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Beppi’s Recipe for Melanzane alla Parmigiana

This is so easy. Why do you even need a recipe? My daughters were helping me with this when they were children. You just make the Napolitano sauce. What do you mean you don’t know how? Cose da pazzi! OK, I’ll explain it to you. This is what you will need:


2 aubergines 
1 onion 
1 jar of tomato passata 
2 eggs 
plain flour 
salt 
pepper 
fresh basil 
lots of grated Parmesan 
a little grated mozzarella 
olive oil 
vegetable oil



This is my way of doing it. The best way, of course. First you cut the aubergines into rounds - not too thick but not too thin. Salt them and leave in a colander for an hour to drain. Then wash off the salt with cold water and pat dry with a clean cloth.

Now make the Napolitano sauce. Chop an onion finely, fry it in olive oil and then pour on the jar of tomato passata. Add basil, a little salt and pepper and then simmer the sauce for twenty minutes. Now your kitchen is smelling wonderful, eh?

Next beat two eggs with a little salt and pepper. Dip both sides of each aubergine round in plain flour, then in the beaten egg and shallow fry in vegetable oil until golden brown. Oh, and don’t be mean with the oil. Mannagia chi te muort, you  people, always so worried about the oil. Pour it from the bottle properly - don’t just dribble it in.

Layer the fried aubergine in a shallow oven dish - four layers maximum - and cover each layer with some Napolitano sauce and plenty of grated parmigiano. Sprinkle mozzarella on the top and bake for twenty minutes at about 150ºC.

(Yes, yes, I know two aubergines will be too much, but who can resist tasting a few pieces as they come out of the frying pan?)

 



Addolorata’s note: Papa, I don’t believe this. No wonder you have high cholesterol.
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The mannequin was propped up in the corner of Pieta’s attic room. The dress she’d put on it was nothing more than a roughly stitched calico toile but Pieta could see what it would become. The fine beading, the fall of the train, the sash tied at the waist. It was going to be magnificent.

This was the time Pieta loved most. When both the gown and the bride’s future held so much promise. Later there might be disappointments, or even heartbreak. But right now, with the dress no more than a plain shape and all its beauty still locked away in Pieta’s imagination, was the best time of all.

Usually Pieta knew the dress before she got to know the bride. Her vision of what she would create with her rolls of lace, tulle and silk was nearly always complete in her head by the end of the first consultation. It was later, at the endless fittings, that she would bend the bride to her will, but so gently and persuasively they always seemed to think it was their idea. Forget the fabric flower on the hip; get rid of the handkerchief hemline. Yes, yes, that’s what you want.

At the final fitting, when the bride stood in the Mirror Room and they slipped shoes on her feet and put a veil in her hair, Pieta always felt sad. She was sending her creation out into the world and who knew how it - and the woman who wore it - would fare. For there were worse things than torn lace and grubby hems, Pieta knew that.

And this dress, the one clothing the mannequin in her bedroom, was different. More important than any that had gone before, more difficult to let go. Pieta sat in bed, propped up on pillows, and stared at the calico toile. This plain-looking thing  was to be her little sister’s bridal gown and everything about it had to be perfect.

Pieta heard a door open and close and footsteps on the wooden floors below. She wondered who it was. Her sister Addolorata, too excited about all her plans for the future to sleep? Or their mother, who had gone to bed hours ago but might have woken and realized she’d forgotten to take whatever pill or potion she was relying on these days?

The footsteps sounded heavier now and there was another noise - a banging and crashing of pans and crockery in kitchen cupboards. It must be her father Beppi then. He was too restless, too busy in mind and body, ever to sleep a whole night through. And of course he’d be in the kitchen, nowhere else. In the morning, when Pieta went down to make her first cup of strong black coffee, there would be freshly-made pasta drying on the kitchen table, or a stock pan filled with a sauce of tomatoes and slow-cooked beef.

As if there wasn’t enough food already. There were bundles of his carefully dried pasta wrapped in linen tea towels in the kitchen cupboard, and containers of his sauces and soups neatly labelled by her mother and packed away in the deep chest freezer. And still Beppi kept on cooking.

Pieta loved the food her father made but there was always so much of it. Sometimes she dreamed of leaving the big four-storey house they all shared, living alone and making her own meals. And then dinner would be a simple soup of Swiss chard, flavoured with a little bacon and eaten in peace instead of the extravagant portions her father served up amidst the noise and fuss that accompanied whatever he did.

Yawning, Pieta took a last look at the calico toile. Mentally she adjusted the neckline slightly and made the shoulder straps wider. Then she turned out her light, wriggled down under the covers, closed her eyes and was asleep in minutes.
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Early the next morning Pieta came downstairs to find the kitchen exactly as she’d expected. Yellow ribbons of fettucine covered one end of the long pine table, dusted with flour and spread out erratically. The other end was crowded with thin shards of lasagne, and in the middle there was the tiniest space, where Pieta’s mother Catherine had put her cereal bowl and a mug of tea.

Pale and tired, her greying hair pulled back harshly from her face, her flower-sprigged robe wrapped round her, Catherine spooned cereal into her mouth disinterestedly.

‘Good morning, Mamma. How do you feel today?’ Pieta pushed open the kitchen door and headed straight for the coffee pot.

‘Not so good, not so bad.’

‘Do you want some coffee?’

‘No, no, I can only drink tea in the mornings, you know that.’ Catherine jabbed an angry finger at the confetti of pasta covering the table. ‘And anyway, I don’t know where you’re going to sit to have your breakfast. Look at this!’

‘It’s fine.’ Pieta shrugged. ‘I only want a coffee and a cigarette. I’ll sit on the back doorstep and have it.’

‘Smoking, always smoking,’ Catherine lamented. ‘When are you going to give up, eh? Your sister doesn’t smoke. I don’t know what made you start.’

It was the same every morning. Her mother was always the first to wake and would sit with the newspaper, clucking over the bad news stories, as the milk soaked into her cornflakes. Pieta would find her at the kitchen table, her mouth pursed as though she were eating something slightly bitter, and often she would read aloud a story that particularly displeased her.

If Addolorata had been working late at the restaurant she would usually come down and join Pieta on the doorstep for a quick coffee and an illicit puff of her cigarette before going back to bed to snatch a little more sleep.

But it was when their father Beppi got up that the whole  house seemed to wake for the day. If he was in a good mood he would burst through the kitchen door, sweep away his wife’s half-eaten bowl of cereal and rattle it in the sink, noisily pour himself coffee, all the while calling, ‘Good morning, my bella Caterina, and good morning, Pieta. Are you out there smoking? Come inside and eat some breakfast like a good girl before you go to work.’

It was different if he had woken in a bad mood. Then he would shuffle round the kitchen, pinching the bridge of his nose between a forefinger and thumb, and groaning noisily.

But this morning it was just Pieta, sitting on the step, drinking her coffee as she looked out over the small patch of garden where her father grew his vegetables, and listened to her mother turn the pages of her newspaper.

In the background, as always, was the rumble of London traffic but Pieta barely noticed it. She had been born in this tall house in the back streets of Clerkenwell and had lived in it all her life. When she sat here in her favourite place, eyes half-closed and the morning sun on her face, she heard only the sounds she wanted to hear - birds singing in the trees of the churchyard opposite, children shrieking in the little playground. This high-walled garden, with every inch of its earth cultivated and useful, was the safest place she knew. But she couldn’t stay here all morning. One more cup of coffee, one last cigarette, and then it would be time to go. She felt the usual sense of dread at the thought of the day ahead.

‘What’s wrong? You look a bit pale this morning, Pieta.’

Her eyes flew open. It was Addolorata, of course, bending down to take the cigarette from her hand and sucking on it greedily.

‘Nothing’s wrong.’ Pieta shifted sideways and her sister jammed herself in beside her. ‘I was just thinking about something, that’s all.’

‘Worrying about something, you mean.’

Addolorata topped up Pieta’s coffee cup from her own and  took a regretful last pull of the cigarette before handing it back to her.

The two girls didn’t look like sisters. Addolorata was her father’s child, all curves and untamed curly hair, with round cheeks and small brown eyes. Pieta had lighter eyes and darker hair that she wore in a neat bob, the heavy fringe grazing her eyebrows. In temperament they were just as different, and yet, while they had fought with each other all their lives, they had always stayed the best of friends.

‘Are you working today?’ Pieta tossed the spent cigarette onto the concrete path and stubbed it out with the toe of her slipper.

