps he smiles a little. Does he approve? Her father says something to him, but she can’t hear. What if he disapproves?


She wants to faint, but she won’t.


She hides behind her mother.


‘You’ve seen him now,’ Mama says, shooing her away. ‘Get back in the house.’


And Maria obeys. She flies past the walnut tree, past the firewood stacks, past the rabbits, the fowl cages, past the pig in its stall, past the cow. Past the neighbours, her cousins, half the contrà. Past the well. She has gone too far. Back to the house. She runs like a storm-wind into the kitchen. Stands panting by the fire. Her lungs heaving. He is not mutilated. And he is handsome. And. He has brought a gift. Dried tobacco leaves. Masses of them. Her father will love that. Something for nothing. Something he can smoke or sell or barter. She will be. Married.

















Two wooded fields





‘Show him your teeth,’ Papà says.


Maria is not sure what to do. She is standing by the doorway to the kitchen.


Mama is standing near the fireplace, watching like a crow. Papà is seated at the table with the stranger.


The stranger is handsome. His thick black hair has been flattened by his hat and gavegnà. His eyes are chestnut. His complexion is smooth. His mouth is straight. He has a moustache – not like her brother’s or her father’s or her grandfather’s – his is a neat black square under his perfect nose. She can smell him in the room. His manly sweat. How can she show him her teeth?


‘Smile – show him your teeth!’ Mama repeats.


Maria smiles, still standing by the doorway. It is not a joyous smile. She doesn’t know how long to smile for.


Mama’s mouth is downturned. ‘She’s had no illnesses. No weaknesses of the blood.’


Maria can’t remember the last time she saw her mother smile.


‘You see what good teeth she has?’ Papà says. He stands up and approaches her. He squeezes her arm the way he’d test a farm animal. ‘Good strong arms.’


He goes back to his seat and pours his best homemade wine into the stranger’s glass. Then he drinks from his own. The glass looks worn and cloudy. He pushes the plate of cheese and sopressa towards the man.


The stranger eats and drinks.


‘Despite her age, she’s fitter and stronger than most. There’s not a crooked bone or weakness in this family, we’re from good stock, wait until you see the others, you can believe me when you see them with your own eyes. She can cook and clean, not like those useless girls who are brought up like princesses. She did service for some signori in Piedmont during the war, so she knows how to run a household, and she’s no crybaby. What’s more, she’s had three years of schooling, so she can write.’


‘Can she speak?’ the stranger asks.


‘Of course I can speak!’ Maria says before she can help herself.


‘Keep quiet, idiot!’ Mama says. ‘Or God won’t give you a single child.’ Tasi ti o el Signore nol te dà gnanca on fiolo.


‘And you keep your mouth shut, stupid woman. This is serious business. Achille here has come a long way.’


His name is Achille. His voice is deep and soft, not gruff like a coarse contadino. How could her mother call her names in front of him?


‘He has his own field which he’s going to sell so he can move down to the plains and set up a shop. He’s accepted your dowry trunk and my gift of two wooded fields. I’ll keep the land but the takings are his when he logs the lot.’ Papà looks Achille straight in the eye. ‘You can get a good price for the timber – they need it for the railways and the ships. But let’s see where we go with all this moving about.’


‘To America, perhaps,’ Achille says.


‘I’m staying put, and I’m keeping my trade mixed,’ Papà says. ‘With land I’ve got minerals and produce. And any livestock I want.’


Achille eats more cheese. He takes his time. The room is still and listening to each of his words. ‘I’ve been thinking the real money is to be made in America. It’s something I might try one day.’


‘La Mèrica?’ Mama gasps.


But Papà looks pleased. ‘You can make a fortune there.’


Maria feels her heart leap with the adventure, and the pain of it. Will he be her husband? Will she go to La Mèrica one day? She will be rich. He is too good to be true. What is wrong with him? Don’t trust anybody – everybody says that. Don’t trust anybody, not even your own kind.


‘It will take you two weeks to clear the fields, depending on the weather. We can help you. In that time you can meet with Maria and get to know her a little, under supervision at all times, of course, by her brothers or by me. Her reputation is intact and we’re going to keep it that way. You still want to go ahead with the arrangement? Shall I write up the dowry account?’


Achille drinks his wine, drains his glass and puts it down.


Everything – the world – is silent. Even the animals outside.


