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Praise for The House of Whispers


‘A creepy, chilling story … Another Anna Mazzola triumph’


JENNIFER SAINT


‘Chilling and compelling, with echoes of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, this is a thrilling mystery with many eerie twists and turns to keep you hooked all through the night’


ESSIE FOX


‘Darkly atmospheric and dripping with menace. Anna Mazzola is a twisted genius’


TAMMY COHEN


‘Powerful, spine-tingling and beautifully penned, this is gothic historical fiction at its very best’


ABIR MUKHERJEE


‘Beautiful, chilling, and darkly enchanting. Anna Mazzola is a truly gifted storyteller’


CHRIS WHITAKER


‘Eerie and unsettling, but perhaps Anna Mazzola’s superbly realised depiction of a nation gripped by the horrors of fascism is the most terrifying thing of all’


KATE GRIFFIN


‘Absolutely brilliant. Gripping, beautifully written and properly chilling’


CAROLINE GREEN


‘Robert Harris meets M.R. James in an evocative gothic tale set in a Rome on the edge of catastrophe … Mazzola’s dazzling imagination is at its very peak’


DAVID HEWSON


‘The sense of place is impeccable, the sense of danger truly chilling’


SINÉAD CROWLEY


‘The thrilling tale of a woman caught between the pressures of pre-war Italy and the more mysterious manifestations of something amiss in her own household’


ALISON LITTLEWOOD


‘A delicately told ghost story set in the bright heat of 1930s Italy. Claustrophobic and compelling’


AMANDA MASON


‘Packed with political and emotional intrigue … historically rich and deeply unsettling’


SARAH HILARY


‘Gothic, immersive and very, very scary … Set in 1939 Rome against the rise of fascism, injecting a powerful sense of dread’


ALLY WILKES


‘A gripping, thrilling story which had me hooked from the start, as the terrifying reality of fascism in pre-war Italy is increasingly entwined in an anguished marriage’


MARY CHAMBERLAIN


‘Tense historical fiction like no other … Dark and mysterious with whispers of a buried past hidden in the walls. I cannot recommend The House of Whispers highly enough’


AJ WEST




For my father (please don’t read the sex scenes).
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‘Our irrational, darker selves demand familiars.’


– Elizabeth Bowen





Part One
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I dreamt again of the burning. The first one, when I was seven years old, the sky above Piazza Oberdan stained blood-red, the flames hissing, the men in black shirts dancing and shouting, ‘Viva! Viva!’ as though the fire were a product of their demented energy, a strange creature come alive to drive the Slavs out of Trieste. I saw again the faces of the people at the open windows and on the balconies – rows and rows of them in the tall white building of the Narodni Dom, the Slovene national home. I heard the jeers of the mob, the scream of the sirens, smelt the smoke that filled the evening sky.


Only, in my dream, I was no longer a child clutching my mother’s hand, but the young woman I am now: solid, sensible, apparently capable. Yet I made no movement to help, no attempt to stop the squadristi as they poured on petrol, barred the doors; no attempt to make the police do something, to yell in their faces, to beg them to help, to clear a way for the firefighters who were blocked by the baying Blackshirts. I stood as I did then, transfixed, horrified – only now, as an adult, I understood what they were doing and I knew what would come next. I longed to cry out, to scream, to stop them, but my mouth was clamped shut and my feet refused to move so that I remained helpless, shaking, as powerless as a child. I woke then, relieved to find myself in my narrow bed, but disturbed that the dream had come again.


People say I couldn’t possibly remember as much as I do, as I was only a child when the squadristi burned the Slovene cultural centre, a symbol of all that they hated: the foreigners who contaminated la città Italianissima, the most Italian city. But memory is a strange and fluid thing. Sometimes we remember everything precisely. Sometimes we remember nothing at all. The memory of that night is captured for me in time as a fly in amber – the sound of the glass in the windows shattering; the desperate cries of the people in the apartments, the cafe, the restaurant, the theatre, as they realised the doors were locked from the outside and that they would have to jump; the pathetic sound of my own mother’s muted and baleful weeping. I remember it all because that was the moment I understood that everything I knew was about to be destroyed, and that I would have to hide who I was. That was the beginning of my journey to becoming an all-Italian girl. It was how I became not Iva Valentich, but Eva Valenti.


But it’s not that fire I wanted to tell you about. It is the second one.
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Rome, 1938


I will begin the story on the day I first saw him. It was the day that Hitler came to Rome.


We’d spent the morning in one of the great, echoing music rooms of the school where Ettore and I worked. Supposedly we were practising, but in fact we were most mostly smoking, talking, joking, as we often did in those days. Mirella, Ettore and I had met at teacher training school some years before and formed a trio, more for the companionship than for anything else. We were all, in our way, outsiders, though I wouldn’t have accepted that then.


The door to the room opened and Allegra, another of the teachers, peered in: ‘What on earth are you laughing about in here?’