‘Mmm, yes, and I need to get in reasonably early. I want to try something new. I’ve been thinking about orechiette pasta with broccoli and leeks braised in a little chicken stock, some lean bacon, maybe even some chilli and a tiny squeeze of lemon.’ Addolorata’s voice sounded almost dreamy as she described the dish. ‘Why don’t you come by the restaurant for lunch and I’ll make it for you.’

‘Maybe. I’ll see if I’ve got time.’

‘Just come in for half an hour. He can’t expect you to work all the time. Even he must see that you’ve got to eat.’

‘We’ve got brides coming in all day for consultations and fittings. I have to be there.’

Addolorata rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly, I don’t know why you do it. He steals your ideas, expects you there all hours, makes you do all the work.’

‘I know, I know. But he’s Nikolas Rose so he can do whatever he likes.’

‘Leave him, Pieta. Go out on your own. You know you can do it.’

‘Not yet.’ Pieta shook her head. ‘The time’s not right. I’m not ready.’

‘If it’s money you’re worried about, Papa will help you.’

‘I know. He reminds me at least once a week. Just leave it,  will you?’ Pieta tossed another cigarette at her sister, who put it in her pocket.

Almost on cue, Pieta heard a rattling of pans in the kitchen and smelt an onion frying. And then, scissors in hand, her father appeared in search of fresh herbs, almost tripping over his daughters as he erupted out of the back door.

‘Girls, why do you have to sit out here like peasants, eh? Why do you think I bought those kitchen chairs? Go and sit on them like normal civilized people. And Pieta . . .’ He raised his voice. ‘Have some breakfast. You need to eat more.’

‘No time, Papa, sorry. I have to get to work.’

‘Well, in that case come home at a reasonable hour tonight. I’m going to make a beautiful lasagne and I want all my family around the table to share it with me.’ He beamed at her happily and waved his little bunch of freshly-cut herbs in the air.

Pieta kissed him quickly on the cheek. As she hurried back through the kitchen and headed upstairs to be the first in the shower she heard her mother complaining: ‘Always the smell of cooking in this house, Beppi, even first thing in the morning. ’

Not for the first time, Pieta wondered why her father had left Italy all those years ago. Why would such a brightly-coloured man fall in love with a washed-out woman like her mother? But then, what made any man fall for any woman? Pieta was nearly thirty and still she didn’t know.
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‘Tell me about your wedding style.’

It was the first question Pieta asked new brides. And the reply was what gave her the first glimmer of an idea for the dress she would design.

Today’s bride was blonde with perfect skin, although she had too mean a chin to be truly beautiful and barely a teaspoon of hair. She was perching on the very edge of the white sofa in the Chandelier Room, looking around at the ivory-clad mannequins and shelves full of accessories that lined the walls. Pieta sat opposite her in a high-backed chair, a block of white paper on her knee and a pencil in her hand.

‘Oh, I expected . . .’ The young bride looked confused. ‘Are we starting now? Only I thought we’d be waiting until Nikolas Rose arrives. I don’t mind waiting.’

Pieta gave a half-smile. ‘I’m sorry. I thought it had been explained to you. I take care of the first consultation and the initial sketches. Then Nikolas takes the design and refines it. That’s the way it works with every Nikolas Rose gown. So, tell me . . . your wedding style?’

The bride took a sip from the glass of chilled champagne Pieta had poured for her. ‘Well, my fiancé’s family are Catholic and so the wedding will be a big one in a very grand church and afterwards there’ll be a feast with music and dancing. It will be very traditional. But the thing is . . .’ She gulped down a little more champagne. ‘I want to feel glamorous on my wedding day. Like I’m on the red carpet at the Oscars. That’s why I’m here, at Nikolas Rose, because everyone told me he does the most exquisite gowns.’

Pieta’s pencil was already moving across the white paper. ‘So we want something classic but still quite sexy,’ she mused. ‘Not too much décolletage or shoulder on display but fitted to your figure, do you think? You have such a lovely shape it would be a shame not to show that off.’

The bride looked nervous. ‘I brought some pictures I’ve cut out of magazines but I wasn’t sure if Mr Rose . . .’ She dipped into a big handbag and produced a folder full of glossy pages.

Pieta tucked the folder beneath her block of paper. ‘That’s fine,’ she said, her pencil still scratching down ideas. ‘Nikolas will be happy to take a look at it. Now what about colour themes? Had you thought about what you might like your bridesmaids to wear? And flowers. What are you thinking of having in your bouquet?’

‘I ... I’m not sure. There’s so much to think of, isn’t there?’

‘That’s all right. We can help you with ideas for all of those things if you need us to. So the next step is for me to take some measurements and a few quick photographs of you. And then, as soon as I’ve consulted with Nikolas, we’ll make another appointment for you.’

She’d just placed the measuring tape round the bride’s waist when she heard him coming. He must have thought she was alone. ‘Pieta, Pieta, Pieta,’ Nikolas was calling petulantly. ‘Pieta, have you seen my—?’

When he realized she was with a client he stopped and rearranged his expression. He was wearing narrow-legged pin-striped trousers, a black shirt and a long black jacket with a red gerbera in the buttonhole. In one fluid movement he crossed the room, turned the bride to face the mirror, gathered her fine hair in his hands and piled it on her head and then gazed at both their reflections. ‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘Just lovely.’

‘This is Helene Sealy,’ Pieta informed him. ‘She is getting  married next summer and she is going to be dressed by Nikolas Rose.’

‘Of course she is.’ Nikolas allowed the bride’s hair to trickle out of his fingers and glanced down at the sketches Pieta had made. ‘I see her in something fluid, fabric that moves when she moves, nothing too stiff and formal. I see white orchids in a bouquet hand-tied with a simple mint-green ribbon. And maybe the hair up and some white flowers and pale green leaves right here by her ear. Yes, yes, lovely. I’ll leave you to it, Pieta.’ He turned on his heel and was gone just as quickly as he’d appeared.

‘That was Nikolas Rose?’ The bride seemed dazzled.

‘Yes, that was him.’

Pieta continued with the things that needed to be done - the measurements and the photographs for her files, the filling-in of forms and, last of all, presenting the bride with her business card, which read ‘Pieta Martinelli, Assistant Designer’.

‘Oh, you’ve got an Italian name.’ Helene sounded pleased.

‘Yes, my father is Italian,’ Pieta told her.

‘That’s a coincidence. My fiancé is Italian, too. His name is Michele DeMatteo. Isn’t that lovely? Soon I’ll be Helene DeMatteo . . .’

Pieta stood very still and let the young bride talk on until she was sure she had complete control of herself. It took a few moments and she wondered if it was obvious there was something wrong.

‘And your fiancé,’ she said at last, ‘does he know you’ve come to Nikolas Rose for your wedding gown?’

‘Oh no, of course not. It’s meant to be a surprise, isn’t it? A big surprise.’

Pieta nodded. ‘Oh yes, it will be a surprise,’ she said softly. ‘I can promise you that.’

 



She slipped out without even telling Nikolas. If he’d known she was going he’d have found countless ways to hold her up  and most likely made a list of things for her to bring back for him. And Pieta couldn’t wait. She had to go to Little Italy and see Addolorata at once. She couldn’t keep this news to herself for very much longer.

Little Italy had once been the narrowest of restaurants with barely enough room for a waiter to slip between the tables. There had been no menu and no choice. Instead the customers ate whatever Beppi had decided to cook for them. Perhaps a pasta soup, followed by a plate of slowly-braised meat and peperonata with a glass of rough red wine and a communal basket of hard, chewy bread on each table. At first only Italians had eaten there but slowly word had spread and now, all these years later, Little Italy had expanded into three of the adjacent shops. There was a big white canopy over the pavement at the front with silver aluminium tables and chairs beneath it, and planters filled with trimmed green bushes to separate the diners from the bustle of the street market that was always there on weekdays. This was where Beppi, who had supposedly retired years ago, could be found on warm days, playing cards with his friends and keeping an eye on Addolorata as she chalked up the menu on the blackboard each morning and fed their customers all day long.

The décor hadn’t changed. The white stucco walls were covered in large black-and-white prints of the old days: Beppi as a child eating spaghetti at the dinner table; the whole family dressed for church on a Sunday morning; Beppi and his sister, Isabella, laughing as they rode a borrowed Vespa together. The tables were covered in red-checked cloths and the food served in big white bowls. This was how it had been at Little Italy since the very beginning.