‘She is perfect. We can get married near Easter.’


Easter. Like a rich girl.


Maria wants to smile and laugh now. Poor girls are married by St Martin’s Day. Easter. Everyone will know. Che bela figura.


‘While we’re clearing the fields,’ Achille continues, ‘you can get the nuptials sorted—’


‘She knows her Catechism,’ Mama says proudly, almost boastful.


‘Good.’ Achille smiles. ‘And the gold and the veil. Then after the wedding she can come and live with me at my parents’ house.’ He turns towards Maria now. ‘Will you have enough time to make a new dress?’ he asks. ‘You know they’re wearing them shorter now.’


Maria burns with shame. She has seen shorter dresses in Monastero. She has seen fashion cards with the new exposed look. It’s not thrift or modesty this man is seeing in her old brown dress, but backwardness, ugliness.


Mama fidgets with her own plain long dress. Her boots are clumsy and scuffed and old. ‘We’ve taught her thrift. It’ll be your blessing. Of course we’ll make a beautiful new dress for the wedding. I have the cloth ready. You can picture what a lovely, properly Christian bride she’ll be. And her wedding trunk is full of good bed linen and table cloths and stockings and shirts. And nuptial clothes. She’s embroidered everything. It’s another skill. She’s even better at needlework than me …’


Maria fingers her Virgin medallion.


Her mother is babbling.


But Achille speaks. He grins. ‘We’ll have a fine wedding. And a fine Christian family.’


The two men do not shake hands. The deal is done in words.


Maria is ecstatic as a saint.




*





At dusk, Maria goes to the place where she knows Winter’s flowers grow. Rivulets of ice-cold water trickle through green creepers and stones, seeping down the embankment along the track. She picks tiny cyclamens from their rocky perches, careful not to loosen their delicate roots. She bunches them together and heads home.


In her parents’ bedroom, she places the posy carefully before the Madonna of the Mountain. Set on the chest of drawers by her mother’s bed, the golden statue is like a beautiful doll on a plinth, forever safe inside her glass bell jar, gazing heavenward, round-faced and sublime. The little peasants, barefooted and humble, huddle inside her blue and gold cloak, their necks twisted upwards to gaze at her. They look like children.


Maria stands before the shrine, bows her head and prays until the Madonna speaks.


You are named after me. Your mother is named after me. Your daughter will be named after me. If every girl in the world could be called Maria, they would be.


My little lamb Maria, my baby goose, my child, you love to gaze at my crown of gold. Imagine how much it must be worth – you do imagine that. You admire the pearl earrings that hang from my invisible lobes – you count the pearls.


You’re good at counting, Maria.


You’ve never seen anything like the gold of my dress – except on a Pope or a bishop. But you don’t get too close to Popes and bishops, not where you’re from. Your dress, even your best dress for a wedding, is plain blue wool. But you will rise above the plain wool days, and the scuffed boot days, and the darned days, if you work hard enough, and pray morning and night, and first Masses and rosaries, and confess to the priest as often as work will let you.


You are ripe for Christian children – but conception is immaculate only for me. You will know man, and man will know you. Do not ask your mother what this means. Your questions will only lead to curses. Leave everything to time and God and me.


Achille will know what to do, because men do. They have been out in the world, they’ve travelled and traded and built cities. You must show him what a prospect you are. He has ambition. Show him how hard you work. Let him glimpse you with perspiration on your brow. Let him admire you.


Yes, you are betrothed, but what he thinks of you now will stay in his heart forever.

















Polenta e bacalà





Today is the day of the first Spring wash. It makes no difference that Maria is newly betrothed. The river has unfrozen and its waters are flowing fast and full.


Today she’ll set aside the usual weekly laundry – the dirty collars and handkerchiefs, the sweaty vests and shirts, the petticoats and pinafores, the working clothes, the delicate underclothes, the flock of socks and stockings. Today is for big things. Bedsheets, coverlets, towels, table cloths, house cloths. Stained and soiled, they’ve been piling up in the laundry chest since last Summer.


First, she starts the fire in the hearth, gets it going with a wax match and tinder twigs, blowing and shielding the precious flame with her hands, building a nest of wood from the stack, stoking and choking off, adding wood until she knows the fire has a life of its own.