‘Eva has a new admirer: the dashing Signor Malinconico!’


Ettore and Mirella were almost besides themselves by this point. Signor Malinconico – Mr Melancholy – was their name for one of the maths teachers: a spindly-legged man with a drooping face who seemed always to be out of luck.


‘You’re awful, the pair of you. He merely asked me to dinner. The poor man is probably lonely.’


Allegra sat on one of the metal chairs, crossed her stockinged legs and lit a cigarette. ‘Poor Mr Melancholy. He’s such a strange fellow, isn’t he? What on earth did you say to him, Eva?’


‘Well, I couldn’t say no, could I?’


Another convulsion of laughter from Mirella and Ettore. ‘Of course you could say no! What, are you really going to go out for dinner with that funny little man? Please say you aren’t!’


‘It’s all very well for you to laugh; you’re not the ones who are in this situation.’


‘Oh Eva,’ Mirella said. She was my best friend in Rome, in the whole world. ‘You are funny. You’re always so worried about upsetting people that you end up in these scrapes. You’ll have to make up an excuse. Tell him you have a new boyfriend who’s terribly possessive, or something.’


‘I can’t say that. He won’t believe me.’ I had no boyfriend; hadn’t had a relationship for over a year, and the ones before that were hardly anything to write home about. Not that I really wrote home anymore. Only the occasional postcard to my aunt in Trieste.


‘Then we’ll have to tell him you’ve passed away,’ Ettore said, straight-faced. ‘Poor Eva, she died as she lived: running from unsuitable suitors.’


Another gale of laughter and I shut the lid of the piano. ‘Right, that’s it. I’m going home! Mirella, are you coming?’ We shared an apartment in the Trastevere district: us and a talking bird.


‘Later. I said I’d call in on Amalia first. She’s going to lend me some of her records.’


Still chatting, we packed up our instruments, heading along the musty corridors, past the ceramic cross on the wall and the portraits of Il Duce and the King, and emerging into the bright spring sunlight, Mirella blowing us a kiss as she left.


As the three of us walked down the Via di Monserrato, we could hear the sound of a brass band playing a military march. All of us knew, of course, about the parade, the visit. We couldn’t not have known. For over a week, black swastikas had been crawling over the walls like spiders, appearing on signs and on the flags that streamed beside the Italian tricolour. For months, the newspapers had been full of the nations’ growing friendship, and the Germans’ admiration for Il Duce – our great leader – and our beautiful, vibrant nation. It gave me an underlying sense of nervousness that I tried my best to suppress. Though we were largely insulated from news of the outside world, I’d heard what Hitler said of Slavs and the Jews, and Mirella was, among many other things, Jewish.


‘You’d think he was coming here on honeymoon,’ Ettore murmured to me as we walked. ‘Not on a state visit.’


Rome did look fine in May, with the chestnut trees and oleanders in blossom, the sunshine turning the stone buildings and statues to brilliant white and gold: the carved lions and wolves triumphant. People were strolling the piazzas and parks dressed in beautifully tailored suits with little hats, small dogs and children on their best behaviour. Anything deemed unsightly had been hidden away. Houses had been razed and apartment blocks bulldozed, better to display the glories of ancient Rome; the city’s beggars had been cleared from the repaved streets; shabby shops had been repainted or shut.


‘Ettore, don’t be so cynical,’ Allegra said, catching his comment. ‘It’s a national holiday – a moment of national pride. We should try to enjoy it!’


I raised an eyebrow at Ettore, but I didn’t say anything. At that time, it was always best not to speak, or to speak only in whispers. You never knew who might be listening, or how your words might be twisted against you. In any event, what could I, an insignificant young woman, do about it all? That was how I thought about things in those days. It was how so many people thought. My parents had taught me to save my energies for the things that mattered: family, work, learning, God. Leave the politics to those that knew better. My life had often been a struggle, my mind at one time unstable, and my focus then was on establishing myself, earning enough, doing my best to belong.


As we approached the Piazza Farnese, we could hear the boom of a man’s voice over a loudspeaker, his the familiar tone of the ardent party member. Across the wall, splashed in white paint, was the familiar slogan, ‘Il Duce ha sempre ragione!’ Il Duce is always right.


‘It is with the same faith and with the same will that the German and Italian nations have fought against the corrupt old ideologies to create this vital new regime of the people!’


A crowd had amassed in the piazza and rows of children stood in the centre on a platform wearing the black and grey uniforms of the Fascist youth organisations: the Balilla and the older Avanguardisti boys behind, the Piccole Italiane and the Giovani Italiane at the front. Some held banners, others musical instruments. It was one of many parades prepared for the arrival of the Führer, one of the myriad of entertainments the government had laid on as though to give the impression that Italy was always decked out like this; as if people had nothing better to do with their days than sing and march and clap.