Now, slowly, Addolorata was making small changes, adding new flavours and textures to dishes: a handful of walnuts thrown into a creamy risotto, a pinch of cumin seeds in a lamb ragu. Between his games of cards, Beppi would come inside and taste a spoonful of sauce or a ladleful of soup, and  often that was when voices would be raised most loudly in the kitchen.

But today Pieta found her father at his favourite sunny outdoor table, stripped down to his white vest and deep in a card game with Ernesto Bosetti.

‘Are you winning, Papa?’ she called out.

He looked up, frowning. ‘Well, I might have a chance if this stronzo would stop cheating.’

Ernesto threw his cards on the table and his hands in the air. ‘Porca la miseria, thirty years I’ve been playing cards with you and you can’t forget that one mistake all those years ago.’ He looked up at Pieta and shook his head. ‘I don’t know why I still play with him, cara, really I don’t. Anyway it’s good to see you. Find a chair and join us for lunch.’

She patted him on the shoulder. ‘I’d love to have lunch with you but I’m going to eat with Addolorata. She has some new dish she wants to try out on me.’

‘New dish?’ her father muttered. ‘Don’t eat too much now, Pieta.’

Exasperated, she laughed. ‘But only this morning you told me I need to eat more.’

‘Si, si, but remember the beautiful lasagne I have made for dinner tonight. I want you to have some appetite left.’

‘Don’t worry, Papa,’ Pieta called over her shoulder as she headed inside. ‘Your beautiful lasagne will get eaten, I’m sure.’

The restaurant was busy today. All the tables outside were occupied and there was barely an empty one indoors. Noise levels were high and white-clad Italian waiters darted about delivering steaming plates of food and clearing them away again once they were almost wiped clean. The older waiters all had moustaches and the younger ones wore long hair in ponytails, gold studs glinting in their ears.

Frederico was the head waiter and had been there almost since the beginning. He was serving bowls of black squid ink risotto when he noticed Pieta. With a nod of his head, he  motioned towards an empty table. ‘Ciao, bella. Sit down and I’ll tell your sister you’re here.’

As she waited she watched people enjoying their food. The risotto table were regulars. They ate with gusto, dabbing at their squid-ink-stained mouths with red napkins and swigging at glasses of Chianti. Beside them was a man in a suit, eating alone while he read the newspaper. He was making his way through the one dish Addolorata always left on the menu - venison shanks slow-cooked in lots of onion and tomato with a silky sauce that seeped into a big mound of potatoes mashed with roasted garlic. Pieta could tell from the expression on his face that every mouthful was heaven.

When she appeared, Addolorata was flushed from the heat of the kitchen and in her hands were two white bowls filled with the pasta dish she’d been perfecting all morning.

‘Here, try this. Tell me what you think. I’ve made so many different versions of it but I think I’ve finally got it right.’

Pieta tasted a spoonful. It was more of a light soup really. The broccoli was cooked the old-fashioned way, until it was soft and breaking apart, the leeks fried in olive oil and then braised gently in a little of the broccoli water until they were almost melting. There was a hint of chilli and lemon, and some roughly-chopped black olives, a few pine nuts and thick shavings of pecorino cheese mixed in with the little ears of pasta to add flavour and bite.

‘You left out the bacon,’ Pieta observed.

Addolorata spooned a little into her own mouth, tilted her head and shrugged. ‘It didn’t feel as though it needed bacon in the end. You like it?’

Pieta tasted a second spoonful and then a third. ‘Mmm, I do. I like it a lot. You should definitely put it on the menu. Serve it with a big slice of crusty bread so people can mop up all the juices.’

‘Is it too liquid? Does it need a little potato to thicken it up maybe?’

‘No, no, it’s better like this, light and healthy. Don’t put potato in.’

‘Still . . .’ Addolorata stirred her soup. ‘Maybe it does need bacon . . .’

This was one of the things that divided her family. Her sister and father lived for food. They could eat it greedily and talk about it passionately all day and half the night without ever getting bored. But Pieta, although she was enjoying the soup of vegetables and pasta, would have been just as happy with a poached egg on toast.

‘So what do you think?’ Addolorata prompted her. ‘Bacon or no bacon?’

‘Never mind that.’ Pieta leaned across the table. ‘I have news.’

‘Oh?’ Addolorata tore herself away from contemplating the contents of her bowl. ‘What?’

‘We had a new bride come in this morning for a consultation and guess who she is marrying.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Michele DeMatteo.’

Addolorata dropped her spoon into her bowl. ‘No! Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

‘Does she know who you are?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘My God, are you going to say something to her? Old man DeMatteo will have a fit when he finds out.’

Pieta nodded. ‘I know but I don’t see how I can say anything. Apart from anything else he’s seen her already.’

‘Nikolas?’

‘Yes, he came in while I was measuring her. So I can hardly put her off now, can I? He never forgets a customer. He’s already decided what colour ribbon she should have in her bouquet.’

‘So, what will you do?’ Addolorata pushed her bowl aside and rested her elbows on the table.

‘I don’t know. Just carry on, I suppose, and design a gown for her. It’s going be rather beautiful, I think. She wants to go discreetly sexy and glamorous.’

‘And what about her? Is she sexy and glamorous, too?’

‘She’s pretty, blonde and younger than Michele by a good few years, I think. But not glamorous exactly.’

Addolorata looked thoughtful. ‘You know, I always thought Michele DeMatteo was sweet on you when we were at school.’

‘No!’

‘Really I did. He always seemed to be trying to attract your attention.’

Pieta laughed and shook her head. ‘He used to tease me, you mean. And sometimes he would steal my lunch.’

Frederico came over and raised an eyebrow, and Addolorata nodded a yes for him to clear away the plates. Minutes later he brought them tiny cups of espresso with a square of dense chocolate cake balanced on the side of the saucer. Pieta bit into hers before touching the coffee. She loved sweet things.

She sipped her coffee and shook her head again. ‘Michele was never interested in me that way, and even if he had been, what could have happened? Papa and old man DeMatteo would have had fits if we’d gone anywhere near each other. Don’t tell him, Addolorata. Don’t say anything about Michele’s bride coming to me. It’ll only cause more trouble.’

‘Well, there’s going to be trouble eventually, isn’t there?’ Addolorata looked glum. ‘I thought weddings were supposed to be happy things but it seems to me there’s always some sort of a drama.’

‘Not with yours, though,’ Pieta promised. ‘Your wedding will be perfect. I’m going to make sure of it.’

 



She was late back from lunch. Nikolas would be furious. Hoping her next appointment hadn’t yet arrived, Pieta hurried along the crowded pavements back towards the bridal salon.

Nikolas Rose Couturier occupied a series of interlinking rooms on the top floor of an old mansion block in Holborn. Right now, if Pieta were very unlucky, the great man himself would be in the Chandelier Room making conversation with a bride who had come in for her final fitting. Her gown was hanging ready for her in the Mirror Room but Nikolas wouldn’t think to take her through. That was Pieta’s job. He liked to appear at the very end, brush the bride’s hair, fluff the train of the gown and then disappear into the Design Room next door until another bride appeared and he needed to switch on his charm again.

The most important room at Nikolas Rose Couturier was the Make Room, and the five older women who worked there, in cramped conditions around a long sewing table, were the main reason Pieta found it so difficult to walk away from the salon and set up on her own. They were the finest seamstresses in London, producing gowns with the exquisite cut, fine stitching and hand-beading for which Nikolas Rose was renowned. Often they could just glance at a design and see a detail she had missed. On quiet days, if Nikolas was not around, they’d play around with fabrics on the mannequin and help her dream up ideas for the ready-to-wear collection she planned to launch some day. Pieta thought she knew what she wanted. Just a capsule collection at first, no more than eight simple styles that each bride could customise a little to make their own, and inside each one would be a label that read ‘Pieta Martinelli, Bridal Designer’.

But it wasn’t easy to break away from Nikolas Rose. She would miss those five experts in the Make Room and she would miss other things, too: Nikolas Rose’s reputation; the wealthy brides who came to him ready to spend money on beautiful fabrics and intricate work; and, surprisingly, Nikolas himself. For, although he was capricious, infuriating and demanding, often he had flashes of brilliance. He could take a perfectly lovely design Pieta had created and make it truly special.  Every day she worked there she learned something new. And that was why she couldn’t leave and set up on her own. Some day, yes, but she wasn’t ready yet.

Pieta was in such a hurry she ran up the six flights of steep stairs in her high heels. The old lift with its double doors and creaking wooden panels took forever to arrive and she didn’t have the patience to wait. More importantly, neither did Nikolas.