Then, shouldering her carrying-pole and pails, she walks to the well, step by stony step. It’s early in the day, still dark as night, but she knows the path. The animals are noisy in their stalls. Mama is milking the cow.


Maria carries the hard mountain water back, pail after pail. She goes and she returns, to and from the well. She pours each cold litre into the huge washing pot that hangs on the fire. It starts to heat, slowly, surely.


Soon the kitchen is busy. Mama heats fresh milk at the fire’s edge. Papà and Vito pack their tools. They’ll meet with Achille and head up to the fields. Little Egidia wraps cheese and bread and sopressa into waxed cloth parcels for the three men to eat before noon. Claudia and Edda are dressed for work, ready to walk the tracks down the valleys to the villa in Monastero. Everyone huddles over polenta and hot milk, warming hands on bowls, not talking.


Maria makes quick work of eating.


‘This year Egidia can help you with the rinsing,’ Mama says. She picks up the waste pail – peelings, skins, crumbs, husks, rinds, guts, claws, bones – and Egidia returns from the granary with a basket of dried maize cobs. The two go outside to tend to the animals.


With water pails hanging from the pole across her shoulders, Maria treads to and from the well.


At the door of the house, Claudia grasps her by the arm and whispers into her ear. ‘Mama says you’ll be married, dear sister! Is it true? When will we meet him?’


Edda listens. Curious. Envious.


Maria looks into the pails and shrugs. ‘It’s not true until it happens.’ But she can’t stop herself from grinning.


Claudia hugs and kisses her. ‘The nice ripe fruits are harder to reach. Congratulations, dear sister! You deserve the best of all of us.’


‘Congratulations!’ Edda hugs and kisses Maria. ‘My turn next!’


‘I’ll never get married,’ Claudia says, ‘I can feel it in my bones.’


‘Don’t say it, or it’ll come true,’ says Edda. ‘Come on, we’ll be late.’


The house empties and Maria is alone again.


In the yard, she settles the wooden tub on its stand. She checks the pipe at its base, to make sure it’s not blocked. She sets the scrubbing board on top and the draining tray below.


She takes her boots off to go upstairs. She opens the laundry chest. It smells rancid, despite Mama’s little posies of lavender and quince. She lifts out as much as she can, a hefty pile. And then another. Even dry, the laundry is a heavy weight.


Outside in the fresh cool air, in the half-blind gloom between night and day, she scrubs the filthiest things with the soft soap cream kept specially for this wash. The smells of rendered animal fat and stale human sap and faded lavender fill her nose. This is the scent of Spring for her. The marking of time. She is twenty-five but this year she will be a married woman. The scrubbing brush feels good in her hands. She is mucky up to her elbows. She is full of grateful joy.


She removes the scrubbing board and places the dirty linen, starting with the small pieces, layer upon layer, in the empty tub. It’s pungent and packed high – she must make space at the top. So she stands on it and presses it with all her weight, as if she is crushing grapes for wine. Then she gets the ashing cloth from the storeroom and drapes it over the pile, careful to sink it in, just so. She fetches the ash-cask and, gently, avoiding clouds and coughing, pours a thick layer of ash onto the cloth and lets it settle. She made the ashes herself, burning wood in the hottest fire to yield the whitest powder.


She uses the grooved pole to unhook the pot from the hearth. She pours the boiling water onto the ash, careful not to spill or splash. Through the cloud of steam she can see the water soak right in. It leaves dark slurry on top. Later, she will dig the ash slops into the vegetable garden, feed the soil that feeds the plants that feed the family.


Time for more water. The sky is a shade lighter now, but the sun is still hiding. Everything – the tub, the scrubbing board, the house, the ground, the path – has sharper edges, easier to see.


She returns to the well. Draws up water. Remembers the time a mouse died in there and everyone got poisoned and sick, and there was no fresh water in the contrà – thank God for the river down the valley. She gazes into the well. Sees nothing. It is like life, she thinks, a black-bottomed mystery, and only God knows what comes next.


Two cousins make their way up the path. Their pails are empty. They nod in greeting. It’s too early to linger or chat, but they must know about the stranger, her betrothed.


Maria refills the pot on the fire, pail by pail. The spilt drops sizzle. The kitchen is steamy and she feels hot, despite the season.


She heaves more boiling water onto the stewing laundry and watches it soak in. The tub creaks on its three-legged stand.