‘National Socialist Germany and Fascist Italy are both great forces,’ the man shouted, ‘embodying and powered by the energies of the new generation!’


Ettore scoffed. ‘Both are vampires, more like,’ he said to me in a low voice, ‘feeding and growing on the blood of the young.’


I looked away from him and towards the crowd, searching the faces of the people to see if anyone had heard him, if any might be a Questura agent on the lookout for any sign of subversion. It was dangerous to talk, however quietly, in a public place like this. We’d all heard about the arrests that had preceded this visit – the hotel guests awoken and interrogated in their rooms, the hundreds of houses searched for dissenters. Ettore, though, was always the most vocal, always the most daring, even though he had the most to hide.


‘Let’s head towards the front,’ Allegra said, pulling me by the arm. ‘I want to see who’s speaking. I want to see who’s there.’


We made our way nearer to the centre of the piazza where a stage had been constructed and, beside it, rows of chairs on which numerous military and official types sat. Closer up, I could see that the children were sweating in their heavy uniforms, and that some of the smaller boys were scratching at their legs or crotches where the coarse material rubbed. They must have been standing out here for hours.


The speaker was a squat, pallid man in full military regalia, perspiration running down his face. The loudspeaker squealed. ‘In honour of the young of our nations, let us now sing “Giovinezza”! Youth!’


The drums started up, then the brass, and the people in the seated area took to their feet.


‘Giovinezza, giovinezza,


Primavera di bellezza,


Della vita, nell’asprezza


Il tuo canto squilla e va!


E per Benito Mussolini,


Eja eja alalà.


E per la nostra Patria bella,


Eja eja alalà.’


I watched the faces of the audience, seemingly rapt as they sang loudly and clearly of ‘our beautiful Fatherland’ and I wished as I had before that I could be properly part of it: have that sense of belonging, that certainty that I was part of a community, a nation. I sang along, of course, sang the words of the song that had become a second national anthem, sung by the men who marched on Rome, sung by the troops who conquered Abyssinia to enrich the Roman empire. But I sensed that I did not have that fire in my heart that would have made me properly Italian. I worried that, despite my best efforts at camouflage, some might recognise me as one of the ‘allogeni’, as the Slovenes had been called when I was young: the people from outside. I followed the words and I followed the rules, but I feared that people would see through that to the foreigner within. Standing there in that crowd, I was never more aware that in order to survive I would need to burrow deeper: to become faultlessly, unassailably Italian.


‘Look, that man there.’ Allegra had hold of my arm and was pointing. ‘The one in the dark blue suit with the two children near him. Near the middle. You see? That’s Signor Cavallera. I teach the daughter, Chiara.’


I scanned the rows of people who were still standing, clapping, and caught sight of a dark-haired girl, maybe fifteen or sixteen, in a peach-coloured dress. She stood next to a polished-looking man in a midnight-blue suit, a tall boy on his other side.


‘She’s the one whose mother died a few months ago,’ Allegra continued. ‘Remember, I told you? A brain haemorrhage.’


‘Yes, I remember. Terrible.’ Allegra had described it all at some length: the sudden death, the pursuant drama, the exquisite, expensive funeral.


‘The girl, though, Chiara, she plays very well.’


I shielded my face from the sun with my hand so that I might see them better. Both father and son were slim and tanned, black-browed. The man was saying something to his son, who wore the uniform of the Balilla. The daughter was paler, but no less handsome, her hair a dark cloud around her face. She stood motionless, paying no attention to her father and brother, her hands behind her back. She was, I noticed, the only person in the row who wasn’t smiling.


‘Come on, let’s go.’ It was Ettore. ‘There’ll be a lot more of this today.’ He motioned for us to follow him and began to make his way through the crowd towards the shady side of the street.


I looked back at the girl in the peach dress, the man with the shined hair. They looked, I thought, like the perfect Italian family, only incomplete.
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I didn’t see the Cavallera family again until near the end of the summer. I’d returned to Trieste in July for the funeral of my aunt Agata, my mother’s sister, whose death had unsettled me more than I’d thought it would. I hadn’t much wanted to go back, for it wasn’t a place I associated with happiness. The city, once an open and cosmopolitan place, had, by the time I was old enough to form proper memories, become a testing ground for prejudice and hatred. The Great War had crushed Trieste, with bombs and starvation and fear. Many of those who returned from the front were, like my father, filled with bitter disappointment and rage, consumed with the idea of ‘la vittoria mutilata’ – the mutilated victory, a national humiliation. Amid the wreckage, black-shirted squadristi thrived, threatening and attacking the Slovenian community from which my parents came. Where once we’d been welcome, we were now intruders, to be italianised by force, to never speak our own language. Youth and cultural associations were closed down, political parties banned, a free press consigned to the past. Those who disagreed could chose prison, exile or perhaps to be beaten and shot. We’d relocated to Puglia only because we were ordered to, and I’d little wish to return to a place that had wanted me gone.