She was breathless as she pushed open the door of the Chandelier Room. As she feared, both the bride and Nikolas were waiting for her there. They looked a little flushed and there was a half-finished bottle of champagne on the low table between them.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late.’ Pieta tried to steady her voice. ‘I had to go out to take care of a few errands and I was held up.’

Nikolas gave the tightest of smiles. He wouldn’t let his anger show in front of a client. ‘Miss Laney is anxious to see her finished gown, Pieta. Please take her through to the Mirror Room.’

This bride had been difficult. She had changed her mind about fabric and style countless times; cried about the shape of her arms and the thickness of her thighs; lost weight, then regained it and lost it again. The gown had been through endless alterations but Pieta had guided the bride through the whole fraught process with a steady hand and now she wondered if the finished gown wasn’t one of the most beautiful they had ever created.

The wedding dress was hanging where she’d left it in the Mirror Room. It was full-skirted, made from finest silk satin, with long buttoned sleeves, matching covered buttons down the back and finished with a floor-length black satin bow. The bride’s eyes filled with tears when she saw it. ‘Oh, Pieta, you and Mr Rose have made all my dreams come true.’

Pieta smiled gently. ‘Let’s try it on you one last time to make sure it fits perfectly. A Nikolas Rose gown shouldn’t  pinch, slip or ride up when you move. It should be the most comfortable thing you’ve ever worn as well as the most exquisite. ’

There were more tears as the bride stood before the mirror in her gown and Pieta handed her the large box of soft tissues she kept in the Mirror Room for emotional moments like these.

‘It’s perfect, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Oh yes.’ The bride seemed overwhelmed. ‘Am I really going to be allowed to take it home with me?’

‘Not until Mr Rose has seen you in it and we’ve made sure he is entirely happy.’ Pieta rang the decorative brass bell that hung in the corner of the Mirror Room.

Nikolas waited a few moments before making his entrance. Today he was wearing fitted trousers, with black suede ankle boots and a tight black shirt. He was an impish man with a slender figure, a thick head of spiky, prematurely silver hair and a sulky pout to his mouth.

He stopped in the doorway, his bad mood forgotten. ‘Pieta darling,’ he breathed as he surveyed the gown. ‘I really do think this may be the most divine thing we have ever created.’

‘I think so, too.’

He moved forward and touched the sleeves that had been cleverly draped to disguise the bride’s upper arms. ‘It’s so modern, so now and so original. I am happy, very happy indeed.’

The bride’s tears were flowing steadily. ‘This is the most beautiful gown I’ve ever seen in my whole life. I never want to take it off.’

He smiled at her. ‘Every Nikolas Rose bride is beautiful. We wouldn’t have it any other way.’

And then he was gone, leaving Pieta to take the final payment, slip the gown into a protective bag and put it, and the bride who would wear it, into a taxi and send them home. In a few weeks’ time they would receive an envelope of  photographs of the bride on the steps of a church, clutching her bouquet and looking even more beautiful and joyful than she had today. Pieta could almost feel tears forming in her own eyes as she imagined it.

‘Good luck, be happy . . . and don’t forget to have the gown dry-cleaned and wrapped in acid-free paper after you’ve worn it.’ Those were always the last words Pieta said to her brides as they and their gowns disappeared towards their new lives.
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This was what made her father happiest - his family gathered around the kitchen table, laughing and arguing while they shared something delicious he had created. He liked to sit at the head of the table with his wife at his right and his daughters on the other side. But now there was a new chair at the table and another man in the family and, while Beppi was doing his very best, the strain of it was starting to show. For although he liked Eden Donald well enough, he was not the man he wanted for his daughter Addolorata.

Eden’s father was Scottish and his mother came from Ghana. He was a builder and had skin the colour of milk chocolate, a sprinkling of freckles over his nose, full lips and dark hair with a slight auburn tinge that he’d twisted into long dreadlocks. When he sat down in the chair at the far end of Beppi’s table the atmosphere was slightly tense. Tonight was no different.

‘So, Eden.’ Beppi’s tone was domineering. ‘You and my daughter have spoken to the priest at St Peter’s and booked a date for the wedding?’

‘No, not yet.’ Eden seemed uncomfortable.

‘Well, you need to hurry. St Peter’s is a busy church and you won’t get the date you want if you leave it very much longer.’

Eden nodded. He had been told at the very beginning that he and Addolorata would be marrying at St Peter’s, the Italian church in Clerkenwell, and holding their wedding feast at Little Italy.

‘And Ernesto tells me they have this other thing you must  do.’ Beppi was so busy talking he had barely touched his lasagne. ‘Special classes for couples who are getting married. It is obligatory, he says.’

Addolorata looked up from her food. ‘Papa . . .’ she began and then hesitated.

‘Si, cara. I know you are busy at the restaurant. I will speak to the priest if you don’t have time.’

‘No, don’t do that yet.’ She dug her fork into the thin layers of pasta oozing with béchamel sauce, meat and tomatoes. ‘Eden and I were thinking we might look at some other venues first.’

Beppi looked confused. ‘Other churches. Why?’

‘No . . . not other churches. Some place quite different . . . like a hall or a hotel. Even a private members club. There are some beautiful venues.’

‘And you could get married by a priest there?’

‘Well, it would be a civil ceremony, Papa. But the great thing would be—’

‘Mannaggia chi te muort!’ Beppi slammed his wine glass down so violently that it shattered and a lake of Barolo spread across the tablecloth.

‘It’s only an idea, Papa. We just want to think about it.’ Addolorata’s tone was pleading.

‘Are you trying to insult me and my family?’ Beppi was addressing Eden directly now. ‘Have you got no respect for me?’

Eden just looked at him, holding his gaze but saying nothing.

‘Va bene, va bene.’ Beppi threw his hands in the air. ‘If my daughter says she must marry you then so be it but she will do so in St Peter’s, nowhere else. Do you understand?’

No one said a word. Beppi lowered his head and finished every last scrap of pasta on his plate. Then, tossing down his fork, he pushed back his chair and stormed out of the room.

There was silence for a few moments and then Catherine spoke in her soft, exhausted voice.

‘Are you trying to break your father’s heart, Addolorata?’

‘No, Mamma.’ She sounded close to tears.

‘Then why are you and Eden thinking of marrying anywhere but St Peter’s?’

‘It’s just because . . . it’s my wedding and ....why does everything have to be the way Papa says it will be?’

‘Because he’s the head of the family,’ Catherine said simply.

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’

‘You live here under his roof, you make your living in the restaurant he worked so hard to build up into what it is today. Everything your father does, he does for you and your sister. And now you would refuse him this one thing that he wants.’ Pushing away her plate of uneaten lasagne, Catherine quietly left the table and the room.

Addolorata’s head fell into her hands. ‘Oh my God.’

‘Well, I told you,’ said Eden mildly.

‘I just want to look at some other venues, that’s all. Is it such a big deal?’

‘Apparently.’ Eden was the only one still eating.

‘Pieta?’ Addolorata appealed to her sister. ‘Am I being so unreasonable?’

‘Honestly?’ Pieta considered it. ‘No, you’re not. But still I think you should get married in St Peter’s.’

‘Oh, is that a fact? Well, I’m sick of being told what I should do, and I’m tired of this family and the way that everyone has to interfere in each other’s lives.’ Addolorata stood up. ‘I won’t put up with it any longer.’ She slammed the door behind her as she stormed out of the house.

Eden wiped a piece of bread round his plate to soak up the last of the sauce. ‘I’ll talk to her,’ he said to Pieta.

‘Just get her to book a date at St Peter’s. You can have everything else your way,’ Pieta promised. ‘Well, pretty much.’

‘Yeah, yeah, OK.’ Still chewing his bread, Eden got up from the table. ‘I’d better go after her anyway. See you later.’

Pieta was left alone, the table still covered with dirty plates, broken glass and wine stains, the cooker crowded with used pans and dishes. Sighing, she began to clear up. Addolorata was right - sometimes it wasn’t easy being part of this family.

 



Pieta slept badly and woke late. She drank her coffee standing up, looking out of the kitchen window at her father, who was stripped to the waist and digging in his vegetable garden. His movements were quick, almost frantic, as he turned the soil beneath his spade. Beside him was his old cassette player, blasting out Neopolitan love songs. From time to time, he sang along in his reedy voice. He seemed happy enough but then her father’s anger was like a flame in dry tinder - quick to flare but just as fast to die down if it wasn’t fuelled again. Her mother was different. As she pottered around the garden, pulling out a weed or tying up a tomato plant, she would be mulling over last night’s argument and, most likely, dreaming up fresh problems to worry about.