To and from the well she goes, filling pail after pail. She counts the steps. She knows the stones. Tiny new shoots of grass are growing bright between them. She knows the rocks. She knows the trees. A cuckoo sounds in the distance. She will never again hear another cuckoo’s call with spinster ears. The air smells sweet and green.


‘Greetings,’ Duilio’s wife says, passing her on the path. ‘All good?’


‘Yes, all good,’ Maria says. She can hardly contain her excitement. ‘I’ll have news soon. An announcement.’


‘Me too, God willing.’


As she continues up the path to the well, Maria wonders what Duilio has told his new bride about her. He sulked for years after Maria rejected his kiss. She didn’t know what to do, turned her face away, shoved at him, for fear and virtue both. And there was another fear: a shifting shadow in the pines behind him. Someone was watching.


‘COUSIN!’ a voice shrieks from the slope below.


It’s as if the madwoman has been summoned forth just by thinking of her.


Duilio’s wife has gone.


Here is La Delfina before Maria, on the path, in the weak light. She stinks. She has never been this close. She’s panting. Half-dressed. Filthy.


Maria feels trapped. She can’t speak.


The madwoman grins. ‘I’ve got an announcement. Me too.’


Maria shudders at the words, her own words, heard and repeated, hollow and changed like an echo.


‘Greetings, cousin.’


‘I’m not your cousin,’ Maria says, trying to sound firm.


La Delfina laughs at her. ‘The one who goes with the wolves learns to howl. We’re all family. We are bastard cousins. Embrace!’ She throws her arms wide.


Maria recoils. She is ready to run, or hit her if she has to. She loses her footing. ‘I’m not your cousin,’ she repeats stupidly.


The madwoman quietly howls like the wind in a roof, taunting. Then she stands up tall, braces herself. She is tall, too tall. She is blocking the path. She kicks at a big pale rock. ‘I’m all-seeing, all-knowing, like God in Heaven – that’s blasphemy and I know it. You have no secrets.’


‘I have work to do,’ Maria says, failing to keep her voice steady. ‘I need to fetch the water.’


‘I am your face in the water,’ Delfina says. And then she spits on the earth. She stares at Maria hard. ‘If you marry you’ll die. I say that to all the girls. But what would a madwoman know?’


What does she know? What has she seen?


Delfina hops from foot to foot. She sings. ‘Kill the old women but not the young.’ And then she disappears, faster than an escaped pig, down the slope and into the gloom.


Heart thumping, Maria stamps her boots, adjusts the pole across her shoulders and continues to the well. She feels relief – the witch has not cursed her, although she nearly cursed her marriage.


As Maria draws up water, she decides to fill her heart with pity. Starving, ranting, wandering Delfina is lucky to be alive. She is one of God’s mistakes. She may not even have a soul.


‘I AM THE WASP!’ The wild voice rises from the valley, quite far away now.


Wasps do not have souls, Maria thinks.


She whispers a prayer of thanks for her own life – and for her healthy, handsome husband – before making her way back to the house.


She pours more boiling water into the tub. Now the sheet-sauce oozes out from the pipe. It’s thick and coffee-coloured. It’s her job to get it clear and pure.


She starts over again. More water, more boiling.


She hears the thuds and echoes of distant chopping. She must not dare to dream of her wedding day. Achille is clearing the two wooded fields further up the mountain, where the snow still holds. He is claiming his reward for marrying her, he doesn’t care about the extra work. The fields will be logged and she will be married.


If you marry you’ll die. The madwoman has it all upside down. If you don’t marry, you’ll die.


To and from the well she goes. It’s light and the animals are quieter now. No sign of La Delfina. Mama and Egidia are feeding the fat young pig, tending to the cow, the rabbits, the pigeons, the quail and the chickens, having gathered up their rich droppings for the dung heap to make manure. Everything is food and feeding. Nothing goes to waste.


Eventually the flow from the washtub is cloudy, sudsy, fatty. Maria thinks of soup. A bad broth for thieves and gypsies – or a witch. She will leave the washing to stand and soak now until the afternoon, when Egidia instead of Mama will help her carry the wet load all the way to the river, ready for thrashing and rinsing. They will wring each cloth into a twist between them, like a twirling girl dance, and spread the damp linen over bushes, as clean and almost as white as new snow.