I needed to attend the funeral, though. I owed it to my mother, dead five years earlier, and to Agata herself, not dissimilar to my mother: self-effacing, long-suffering, kind. It had been she who’d encouraged me to move to Rome after both my parents died; make myself afresh, pursue my long-held ambition to teach music. Her death shook me to the core, I suppose because she’d been the only relative with whom I’d kept up much contact, the only one with whom I’d felt any real connection, and now I was all alone. With Agata’s passing came a strange feeling of being left alone to float adrift. There was no one with whom I could really talk any longer about my childhood, my parents, the events that had exiled us from Trieste. But perhaps that was best, I told myself: end that whole era, shed my old skin. Now there was only Italy. I felt a blur of guilt at the edges of my consciousness, and an ache of sadness at what was lost, but I did my best to push those feelings away. There was little point in looking back.


Returning to Rome, I found that the mood had shifted, darkened, with an almost tangible increase in anxiety. Food supplies were diminishing and prices were rising; queues snaked around grocery stores. And though Hitler was no longer a physical presence, his shadow loomed over Rome. In July, the newspapers that had for months been running stories about the dangers of intermarriage with blacks and the conspiracies of ‘Foreign Jews’ published a ‘Manifesto of the Racial Scientists’. This document set out in very clear terms what the Italian race should and could be: it did not, it said, include the Jews. Many did their best to dismiss it. It was a sop, people said, to Germany. Nothing more than that. So was the creation of the new General Office of Demography and Race – Demorazza for short. These were all merely words. After all, Il Duce had never been anti-Semitic. He’d always said Jews were a key part of Italian society and the Fascist party. Didn’t he even have a Jewish mistress? Margarita Sarfatti. No, all this was just lip service to the Germans; a show of solidarity that was necessary now but would fade in time. So I heard again and again from friends and other teachers and the women in the shops and I tried my best to believe them, but a queasy uneasiness lodged in my stomach. What would it mean for Mirella?


‘You’ll be late!’ she shouted now from outside my bedroom. ‘What on earth are you doing in there? Praying?’


I opened my bedroom door and stood before her in my blue cotton dress. ‘What do you think? Too formal?’


‘No. Perfect and beautiful. They’ll love you.’ She kissed me on the cheek and she smelt of lavender and the resin she used on her bow. ‘I’ll go to the market while you’re out. Get us something for supper.’


‘You’re an angel.’


‘Apparently no, I’m a devil. You clearly haven’t been reading the papers.’


‘Oh, Mirella. Ignore the newspapers.’


But, of course, that was impossible.


I left our little apartment and took the stairs down to the lobby, the dingy corridors giving off their familiar odour of cooked onions and cigarette smoke. I thought of what Allegra had said before she left Rome: ‘You shouldn’t worry too much about it all. It’ll all blow over, just as it did back in 1934. You remember? The supposed Jewish anti-fascist plot? All those arrests? It came to nothing, didn’t it? It’ll be the same soon enough. You’ll see.’


Although Allegra and I had not been close, I did not like that she was moving away. It added to my sense that everything was in flux; that everyone was leaving me. She was returning to Sienna to look after her mother, now bedridden. ‘There’s no one else to look after her. My brother won’t, of course. Not his job. That’s our lives, eh? Caring for children, caring for parents.’


She had recommended me to take over the teaching of some of her private piano pupils. The Cavallera girl, Chiara, was one of them and I’d known at once that I would take the job, remembering the pale-faced girl without a smile, her handsome father and brother next to her.


‘You needn’t feel you have to, you know,’ Allegra had told me. ‘Like I said, she’s a gifted pupil, but not a happy one.’


‘All the more reason for her to have a good tutor, surely.’


‘Yes, she’s a sweet girl. And Signor Cavallera is very charming. But it’s a peculiar house, a peculiar energy, if you know what I mean.’


‘Well, it’s a house in mourning, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ Allegra paused. ‘Yes, maybe it’s that. I don’t know. But I don’t want you to feel you have to.’


‘I do have to take all the work I can get, though, Allegra. They’ve told me I’ll have fewer music classes at the school from September. I’ll need to take on more private pupils, so this is a good start.’


Things were much harder for me financially than they had been a year ago, just as they were for many in Italy. The international sanctions brought in following Il Duce’s conquest of Abyssinia had started to bite. This wasn’t the time to turn work down. It wasn’t only that, though. I felt drawn to the family in a way I couldn’t fully understand. I thought – though this would seem ridiculous later – that I might be able to help them.


Their house was on Via Giulia: a Roman palazzina, painted primrose yellow with white stucco work, a great wooden door with brass knockers in the shape of angry lions, and lemon trees in pots outside the doorway. I stood staring at the lions’ faces, waiting for the door to be opened, a fluttering inside my chest. I could hear a dog barking and the sound of a male voice.