Finishing her coffee, Pieta climbed the steep stairs to her room in the attic. The house was shared out, floor by floor, between the family. Downstairs was the large kitchen and a small, hardly used living room. On the first floor lay her parents’ bedroom and her mother’s sewing room. Addolorata occupied the floor above, although she wasn’t there now so she must have stayed the night with Eden. And at the very top was Pieta’s domain, the room she slept in and another that, over the years, had become a giant walk-in wardrobe.

Pieta never threw clothes out. They could always be altered and worn again. She hunted at markets, sales and second-hand shops, greedily adding to her store. At one end of the room was a rail of beautiful silk dresses from the 1920s and 1930s. They were beginning to rot and fall apart but Pieta still put them on from time to time. There were flowered gypsy skirts and smock tops, dresses Pieta had run up quickly on  her mother’s sewing machine hours before a big night out, expensive designer clothes she had spent far too much money on. Every rail was so over-crowded it sagged in the middle, but Pieta could always find room for something new and special.

Each morning she liked to stand for a few moments gazing at her clothes like they were old friends, before choosing something to wear. Today she picked out a simple black cotton dress, tied an orange silk scarf round her waist like a sash and slipped two chunky resin bangles on her wrist. A pair of wedge-heeled espadrilles on her feet and she was ready.

Unless it was raining, Pieta liked to walk to work. She never varied the route she took. First she cut through St James’ churchyard with its stretch of lawn and mature trees, then across Clerkenwell Green and along the busy main road towards Little Italy where they were washing down the pavements and setting up for the day.

Just a few steps further down the road, Pieta smelt the pungency of roasting coffee. DeMatteo’s Italian Grocer created its own fine blends. Pieta never allowed herself a takeaway coffee, however, for members of the Martinelli family were not supposed to speak to Gianfranco DeMatteo and his son Michele. The feud between them was longstanding and bitter.

Even as a child Pieta could remember her father turning his back on the DeMatteo family outside St Peter’s church. It was the same whenever they had to meet. Each January, when the local Italian families gathered to celebrate La Befana and give their children gifts, the DeMatteos would be at one side of the room and the Martinellis at the other. In July, at the procession of Our Lady of Mount Carmel and at the festa  afterwards, they gave each other the cold shoulder.

Pieta had never been told what the feud was about. Her father refused to talk about it and her mother was vague on the subject. Sometimes, when they were younger, Addolorata would try to guess, but her ideas were always so crazy they only made Pieta laugh. And the feud was just one of the many  mysteries of her father’s life. For all the noise he made, he very seldom talked about himself.

This morning the door to DeMatteo’s lay open and the smell of coffee was strong and tempting. Pieta was sure that on the counter they would have the deliciously sweet sfogliatelle she loved so much. The fine layers of pastry crisp beneath her teeth, the soft ricotta oozing inside, the hint of candied peel, vanilla and cinnamon - it was impossible to resist. She glanced around quickly. There was no sign of anyone she knew. Through the shop window she could see Michele DeMatteo stacking boxes of pasta on a shelf, but his father didn’t seem to be around. Pieta decided to risk it.

‘Good morning. I’ll have a caffe latte and a sfogliatella,  please.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘And I’m running late so . . .’

Pieta turned and browsed in a rack of Italian magazines while Michele made her coffee. She picked up a copy of the latest Italian Vogue and started flicking through the pages.

‘Eh, lady, don’t touch the magazines unless you’re going to buy them.’ Gianfranco DeMatteo had appeared out of nowhere and his expression was sour.

‘OK, OK.’ Flushing, Pieta flung the magazine down on the counter. ‘I’m going to buy it, all right?’

The old man had been spoiling for a fight and he wasn’t going to give in yet. ‘This is not a library, you know. I have to make a living. You people think you can just come in here and...’

He was still ranting as Pieta put her money on the counter, grabbed her purchases and headed out of the door. She glanced quickly at Michele, still lurking behind the coffee machine. He smiled slightly and shrugged apologetically. But he wasn’t going to bother sticking up for her. He knew there was no point.

As she nibbled on her pastry and hurried towards Holborn, Pieta wondered what the old man would say if he knew her  first task this morning was to design the gown his only son’s fiancée would wear on her wedding day. If he didn’t want her in his shop touching his magazines, then she was certain he wouldn’t want her anywhere near the future Mrs DeMatteo.

 



Nikolas never arrived early and Pieta relished the first few hours of each day when she could be alone in the Design Room. This morning she sat beside the pinboard she’d covered with fabric swatches and references from international magazines, and thought about how much work she had ahead of her. There were more brides than ever on their books, and each dress they designed seemed to take longer than the last. Plus she had Addolorata’s gown to think about now. Pieta didn’t know where she would find the time to manage it all.

Sighing, she opened her sketchpad and looked at the notes she’d made for the DeMatteo dress. Nikolas Rose gowns were all about simplicity - strong shapes, beautiful fabric and fine workmanship. But when Pieta flicked through the folder of tear sheets Helene had given her she realized Michele’s fiancée preferred something more embellished. She found page after page of full-skirted gowns with lace overlays, appliqué detailing, feathers and ruffles. She sighed again. It was going to be an effort to guide her towards the soft understated style that Nikolas Rose demanded. Pieta wondered if she should save everyone a lot of trouble by persuading her to go to another salon for her bridal gown.

She was still flicking through the folder when Nikolas appeared. Today he was in slouchy tweeds with a red paisley scarf knotted round his throat.

‘Oh dear,’ he said, peering over her shoulder at one of the more extravagantly ruffled gowns. ‘What’s going on there?’

‘Everything,’ said Pieta glumly.

‘Yes, so I see. And why are you staring at it like that? Is this some sort of self-torture you’ve dreamt up? Staring at a hideous gown for five minutes a day? Is it character-building?’  His tone was sarky and she could tell he was vastly amused by his own wit.

‘No, this is the style of gown one of our new brides, Helene Sealy, likes. She came in yesterday morning, remember? You saw her in fabric that moves and mint-green ribbon.’

‘Ah yes.’

Pieta held up a picture of a feathered lace creation from the folder. ‘The thing is, I’m not sure she’s really a Nikolas Rose bride. Maybe we should turn her down.’

‘Turn her down?’ Nikolas repeated. She could see the idea appealed to his vanity. He’d never turned down a client before. It might give him a kind of cachet and exclusivity.

‘Yes, exactly.’ Pieta’s voice was hopeful.

‘No, no.’ Greed had won out. ‘Pretty little thing, wasn’t she? We can’t refuse to design for her. Perhaps you will need to revise your original ideas, though. And look at something with a little more detail and . . . erm . . . volume.’

‘You want me to design a meringue?’ Pieta regretted her words as soon as she spoke them.

In reply Nikolas merely hissed at her from between his teeth and stalked out of the room, walking, as he always did, almost on tip-toe and with his head back, as if he were heading into a high wind.

Miserably, Pieta abandoned her desk and sought refuge in the Make Room where there was noise, laughter and endless cups of tea. Maybe they could help her come up with a design for the DeMatteo gown that would keep both the bride and Nikolas Rose happy.

 



Pieta worked late and London was in a party mood by the time she left the salon. The pub crowds were spilling out onto the pavement and the restaurants were filling up. Pieta wondered if Addolorata would be finishing her shift at Little Italy. It would be good to have a chance to talk to her before she got home.

She walked slowly, hugging her unread copy of Italian  Vogue to her chest, her mind still caught up with designs and ideas. She couldn’t have been looking where she was going because suddenly she collided with someone walking fast in the opposite direction.

‘Pieta, I’m sorry. Are you all right?’ It was Michele DeMatteo. Blushing a little, he bent down to retrieve the magazine she had dropped.

‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’

‘I’m sorry about this morning.’ He noticed Pieta’s blank look. ‘I mean, Papa shouting at you like that.’

‘Oh, that’s OK.’ She reached out for her magazine but he was clutching it tightly.

‘It is their feud not ours, you know.’ His voice was slightly hesitant. ‘There’s no reason why we can’t be friends.’

Pieta wasn’t sure what to say.

‘And no reason why you shouldn’t come into DeMatteo’s for a coffee and a pastry if you want to.’ He sounded more confident now. ‘Come by tomorrow and I’ll give you one on the house to make up for this morning.’

‘Michele?’ She had never thought to ask him this before. ‘Do you know what it’s about, the feud between our fathers?’