Now Maria fills the black polenta pot with fresh cold water. She hauls it to the hearth, and the water inside swings around, as it does every day, but today she thinks of the way a snail feels, just picked up, muscles moving inside its shell. She hates snails. Look at this, her brother Severo teased her one time. He was holding two snails, stuck together like twins. This is what mating looks like. Try taking them apart. And she took the snails from him, one heavy with the other, and forced them apart with her fingers, horrified by the strength she had to use, and the slow release of a slimy worm, one deep inside the other.


Is that what mating looks like? She shivers. She knows that every animal is different. She knows that humans are set apart and above the entire animal kingdom, that humans have souls and clothes and God and marriage. But what is La Delfina?


She’s no better than an animal, Maria thinks.


She’d flung the snails at the wall. A tiny gob of slime had hit her in the forehead and she felt dirty there, on that spot, all day. And Severo had laughed. He loves to mock her for her innocence.


While the polenta water warms up, Maria fills the basin on the bench, and the barrel below it. There’s spare water for the enamel wash-bowl upstairs.


But what of her shoes? If her ankles are to be exposed on her wedding day, she will need shoes with heels, not these boots for marching on stony paths back from a well. And stockings. Nice new stockings, not these thick old darned ones. And a dainty purse. And a dress-coat with fur or satin trim. And a hat, a smart hat, perhaps with a bow or a feather. And a proper engraved ring, solid gold, a weight in the hand, one for her, and maybe one for him. Her father will hate the expense, all these expenses, but that is the curse of a girl, he has known it his entire life, and she has known it too.


She is hot. There is perspiration on her brow. She wishes that Achille could see her now. He will see her, soon enough. The men will come here for lunch. They will eat freshly made polenta and the baccalà from yesterday, even tastier today.


Achille will like her cooking.




*





‘It’s good,’ he says, oil on his chin. There are flakes of fish caught in his teeth. He has good teeth. He eats with appetite. He mops up the sauce with slabs of polenta, careful not to waste any.


His fingers are callused and his fingernails are black, like her father’s, like her brother’s. All three men hunch over the table in the same way, guarding their plates, smelling of tree resin, tobacco smoke and hard work.


Maria stands with Egidia and Mama by the hearth. She tries to isolate Achille’s smell, but the fire behind her seems to melt everything together into the air.


‘Maria knows how to cook,’ Papà says, oil in his moustache. ‘Not like that milksop you’re after,’ he says to Vito. ‘She’s not getting you until she knows how to cook – right now she’s a liability.’ He sucks shreds of stockfish off a bone and turns to Egidia. ‘You already know more than his fancy girl does.’


Vito says nothing.


Mama shakes her head. Mama hates Severo’s wife and criticises any girl that Vito likes. No girl is good enough for her sons.


Papà licks his teeth and faces Achille again: ‘You won’t go hungry.’


Vito looks up from his plate. ‘Not like during the war.’


‘We ate dogs and toads,’ Papà says.


Achille shakes his head. ‘Damned Austrians!’


‘We give thanks to God for the Americans.’ Mama crosses herself.


‘The girls did better with the signori in Piedmont, didn’t you,’ Papà says. It is a fact.


Maria dabs her brow, but there is no perspiration now, even though her back is to the fire. She has cleaned her face and private parts with the leftover warm water. She stares at Achille with silent wide eyes. She wants to talk, but she can’t.


‘Two of her sisters are in Monastero, you know the villa there?’ Papà says. ‘The money’s not bad. The eldest girls live with their husbands, of course. You’ll meet them soon enough. God gave me six girls. Six. Severo should be here, but his wife is sick again, so he’s taken her to the sanatorium near Padua.’


Maria is worried, thinking about her unmarried sisters. Achille will meet them before the two weeks are over. They are young. What if he falls in love with them instead of her?


Claudia is twenty and very pretty – but she is prone to melancholy, how long will it take for him to see that? In any case, she’s stupid. Two years of school and she can barely write.


Egidia is thirteen, too young for him, but not too young to be betrothed. No, she is just a child. Look at her: she’s daydreaming and humming some baby song to herself.


But Edda is sixteen, nearly seventeen, money-wise, ambitious, well-formed and in her prime. Is she too young? Three years of schooling – no, almost four. You must study, so people don’t cheat you, she always says. She put off working until she was twelve. Clever sister.