I’d half-expected a servant to answer, but it was Cavallera himself, fighting to restrain an excitable Italian greyhound. ‘Signorina Valenti, yes? I must apologise for this brute. He thinks it’s time for his walk, but then he always thinks it’s time for his walk. Zefiro! Back! Where are your manners?’


Once he’d managed to close the door, Cavallera shook my hand and smiled widely.


‘Thank you for coming. What a welcome. Who would have a dog?’


I smiled back, not quite sure what to say, and stepped into a stone vestibule where the scent of lemons gave way to that of polish. The dog had begun to whine.


‘Let me take your jacket. Please, come through to the sitting room. No, not you, Zefiro!’


The dog was undeterred and followed us into a large, green-walled salon with a highly shined wooden floor and a gleaming black piano. Above a dark marble fireplace hung the obligatory portraits: the Duce and our diminutive King. His Royal Short Arse, Ettore called him.


‘Have a seat. Some water?’


‘Oh yes, please.’ I sat, overly rigid, in one of the striped, stiff-backed armchairs while Cavallera picked up a cut-glass decanter filled with ice and fruit and poured me a glass of water. Closer up, I saw that he was older than I’d first thought, perhaps forty-five, with a lined, bronzed face. He smelt of eau de cologne mixed with cigarettes. His dog, too, was fine-looking, with a glossy dark grey coat.


‘You’re a friend of Allegra’s, then? She said you were an excellent player.’


‘Allegra is generous. I’m a decent pianist but nothing special. I do, though, love to teach.’ That was true: it made me feel useful and energised. It had been a music teacher who’d changed my life, and I wanted to bring that happiness to other children – give them something no one could take away.


He smiled. ‘Oh, I’m sure you’re being modest. I wish I had the patience to teach, and indeed to learn to play properly. I’m afraid I’ve no ear for music at all – perfectly useless.’ A pause, he rubbed the dog’s head. ‘My wife was an extraordinary musician. Allegra may have told you.’


I hesitated. ‘She did, yes. She said she loved to hear her play.’ Allegra had in fact said little about the woman’s musical abilities, but much about the manner of her death, the terrible tragedy of it all, and her many beautiful dresses (‘Adelina. Always elegant and contained. Always immaculate. And the house! Well, you’ll see for yourself.’)


Cavallera was still stroking the dog, absently. ‘It’s odd not to hear her playing anymore, you know. I’m still getting used to it. We all are, aren’t we, Zefiro?’ The dog cocked his head. ‘Poor beast. He still goes looking for her, you know.’ Cavallera laughed in the way men sometimes do when they’re attempting to mask their feelings and I felt a surge of warmth towards 
him.


‘Allegra said your daughter played very well.’


‘Yes, she too has talent, I think, but she needs encouragement. She’s rather lacking in confidence.’


‘I’ll do my best, Signor Cavallera.’


‘Dante, please. Call me Dante. I won’t always be here for the lessons – I’m often working – but you must keep me informed of how she progresses. You’ll let me know if there are any difficulties?’


‘Of course. Although I’m sure there won’t be.’


He nodded, appraising me with his dark brown eyes, and I felt suddenly inadequate in my plain blue dress that I’d worn and washed too many times and with my scuffed leather shoes that no longer shone.


‘It’s been difficult for her, with her mother gone,’ he said quietly. ‘Sixteen isn’t a good age to lose one’s mother.’


‘No, I’m sure.’ I didn’t mention that I’d lost my own mother five years before and that I wasn’t convinced there was ever a good age to lose a parent. ‘I was very sorry to hear of your loss. Allegra told me about it at the time.’


‘Thank you. She was… well, she was everything to us.’


‘Of course.’ I had to appear to understand, but in fact I had never loved anyone entirely, absolutely. I’d always held myself back. The only relationship I’d witnessed up close was my parents’, and I had no wish to emulate that. I longed for closeness, longed to be loved, but I had no idea how to achieve it.


‘Anyway, I’ll call Chiara now,’ he said, standing up. ‘You’ve just missed Alessandro, Chiara’s younger brother, but you’ll meet him next time, no doubt.’


‘Your son: does he play too?’


Dante laughed again, properly this time. ‘No, no, he has no time for that sort of thing, my Alessandro. He’s thirteen years old. It’s all marching and guns and parades. You know how it is with boys that age!’


I nodded, but I didn’t know, not really. Most of my pupils were girls and I’d never had a brother, only a sister who’d died when she was very small. Ettore had been the closest thing I’d had to a brother and certainly he was not one for marching and guns. His love, like mine, was music, for it was a place to lose yourself.


I heard Dante calling to his daughter and a minute later she arrived, entering the room slowly, keeping close to the wall. She wore a pinafore over a silk blouse with a cardigan pulled tightly around her. Her gaze was cast down.


‘This is your new piano teacher, Signorina Valenti. Signorina Valenti, this is of course Chiara. I trust she’ll be a good pupil for you.’