‘No. Do you?’

‘Papa won’t talk about it. I think it’s something that happened at home, though, back in Italy.’

‘Strange that they should both end up here in the same neighbourhood, isn’t it?’

‘I know. It doesn’t make sense. I’d love to get to the bottom of it.’

‘Well, if you ever do then let me know. Meanwhile, I’ll see you in the morning.’ He gave her back her magazine. ‘A caffe latte and a sfogliatella, right?’

‘Right,’ Pieta replied. ‘And your father won’t shout at me?’

‘No.’ Michele looked thoughtful. ‘At least, I hope not.’
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Pieta found Addolorata sitting alone at one of Little Italy’s outdoor tables, a bowl of olives and a glass of red wine at her elbow.

‘Waiting for someone?’ she asked as she dropped down into the seat opposite.

‘Actually I was hoping you’d stop by.’ She poured Pieta a glass of wine and pushed the olives closer to her.

‘How are you?’ Pieta took a big sip of the wine.

‘Tired. It’s been a long day. What about you?’

‘I’m tired, too. My day has been eventful. Want to hear?’ She filled in Addolorata on everything that had happened to her, from Gianfranco DeMatteo’s outburst to Michele’s sudden friendliness.

‘But he says he doesn’t know the cause of the whole feud, either,’ she finished.

‘Frustrating, isn’t it?’ Addolorata sipped her wine thoughtfully. ‘It’s ancient history and it shouldn’t matter, but I wish I knew.’

‘I always wondered if it had something to do with Papa’s sister.’

‘Poor Isabella?’ They’d never heard her referred to any other way.

‘Yes, he hardly ever talks about her.’

‘But there are lots of things he hardly talks about,’ Addolorata pointed out. ‘How he met Mamma, why he ended up here . . .’

Pieta laughed. ‘I found a beautiful English girl and I promised to follow her to the ends of the earth,’ she said, mimicking her father.

‘Exactly. So Papa won’t tell us a thing and poor Isabella is dead and gone, so it’s hopeless. We’ll never know.’

‘No, I suppose we won’t. Ah well, at least I’m getting a free coffee and a pastry out of Michele in the morning.’

Addolorata raised her eyebrows. ‘Didn’t I tell you he’s always been sweet on you?’

‘Not that sweet. I’m in the middle of designing his fiancée a wedding dress after all. And that is a whole other story.’ Pieta smiled. ‘Come on, let’s walk home and I’ll tell you about it on the way.’

 



Pieta made her sister laugh so much as she regaled her with descriptions of the DeMatteo wedding gown that they were still giggling as they came through the front door and smelt the sweetness of frying onions.

Their mother was sitting at the kitchen table podding peas from the garden, and their father was at the stove.

‘What’s for dinner?’ Addolorata lifted the lid of a pan.

‘Oh, just a pasta e piselli and then some fish cooked in a Napolitano sauce with a little salad,’ said Beppi. ‘That lasagne last night was too heavy. I had the indigestion all night long. So this evening we’re having something light for a change.’

‘Papa, it’s two courses,’ Pieta pointed out. ‘That’s hardly light.’

‘Pieta cara, the day you cook a meal in this house you will earn the right to comment but until then . . .’

‘Wait, Papa,’ Addolorata interrupted before Beppi’s temper could catch and flare. ‘I have something to tell you. I talked to the priest at St Peter’s today. I’ve booked a date for the wedding.’

Beppi dropped his wooden spoon and, taking his daughter’s face in his hands, he kissed her quickly on both cheeks. ‘Ah, my good girl,’ he said. ‘And the marriage preparation course Ernesto told me about? You have booked that, too?’

‘No, Papa.’

He gave her a disappointed look.

‘But I’ll talk to them about it and sign up,’ Addolorata finished.

‘Good, good. Dinner won’t be long. Pieta, could you grate some parmigiano? And Addolorata, go and pick some salad from the garden. Your mother will set the table.’

Catherine looked up from her colander of freshly podded peas. ‘Will Eden be joining us?’

‘Not tonight.’

‘What a pity,’ Beppi said a little too enthusiastically. ‘Never mind, maybe tomorrow night.’

 



Pieta had always liked pasta e piselli. The nuttiness of the peas and the freshness of spring onions made up for the bits of fatty bacon she always picked out and pushed to the side of the plate. And tonight she was hungry.

‘Look at my daughter - she has some appetite at last,’ said Beppi happily as he watched her tuck in. ‘But Pieta, you look tired. Are you working too hard?’

‘We’re pretty busy,’ she replied but didn’t mention the DeMatteo gown. He would be no happier about that than Gianfranco was likely to be.

‘And you have your sister’s dress to make, too. How will you manage?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Pieta admitted.

Catherine sprinkled some more grated Parmesan on her pasta and mixed in a little butter. ‘What will it be like, then, this wedding dress? You haven’t told us.’

‘Well.’ Pieta glanced at her sister. Addolorata had promised her free rein with the design but still she felt jittery about describing the gown in case her sister couldn’t imagine how beautiful it was going to be. ‘It will be made of taffeta and have a full skirt that flows into a train at the back, a fitted bodice with wide shoulder straps and a sash that falls to the floor. And the whole thing will be encrusted with tiny Swarovski crystal beads so that even from a distance it shimmers.’

‘It sounds fantastic,’ said Addolorata.

‘Yes, it does,’ their mother agreed. ‘But it also sounds like a lot of very fine work. Like your father says, how will you manage?’

Pieta cast her eyes down to the table. ‘I’m not sure but I’ll fit it all in somehow. I have to.’

There was silence for a moment and then their mother said hesitantly. ‘If you want me to . . . I could help you.’

‘Really?’

Catherine nodded. Years ago she had been a seamstress but she never went near her sewing room now. She hadn’t used it for a long time. ‘Yes, I can help. I’d like to. All that hand-beading, though . . . it will take us hours and hours.’ She looked almost as though she relished the idea.

‘So, Addolorata, what date did you book at St Peter’s?’ There was a wobble of anxiety in Pieta’s voice.

‘Um, two months tomorrow. They had a cancellation so I thought I should take it.’

‘Well, that doesn’t leave us an awful lot of time.’ Oddly Catherine was sounding more cheerful by the minute. ‘Pieta, you had better order the fabric and the beads, and we’ll get started as soon as we can.’

Pieta nodded. Mentally she cancelled plans for movies and nights out with friends. It would be worth it, though, to see Addolorata in her perfect gown. And if the thought of spending so many hours alone with her mother bothered her slightly she pushed the thought away, right into the back of her mind.
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It was hot again. Pieta couldn’t remember the last time it had rained. Beppi kept declaring it was almost like an Italian summer. He had taken to waking early to water his garden, for he lived in fear of his rocket bolting or his cherry tomatoes splitting in a sudden rainstorm. Often, by the time Pieta was awake, he’d removed his shirt and was soaking in the morning sunshine as he moved about the small garden tending to his vegetables.

This morning Pieta found her mother sitting on the back doorstep chatting to him as she drank her tea. She was full of talk of the wedding and more animated than she’d been in a long time. The business of bonbonnières and bouquets would have absorbed her completely if Addolorata had allowed it to. ‘Mamma, don’t worry. We have it all under control. You don’t have to do a thing,’ she kept saying.

And so all that was left for Catherine to obsess over was the wedding gown. She had been into Pieta’s room to examine the calico toile that still hung on the mannequin and had made some suggestions. She had even tidied her sewing room and taken a bus up to Oxford Street to buy bits and pieces at John Lewis. Pieta tried not to be resentful. She knew she should be glad to see her mother with some purpose and, anyway, she would need her help when the hard work of hand-beading started. But it wasn’t easy. The gown had been all hers and now she had to share it.

‘Mamma,’ she called, ‘can I get you another cup of tea?’

‘No, no, I think I might share some of your coffee,’ her mother replied. ‘But not too strong, plenty of milk.’

‘Coffee, are you sure?’

Her mother didn’t answer. She was too busy worrying about flower girls and bridesmaids. ‘How many will there be and who will make their dresses?’ she was asking Beppi plaintively. ‘Addolorata hasn’t told us.’

Pieta sat down on the step beside her and passed over a cup of milky coffee. ‘I don’t think she’s decided yet, Mamma. But that’s fine because we can buy ready-made dresses for them.’

‘But the cost . . . it seems a shame. Could we . . . ?’

‘No, don’t even think about it. We have enough work ahead of us.’