Edda would love to fall in love. Maria has heard her praying at night.


Will Edda come home and dazzle him? Steal her beloved? No, their father would not stand for that. He has made a deal, man to man. And elder sisters must be married first, or else … Or else what? There is no rule. And if Claudia marries no one, would that make the little ones spinsters forever?


Maria feels the heat of the hearth behind her, and she is reminded of the Hell-fire that is envy’s punishment, but it is envy she feels, and fear. She must remember this for Confession.


What will happen when Edda returns this evening?


In Winter, everyone sits in the big stable with the animals for some heat, darning in the light of the lantern, fixing tools and basketware, sorting twine, singing songs, telling stories. Men and women together. But the daylight hours for work are longer and warmer now. The girls will go to bed with their mother, all at the same time. The men will stay up and smoke and talk and drink grappa. Achille won’t get a chance to be alone with Edda, or any woman. Not with Maria, not even with Mama. For two weeks he’ll sleep at the other end of the contrà, with the animals at Zio’s house. He has a bed of straw in the warmest place.


Maria thanks God that her marriageable sisters work away from home all day, every day, except for Sunday—


‘Are you not hungry?’ Achille says to her, his eyes tender.


‘In this house, the men eat first,’ Papà says.


‘We’ll eat what’s left,’ Mama says.


‘I was saying Grace,’ Maria answers. Her voice sounds foreign even to herself. She must confess to the priest for lying. Envy and lying. ‘I was thanking God for sparing us all. I was thinking about you poor men, all that fighting, all that danger. And nothing to eat unless you were fighting. And I was thanking God that you saved us all. Where would we be now without your fighting?’ She feels herself blush.


‘You see, she’s grateful, too.’ Papà nods. He will keep saying good things about her while there’s still a chance that Achille can pull out, or run off. Papà is a business negotiator.


‘She knows her luck,’ Mama says.


‘Shall I tell you a story?’ Achille says.


Maria nods. He is courting her. Her stomach flutters. She can’t eat now.


‘It’s about a donkey. It’s about the war.’ He wipes his mouth with his hand, then pushes his plate away.


Maria takes it to the bench where Egidia will wash it.


‘I was called to arms seven years ago, it was Springtime, like now. On the paperwork my profession was contadino: a peasant, no more, no less. But then I became a soldier. I was in the mountain artillery. You know about all those tunnels and caves?’


Maria shakes her head. How would a girl know about war?


‘All the way up, from twelve hundred metres to nearly two thousand, there are tunnels and caves – dug out, or blown out, built by Italian men. We’re a nation of engineers. One of those tunnels goes up like a corkscrew into a cone of granite – like a spiral staircase in a steeple. We’re not stupid. We outwitted the Austrians, even though we had less money and less equipment. Thanks to those tunnels, we could travel without being seen. We could transport arms and men and supplies for kilometres without the Austrians seeing a thing. All they could see was rock. And rock doesn’t move.’


Papà snorts. ‘There’s nothing worse than an Austrian.’ He pushes his plate away.


Egidia clears the table as quietly as she can, each plate, each fork and knife.


Maria helps her.


Achille continues telling his story to everyone. To her.


‘But every now and then there’s a valley where you can’t hide. No tunnel. You can’t build a tunnel. It’s just a path, open to the sky, and exposed to the Austrians. When there’s a full moon at night, it’s lit up like daytime. The sky is big over your head. The path is cut into the rock and the slope going down is steep and dangerous.’


The women sit and listen, but still they don’t eat.


Achille looks like he’s the head of the family. Papà is letting him.


‘My captain told me to go across the worst valley with a donkey. To take water to the men on the front line. The entire journey was dangerous, but I knew that when I got to this valley, I’d be shot to pieces in a second. Past one big rock – it sticks up like a monument – the sky opens up and you’re just a little animal waiting to be shot. I would be killed for sure. So I protested. But the captain put a pistol to my head. He said he’d shoot me if I didn’t obey orders. So what choice did I have? Die now, or die later. So I obeyed. I took the donkey and the water. Big barrels strapped to its side. A donkey’s worth more than a man.’


‘More than a man?’ Maria is shocked.


‘Because a donkey can carry more than a man.’


Maria wonders how much the washing weighs.


‘Except me,’ Achille says. ‘I can carry a mortar on my back.’