‘Oh, I’m sure she will. A pleasure to meet you, Chiara.’


‘Piacere,’ the girl said, but her gaze remained on the floor. She was, as I’d remembered, a pretty thing with long dark eyelashes and a dark halo of hair circling a delicate face.


‘Chiara, my darling, please greet our visitor properly. It’s not as if she’s going to bite you.’


‘Yes, Father.’ The girl finally met my gaze and I almost wished she hadn’t, for her eyes were so full of pain.


‘Well, I’ll leave you to begin your lesson. Signorina Valenti, do call for our housekeeper if there’s anything you need. I look forward to seeing you again.’ And with that, he gave me a wide smile and departed, Zefiro the dog trailing after him.


I smiled brightly at his daughter. ‘Well, let’s get started, shall we, Chiara? Show me what you’ve been playing.’


The girl’s father had been right – she had talent, far more than most of the pupils I taught at the school. But then she’d been privately tutored since she was seven, Allegra had told me, and had often played with her accomplished mother. Chiara showed me a Scarlatti sonata first, her fingers gliding effortlessly across the keys; then began Bach’s ‘Fantasia in C Minor’.


‘Thank you, Chiara. That was lovely. I can see you’ve already reached quite a standard. There are things we can work on, however, and various ways in which I can help you.’


The girl looked up for a moment, eyes wide, and I thought she was going to say something, but she only pulled her cardigan sleeves down towards her hands. Why had Allegra not told me her pupil was so anxious? Or was it me that was making her nervous? I was determined to win her over.


‘Are there any pieces you’re particularly keen to learn?’


‘You should ask my father.’


‘Well,’ I smiled, ‘I’m asking you. What do you like?’


A pause, and then: ‘Gershwin. I should like to learn some Gershwin.’


A surprising choice for such a traditional-looking girl. Maybe there was more to her. ‘Well, then we shall get you his songbook, yes?’


Finally, she smiled. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’


‘Excellent. For now, let’s get you started on some exercises to loosen the tension in your wrists and arms. Here, let me show you.’ I pulled my stool closer to the piano and embarked on a series of scales and arpeggios.


Chiara grew less anxious as the lesson progressed, and after half an hour I’d even managed to coax a laugh from her, telling her about Bruno, our pet bird – how he sometimes sang along while I played, or made rude remarks about the quality. ‘He’s taken to calling us all stupid, recently, and he just won’t be made to stop.’


Leafing through her sheet music, which was carefully ordered, I found Fauré’s ‘Dolly Suite’ and suggested we play it together. We’d reached ‘Le Jardin de Dolly’, and were, I thought, making a decent go of it, but then a wrong note was struck and abruptly Chiara moved her hands away from the keyboard.


‘Why did you stop, Chiara? You were playing very well.’


Her breathing was shallow, her chest rising and falling. ‘I can’t. Not now.’


I noticed that there was a pencil marking on the page. Someone – it must have been her mother – had written, ‘Both hands!’ in small, neat script.


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Perhaps we’ve done enough for today.’ I cursed myself for an idiot. She must have played the duets with her mother. That must be why she’d become upset.


When I made to leave, I saw that a grey-haired woman in an apron was feeding the goldfish that swam in a large glass bowl.


She smiled in greeting and introduced herself as Greta, the housekeeper. ‘I keep things running as best as I can, so anything you need, you let me know. I’ll get your coat for you, shall I?’


‘Yes, if you wouldn’t mind.’


She had a kindly face, I thought, but tired, the mouth drooping at the edges, and I noticed she walked with a limp. I followed her into the hallway where coats and hats were hung neatly upon a wooden stand and she handed me my jacket and my straw hat, the one I’d been wearing now for years.


‘You’ll be coming every week like the last girl, will you?’


‘Yes, every Thursday, just like Allegra.’


‘Gone to look after her mother, she said. Now, there’s a good girl. I doubt my daughter would do the same for me.’


‘Oh, I’m sure she would,’ I replied awkwardly. For what did I know of her daughter? She might hate her mother, or fear her as I had my father.


‘No, no, she’s una pigra, an ingrate. I don’t know what I did wrong with that one. You’d think she’d been dragged up by wolves, not a God-fearing mother like myself. Write to me, I say, and what does she write to me but postcards asking for money?’


As Greta complained about her ungrateful daughter and her many needy grandchildren, my eyes were drawn to the silver-framed photographs on the hall table: one of two young dark-haired children, beribboned and unsmiling; the second of a slender woman with short wavy hair looking into the camera, shading her eyes from the sun.


The housekeeper noticed me staring. ‘Adelina. Their mother.’


‘Yes, of course.’ The woman was beautiful. Elegant in a way I would never be, in a drop-waisted dress with a sash.


‘It’s getting on for six months now since she passed.’


‘Awful for the family. For all of you.’


Greta nodded, still looking at the photograph. ‘Yes. The house has been very different, I can tell you.’