Catherine took a sip of her coffee. ‘So when do we begin?’ she asked eagerly. ‘When will the fabric arrive?’

‘It’s here. It arrived yesterday and it’s all ready to go.’

‘So we should start tonight when you get home from work. I’ll set up the sewing room so we can begin cutting.’

Pieta was hesitant. It was such a big task and she would have been happier to continue planning and dreaming for a little while longer.

‘Si, si, start tonight,’ her father urged. ‘There is no time to waste.’

‘All right, I’ll try not to be too late home. I have a bride coming in for an after-work appointment but I’ll come back straight after that.’

‘Beppi, wash your hands.’ Catherine stood up. ‘You need to help me move the mannequin down the stairs and into my sewing room. And maybe we should shift the sewing table over slightly. No, not later . . . come and do it now . . .’

 



Pieta had been touched by Michele’s offer of coffee and a pastry but she hadn’t taken him up on it. His father always seemed to be skulking round the shop and she wasn’t interested in another confrontation. But she did allow herself to think about sweet ricotta and shards of crisp pastry for a few moments as she walked past DeMatteo’s each morning.

Today she was hungrier than usual. Perhaps it was the thought of the working day ahead. It would be a long one thanks to the late appointment, which happened to be with Michele’s young fiancée, Helene. Pieta was curious about her. She wondered when she and Michele had met.

Caught up in her thoughts, she found herself walking through the doorway of DeMatteo’s and smelling the sharpness of wheels of Parmesan and pecorino, and the smokiness of the thick salamis that hung from metal hooks, all overlaid with the rich aroma of coffee beans.

‘Good morning.’ Michele was standing behind the counter. He had cut off all his dark curls and his hair was now just dense fuzz that lay close to his head. The shortness of it distorted his face somehow, making his nose look longer and his chin more angular. Luckily his father was nowhere to be seen.

‘I thought you must have given up eating sfogliatelle,’ he said to her.

‘No, never.’ She smiled at him. ‘I always seem to be in such a rush to get to work, though. I don’t have time to stop to get coffee.’

‘The bridal world is busy, then? Lots of dresses to make?’ Michele asked as he began frothing the milk for her caffe latte.

‘Yes.’ Pieta paused for a moment. ‘And I heard that you are getting married soon. Congratulations.’

He hit the button on the coffee bean grinder and for a moment they were half deafened by the noise. ‘Me? Oh yes, thanks.’ She thought he looked uncomfortable.

‘Will you have the ceremony at St Peter’s like my sister Addolorata?’

Michele seemed to be struggling to decide how best to answer. ‘Well, yes, we were going to but . . .’

‘But what?’ Pieta couldn’t help herself.

He looked up, his expression unreadable now. ‘We both decided things were happening too fast, so we decided to postpone it for a bit.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Pieta wondered what that meant exactly. ‘Well, at least your fiancée will have longer to think about her wedding gown.’

‘Yes, there’s plenty of time for that. No need for her to rush into anything.’

‘That’s good. Rushing is a bad idea when it come to weddings, ’ she murmured, adding hurriedly, ‘There’s so much to plan.’

Putting her coffee and pastry on the counter, Michele gave her a half-smile. ‘Enjoy it. See you next time,’ he said before turning away.

As she walked towards Holborn, sipping coffee from the cardboard cup and nibbling on her pastry, Pieta wondered if Michele had got cold feet. Perhaps she would arrive at work to find Helene’s name had been crossed out of the appointment diary and she wouldn’t be working late on the DeMatteo gown this evening after all.

 



There was almost a holiday feel about the salon today. Nikolas was at home with a bad summer cold, and since he hardly ever took a day off, his absence encouraged everyone to behave a little badly. The Make Room girls took their tea break in the Chandelier Room. There was loud laughter and a lot of time wasted. And all day Pieta found herself returning to her designs for the DeMatteo gown and making modifications. She had convinced herself Michele had called off the wedding and the idea that the dress would never be made somehow gave her a sense of freedom she hadn’t felt for years. She added fanciful details she knew Nikolas would never approve: an asymmetric shoulder strap of blowsy fabric peonies edged in palest pink; a hemline that was caught up at the front in an extravagant ruffle to show a little leg. Michele’s fiancée would most likely never see the sketches she had made. They were just a flight of her imagination. But although she checked several times throughout the day, Helene’s name remained in the diary.

When Nikolas’s secretary started tidying her desk at the end of the day, Pieta asked, ‘Are you sure my last bride didn’t call to cancel?’

‘No, sorry, Pieta. You can’t get out of working late.’

‘But did you check for any messages?’

‘Yes, of course I did. There have been no cancellations. Your bride is on her way.’

Pieta closed her sketchpad and put it with Helene’s folder of tear sheets on the shelves behind her desk. The poor girl was probably too upset to call and cancel. All the same, she waited until fifteen minutes or so after the appointment time before turning out the lights and switching on the alarm. She was just double-locking the front doors of the salon behind her when she heard the lift clang open.

‘Pieta, Pieta, I’m so sorry I’m late.’

‘Oh, I didn’t think you were coming.’

‘I got stuck at work.’ The girl was pink-cheeked and breathless. ‘And then I couldn’t get on a bus and had to run most of the way. Please say you can still see me. I can’t wait to have a look at the design you’ve come up with.’

‘Really?’ Pieta was confused. Perhaps she had misread the signs and the wedding was still going ahead. ‘Well, everything is locked up but, since you’re here, just let me deal with the alarm and turn all the lights back on, and then I’ll show you through.’

Normally Pieta would seat the bride in the Chandelier Room and pour her a glass of champagne but, thrown off balance, she showed Helene through to the Design Room and sat her down there instead.

Helene was excited. ‘Oh, is this where you work? And what’s through there? Is that where the gowns are made? Can I see?’

‘No, no.’ Pieta knew Nikolas would be furious she had made it this far. He believed in glamour and mystique and, above all, only spending money where it needed to be spent.  So the carpet in the Design Room had holes in it and the walls needed painting, while the Make Room was cramped and untidy.

‘Clients really aren’t meant to be in here but since it’s so late and I don’t have much time, I’ll quickly show you my ideas for your gown and then we’ll make another proper appointment for you for later in the week. You do want another appointment?’

‘Yes, of course, if you think it’s necessary. Can I see the design now?’

Pieta thought about the peony creation she had doodled and shuddered inwardly. Pulling out the sketchpad, she placed it in Helene’s hands. ‘Look, this is a little bit different,’ she admitted. ‘If it’s not what you want then I’ll go back and start again. I might have got carried away to be honest.’

Helene gasped. ‘Oh no, I love it. Honestly I do.’ She stared at the sketchpad and traced the peony shoulder strap with her finger. ‘You’ve just so totally, totally got me, it’s unbelievable. ’

Pieta’s heart sank. ‘Really?’

‘I can’t wait to try it on.’

‘Well, that’s a while away, I’m afraid. Now just let me double-check the date of your wedding and then we’ll book in another appointment, shall we?’

‘Actually there has been a bit of a hitch with that.’ Helene’s smooth young forehead creased into a frown. ‘There was a double-booking at the church so we’ve had to postpone for a while. But never mind. There’s so much for me to plan that I’m sure I’ll be glad of the extra time.’

Pieta realized she felt disappointed. She must have been hoping that Michele wouldn’t marry the girl. And then the second realization hit. The DeMatteo gown, which already had the potential to cause so much trouble, was now a bigger problem than it had been before. A big, ruffled, peony-covered problem.

All the way home she mulled over the situation she had found herself in, but by the time she slid her key into the lock of her parents’ front door she was no nearer to a solution than before.

 



Pieta sensed something was wrong the moment she walked into the house. There was no smell of cooking, no one in the kitchen at all. She found her mother in the garden sitting in an old deckchair, while her father busied himself pinching the laterals from the tomato plants so they would grow straight and tall.

Beppi looked pale. His lips had formed a thin line and his dark eyes were hard. Beside him, her mother sat cradling a half-drunk cup of tea. Everything about her look worried.

‘We’ve been waiting for you, Pieta,’ she said, her voice soft. ‘You are later than we thought you’d be.’

‘I got held up. I’m sorry. I know we’d said we were going to start Addolorata’s dress but—’

‘This isn’t about the dress, Pieta,’ her father interrupted.

‘It isn’t?’

‘No.’

Pieta stood in front of her parents, shifting her weight from foot to foot, just as she had on the rare occasions she’d been in trouble as a child.

‘So what have I done?’ she asked.