Vito gasps.


‘Eighty kilos or more.’


Papà addresses the family: ‘At Sassone, I heard about this lean young fellow who’d knocked a man to the ground with one blow. I wanted to meet that young man. He must be strong as an ox.’ Papà looks pleased. ‘This young man.’


‘Don’t tell me you carried the donkey on your back?’ Vito laughs to show Achille that he’s being funny.


Papà laughs like bellows, puffing in and out.


Maria is amazed. Her father never laughs.


Egidia’s mouth hangs open.


Achille smiles and waits for quiet again. ‘So I took the donkey. I can’t tell you how many tunnels and paths we did. We ducked and made a run for it. Until we got to that big rock. I could see it from the safety of the last tunnel before it. We hugged the mountain, that poor donkey and me, the barrels were scraping against stone, but we were still out of view. When we got to the rock, my heart was beating faster than a pig’s on slaughter day. I won’t pretend: I was terrified. And then I remembered my brains. I made the donkey go first, round the bend, past the rock. Sure enough, it was shot the moment it cleared the rock. The barrels were shooting water. The body was shooting blood. The poor beast fell off the side of the path, like a bundle of rags, down the slope, which was this steep, this steep, I could see its body almost bouncing. Then it stopped dead at a tree. It was stuck there. The valley was full of firing. I don’t know who was shooting who then, or what was an echo, or what was my heart, boom, boom.’


Maria gazes at her beloved’s frown. She is so glad it was the donkey that died.


‘Could have started a landslide,’ says Vito.


‘I didn’t know what to do. If I went back, the captain would shoot me on the spot for not getting the job done. And what about the animal? I couldn’t go back with nothing. I hid in some bushes. I waited until night. It was freezing. I thank God it wasn’t a full moon. It was cloudy and dark. My body was frozen but I climbed and fell down a crack in the mountainside – so steep and dangerous you wouldn’t believe it – until I got to that tree. The donkey was hard as a rock. In the dark I found the hoof with the registration number on it. I took out my knife and cut off the hoof. Sounds easy, but it wasn’t. It took me maybe an hour, maybe longer. I didn’t want to make any noise, but I had to break it and hack it – quietly – in this valley that makes echoes, without catching a sniper’s attention. So I kept stopping to listen and be quiet. I put the hoof inside my jacket, under my vest, and drank water from one of the barrels. I could taste blood. Maybe from my hands, maybe from the water. I climbed back up the mountainside, groping like a blind animal, putting my fingers and feet into cracks and anything jutting like steps. The hoof, inside my uniform, got in the way. I was injured all over, cut to pieces.’


Maria studies Achille for scars. Here is a man who has served in the war and is not mutilated or limping, just scarred. Her whole body is alive and racing inside.


Papà gives her a look that promises a beating.


She tries hard to think of something sad, like a funeral. She imagines her sister Edda lying ill in bed, disfigured with pox.


Maria knows her own face is more virtuous now. She can enjoy the end of her beloved’s story. But inside, she is madly in love – madly, madly, madly in love with this handsome, adventuring, square-browed fighting man.


‘By morning I made it back to camp, cut and bleeding all over, my uniform like rags, and straight away I presented the captain with his donkey’s hoof. I’d been gone for a day and a night. I told him I was shot at, and lucky to be alive. Captain was in a generous mood. He didn’t shoot me. He cursed the donkey. The men on the front line didn’t get their water. And I didn’t have to do that job ever again.’


Achille pauses, but he has more to say. He slips his fingers into his pocket and takes out a leather pouch. He opens it and holds up a brass shot-cartridge to show everyone.


‘Look.’


He twists the cartridge shell to reveal a window with a secret inner scene: a miniature golden statue of the Madonna – no, it is St Anthony of Padua, with his tonsure, his cowl, his robes – holding the baby Jesus in the crook of an arm.


‘When the war was over, and everyone was dead,’ Achille says, ‘the captain sent me this, the saint for lost things.’ He grins. ‘So I never lose a donkey again.’


Vito thumps the table with his fist. ‘What a story!’


Egidia giggles. ‘What a story!’


Papà looks pleased again. ‘We welcome a hero to the family, not a fool.’


Mama’s mouth is downturned in the usual way, and she stares at her hands, held in prayer.


And Maria knows not to say a word.
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