‘I’m sure. Well, it was good to have met you. I’ll see you all next week.’


I gave her a smile as I left, but she only half-smiled back, seeming lost in thought. After a moment, she closed the door.


It was nearly seven o’clock by the time I returned to our apartment block, a shabby place in Trastevere, off the Piazza Mastai. Gazing up, I could see the pots of basil and oregano, the cooking pans left on windowsills, the underwear hung out to dry. A woman I didn’t know was shaking a mat from a window, dirt falling to the cobbles beneath.


When I opened the door to our apartment, I could hear Mirella in the kitchen and found her heating water on the little stove.


‘There are you are. Do you want a caffè d’orzo? I’m just making some.’


‘No, I want some real coffee!’


‘Fat chance.’


‘In that case, give me your disgusting brew.’ I took off my coat and shoes and walked barefoot to the tiny balcony, where Bruno, our mynah bird, was calling my name. ‘You, you ridiculous bird. Have you missed me?’


He stared at me with his yellow eye and squawked: ‘Stupid!’


‘Oh, well, thank you, you horrible brute. No pumpkins seeds for you.’


I gazed out onto the interior courtyard below. Two grubby children were pushing a third in a cart. A dog was nosing about the bins. From one of the flats, a radio blared; from another, an infant squalled.


‘Here,’ Mirella said. ‘There are some coffee beans in it, but we’d best get used to the taste of chicory.’ She passed me the tiny cup and saucer and then began forming pastasciutta on the flour-covered table. ‘So, how was your new pupil?’


‘What a sad little girl. Beautiful house, though, in the Via Giulia.’ And a handsome father whom I was still thinking about, but I wouldn’t mention that.


Mirella sipped her coffee and grimaced. ‘All right for some. Anyway, I got us something nice, though you can’t eat or drink it. Come. Listen to this.’


It was a Duke Ellington record, only slightly battered. She put it on the gramophone and we danced about our little kitchen, her taking the part of the man, both of us howling with laughter, until Margareta in the next apartment started shouting at us to turn it down – did we not know she was trying to get a baby to sleep? Had we no sense in our young heads at all?


‘Sorry, Margareta!’ Mirella called back, raising her eyebrows at me and stopping the needle on the gramophone. ‘How many children does that woman have now? Is she starting her own football team?’


I laughed. ‘Where did you get the record?’


‘Some woman at the market was selling them second-hand. Oh, I know, I know: I shouldn’t have spent the money, but we’re owed a little happiness, aren’t we?’


‘Of course we are, and money isn’t so tight as all that.’


Her face fell. ‘I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, actually. Bad news from Mamma Gioiosa, I’m afraid.’ Mamma Gioiosa was our name for the landlady, a woman entirely devoid of joy. ‘She’s putting the rent up.’


‘No! Again?’


‘She says the rates have risen. The cost of living and so on.’


‘As if we don’t know.’


‘Exactly. Good thing you have some new pupils. I’d try to find some myself, but nobody wants a Jew.’


‘Oh, Mirella. I can’t believe that’s true.’


‘Well, believe it.’ She pulled away from me and walked over to the sink, all her former lightness gone. ‘I’ve fewer pupils now than I’ve ever had. You’re telling me that’s a coincidence? That it’s nothing to do with that Defence of the Race magazine and this government’s crazy theories?’


I didn’t know how to respond to that. I didn’t have the emotional vocabulary. My family had never discussed politics, never engaged with it, never acknowledged the violence done to them. But I’d seen the magazine in the newsstands over the past month, with its false and incendiary headlines. I’d read Mussolini’s Manifesto della Razza with its definitions of who counted as Italian. ‘I can pay more of the rent, Mirella.’ It seemed the only thing I could do.


‘For now, maybe. What happens when it goes up again? What happens when I lose all of my work altogether?


‘You won’t.’


‘No? Even so-called Aryan girls will be struggling for work when the government regulations come in. You know, don’t you, that they’re limiting women’s work? We’re supposed to be off having babies like miserable Margareta. And then today, you know what they sent me?’ She went to the table by the front door and brought back an envelope with a Fascist party stamp. My stomach clenched with dread. ‘The census,’ Mirella said. ‘They sent me the census. They want to know my “race”. Not just my religion, my “race”. What is this now? This is how we’re defined: not as people, not even as a religion, but as a breed they don’t want. Did they send it to you? No. They only want to know about Jews.’


The false coffee soured in my mouth. Since August, they’d been sending this document requiring people to name their religion, their origins. ‘The other teachers at school say it’s just a formality.’


Mirella shook her head. ‘Who knows what it is, but I won’t answer it.’


‘And then what happens?’


‘I don’t know.’


Some part of me knew, though, I think, even then. Because I’d seen what had happened in Trieste: how Slovenes and Croats had been cut off from their culture, their occupations, their organisations, how any dissenters were crushed or killed. ‘Couldn’t you just… lie? Say you were Catholic? Surely that’s what lots of people have done.’


Mirella stared at me. ‘And why should I do that? Why should I deny who I am?’


Into my mind came a memory of my mother, standing in her apron and slippers, crying. It was the day the minister of the church had been shot for refusing to preach in Italian. ‘Because it’s easier that way,’ I said to Mirella. ‘You’ll be safer.’


She frowned at me. ‘Easier? Easier to pretend Jewish people don’t exist, aren’t entitled to be here, in Italy? Maybe Bruno was right; sometimes, Eva, you can be stupid.’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘I’m not hiding, Eva. I’m not ashamed of who I am!’ She turned her back to me. ‘Anyway, I’m going over to see Ettore and Pietro. You’ll have to finish supper yourself.’


‘Mirella, wait, I’m sorry. It was a silly thing to suggest. I just worry about you, that’s all. I worry about all of it. Please: you must stay here and eat.’


‘Ci vediamo.’ The door slammed and I heard her footsteps descending the stairs. Within a minute, she emerged onto the piazza, walking quickly, and she did not look back at me to wave as she usually did.


I was left with a horrible curdling sensation in my stomach. I leant over and looked at Bruno. ‘Stupid. Am I really stupid? I just want her to be all right.’


Was it foolish to mask your origins if that’s what it took to live a decent life? I wasn’t sure. As I finished forming the pastasciutta and heated the oil in the pan, I thought of my little schoolgirl self, standing at the front of a classroom, the blast of pain as the cane came down on my hands. ‘Here, we only speak Italian. You are forbidden to speak your Slav.’ I still remembered the shame of it now: it was like needlepoints of fire in my mind. I’d tried to explain to the teacher that I hadn’t meant to talk in Slovene. I’d answered my friend in my own language by accident, forgetting in that instant that we were no longer so speak it in school, nor in church, nor anywhere. We were to be little Italian children, or we were to leave. Many Slovenes and Croats chose the latter option, abandoning the land that had now been declared Italian even though it was where they and their families had long lived, opting instead for Yugoslavia or even South America where they could at least speak their language, keep their own names, retain their own traditions. Not in Trieste. In Trieste, we only spoke Italian. We no longer used Slovene even at home, though my mother and I sometimes spoke it in whispers.


‘It’s best,’ my father decreed, ‘that we adapt, try to fit in. There’s nothing for it now.’ He’d even volunteered to Italianise our names, as teachers had been asked to do, to show an example to the rest. No more Valentich. We were now the family Valenti.


At the time, I’d accepted that he must be right, because he was my father, he was the one who decided everything in our household, the one who ruled our meagre lives. I internalised the shame and the pain and assumed, as children always do, that the bad feelings were my own fault. Only later did it occur to me to wonder what my mother had thought: my mother who made paper dolls and hung them about my bed, who carefully painted eggs at Easter and left them in the henhouse so that I might have a little magic in my life. Had she agreed with this plan, or had she gone along with it because she was too frightened to challenge the man who made the rules in our house and who was never to be crossed? I knew some of her friends had left – sold their little homes and moved to Yugoslavia. Did she ever want to go with them? She’d never said so, or at least not to me, and I knew she wouldn’t have dared say it to Father.


She was a pretty, quiet woman who did her best to make herself invisible and hope her husband and the Blackshirts would leave her alone. She taught me how to sew and how to heal, for she’d been a nurse in the Great War. She also taught me that it was best to keep myself small: to alter my behaviour to ensure that nobody hurt me. Her real name was Mila, but her family had called her Miška: Mouse, and, when the italianisation of names had begun, my father had decided she should be Mia instead. She didn’t abandon everything, though. Even after we left Trieste, she still made kipferln, Slovene crescent biscuits: small acts of culinary resistance.


I never cooked Slovene food, though I still remembered the taste. I ate only good Italian meals, like the pasta I prepared for myself now. Olive oil, tomato sauce, pecorino cheese. You are, they say, what you eat.


Over the years, my father’s conviction that we should be Italian – were Italian – grew, morphing from an instinct to survive to a fervent belief in nationhood. After all, had he not fought for Italy in the Great War? Had he not been maimed in the name of this nation?


When the government removed him from his job in Trieste and dictated that he should become a teacher in a school in Puglia – a region we’d never been to before, where we knew no one – he didn’t see it as an attempt to remove him from his homeland, but as a sign that he’d been accepted; that we were truly Italian. By then, I was fourteen years old. I did my best to believe him, because he was my father and, according to the church and the law, fathers are always right. But part of me knew, part of me saw, and when we arrived in Ostuni, a maze-like white city, the children spelt it out for me clearly. They often called me ‘forestiera’: stranger. I was an outsider there, despite my new name, my meticulous Italian, my desperate attempts to please. The difference was, I was no longer really Slovene either.
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