Beppi held out his hands, green with the sap of tomato vines. ‘You know we don’t have anything to do with them,’ he said in a disappointed voice. ‘Our family has not spoken to their family since before we left Italy. You know all that, Pieta.’

So that was it. Someone had seen her going in or out of DeMatteo’s this morning and reported it back to her father.

‘It was only a coffee and a pastry, Papa. There’s no need for you to be so angry.’

‘No need?’ He sounded furious. ‘Who are you to tell me there is no need? You know nothing.’

That’s right, I know nothing.’ She was cross, too. ‘I have no idea why you and Gianfranco DeMatteo have been feuding for all these years because you refuse to tell me.’

‘He dishonoured my family. I’ve told you that plenty of times.’

‘Yes but how, Papa? What happened?’

He only shook his head. ‘If you need to drink coffee while you walk to work then go into Little Italy. They will make you one for free, which is much better than putting money into that man’s pocket. Now, Caterina,’ he glanced down at his wife, ‘let me go and find something for you to eat. You must be starving.’

As he shuffled towards his kitchen, Pieta noticed how the skin on her father’s arms looked dry and his legs were beginning to knot with veins. He was getting older.

‘It was just a coffee, Mamma,’ she said once they were alone. ‘There was no need for Papa to over-react like that.’

‘Well, like he says, get your coffee somewhere else. That’s not so difficult, is it?’

‘No.’ It was so pathetic, all this feuding, but Pieta knew there was no point trying to discuss it any further.

‘So, will we start working on the dress tonight?’ Her mother looked hopeful.

‘No, I’m too tired. We’ll start it at the weekend, OK? And then we can have a decent run at it.’

She saw the disappointment on her mother’s face and felt guilty. It was a strange sort of guilt that left her feeling half sad and half resentful, and Pieta felt it often.

‘We’ll start first thing Saturday morning, I promise,’ she repeated. ‘But right now I need an early night.’

It was a relief to climb the stairs to her room, shut the door and curl up on her bed. It had been a bad day and tomorrow promised to be worse. When Nikolas Rose saw the design for the DeMatteo gown, Pieta suspected she was going to find herself being shouted at all over again.
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It was worse than Pieta expected. When he set eyes on the designs for the fantasy gown of peonies and ruffles, Nikolas threw an epic tantrum. He tore up her drawings into tiny pieces, lectured her about style, taste, restraint and, most of all, his reputation, then suggested she take two weeks’ holiday, starting immediately.

Pieta hadn’t argued. Let him run the place for a fortnight. She was tired and needed a rest. And she could use the time to start work on her sister’s gown.

She walked home slowly, feeling a sense of freedom at being out on the streets in the middle of the afternoon. As she passed DeMatteo’s she looked purposefully in the other direction so she didn’t see Michele raise his hand to wave at her.

Her father was sitting outside Little Italy playing cards with Ernesto, but last night’s argument was still fresh in her mind and she didn’t stop to chat to them. She walked all the way to the churchyard and sat on a bench for a while beside a couple of office workers enjoying a late lunch from the sandwich bar round the corner. Pieta remembered when that café had been run by Italians who used to give her dolcelatte cheese spread on ciabatta bread as a treat. Now they had gone and everything cost twice as much and was half the size.

Round here there used to be lots of those old coffee bars and smoky little cafés where you could get a lunch of spaghetti and veal escalope. One by one they had closed, as the Italians who ran them grew old and tired of living in the city. Some went home to Italy at long last; others moved out to the suburbs. There were just a few clinging on to the old life in  the old place. You could see them flocking to St Peter’s for morning mass on Sundays: shrunken old women dressed in dark clothes and expensive gold jewellery; old men with tired brown eyes and noble faces. Pieta knew them all by name and they knew her. Sometimes it felt like living in a village that had somehow found itself transplanted into the middle of a big city.

Every Italian family in the area knew about the longstanding feud between Beppi Martinelli and Gianfranco DeMatteo. It was impossible to ignore it. If one man walked into a coffee bar, the other would leave. If one went to mass in the morning, the other went in the afternoon. They would even cross the street to avoid walking past each other. The hatred they felt was so strong and implacable that neither man ever spoke the other’s name.

Pieta had grown up not questioning it. At school they had fights and feuds all the time. They would gang up on each other and send someone to Coventry. It was only as she grew older that she realized it wasn’t the normal way for adults to behave. But she couldn’t question her father or suggest he ‘forgive and forget’. The priest had tried it once and her father had become so enraged he hadn’t gone to mass for six months. And so the feud had been carried on through the decades and now it looked as if she and Addolorata were supposed to continue it. It seemed so pointless.

Pieta stood up, scattering a flock of pigeons that were pecking at someone’s discarded filled roll. She would go home, make herself a coffee and plan what she was going to do with her two weeks of freedom.

She found Addolorata sitting on the back doorstep, smoking a cigarette she must have pinched from her room.

‘Shit, what are you doing here?’ said her sister. ‘You gave me a fright.’

‘Where’s Mamma?’

‘Upstairs, having a lie-down. She’s got a headache.’

Addolorata took a drag of the cigarette then passed it to her. ‘I’m doing a double shift so I came home to have a quick shower. It’s bloody hot in that kitchen.’

‘I bet.’ Pieta sat down beside her.

‘But you didn’t answer my question. What are you doing home so early?’

‘I’m taking a couple of weeks’ leave so I can work on your wedding dress.’

Addolorata seemed worried. ‘Look, I don’t want you taking this on if it’s going to be too much work. Honestly, I can just buy something from a shop.’

‘No, I want to do it. It’s not too much trouble. And Mamma is really excited about it.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ Addolorata took back the cigarette and flicked some ash on the ground. ‘Everyone seems more excited about this wedding than me. I keep telling Eden that it’s not too late to elope but he says he’s not prepared to face Papa afterwards, even if I am.’

Pieta smiled. ‘He has a point.’

‘I’m almost wondering if we should postpone the whole thing. I feel like we’re rushing.’

‘How weird that you should say that.’

‘Why is it weird?’

‘Because that’s exactly what Michele DeMatteo has done.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, but that’s not the strangest thing. When I spoke to his fiancée she claimed they’d had to postpone because of a double-booking at St Peter’s, but that’s not what he said to me at all.’

‘Those guys at St Peter’s are so organized. I can’t imagine them double-booking someone’s wedding,’ said Addolorata. ‘I reckon Michele has got cold feet but he just hasn’t got the guts to tell her.’

‘That’s what I thought.’

So that means Michele is free again?’

‘What do you mean?’

Addolorata gave her a teasing sidelong look.

Pieta laughed. ‘Are you mad? I’m in trouble for going into DeMatteo’s to get coffee, so don’t think you can start cooking up any romance between me and Michele.’

Addolorata looked thoughtful. ‘But it’s not our feud.’

‘Papa doesn’t see it that way.’

Addolorata stubbed out the cigarette. ‘Don’t I know it. I’d better get back to work. I’ve put a beetroot risotto on the menu and he’s bound to have discovered it by now. All hell will have broken loose.’

Pieta stayed on the doorstep for a while thinking about Michele DeMatteo. Why had he chopped off all his beautiful curls and why had he postponed his wedding? And, more importantly, was he telling the truth when he claimed his father had never told him what this ridiculous feud was all about? Surely someone must know what lay behind it?
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The next day Pieta slept in late and then sat in the garden with her coffee relishing her freedom. Life was always such a rush; there never seemed to be any empty time. And although the work on Addolorata’s gown lay ahead of her, she was tired and needed a few hours of doing nothing at all. It was her gift to herself, she reasoned.

And then the phone rang and stupidly she answered it.

‘Oh, Pieta, thank God you’re at home.’ It was Addolorata and her voice was frayed with worry.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Two of the waiters have rung in sick and we’ve got this huge group booking at lunchtime. I can’t find anyone else to work. I hate to ask you because I know it’s your first day off but . . .’

‘I’ll come in and help. Just let me shower and get dressed.’

‘You’re a star. I owe you.’ Addolorata sounded distracted. ‘See you in a bit, then.’

Pieta had waitressed at Little Italy on weekends and during summer holidays throughout her teenage years. It had been a while since she had taken an order or carried steaming plates to a table but she had always liked the controlled chaos of the place, her father yelling in the kitchen, the chefs scrambling to work at the speed he demanded and the buzz of the dining room filled with contented people sharing wine and food. As she put on a pair of narrow black trousers and a fitted black shirt, she realized she was almost looking forward to spending the day working there.

It was obvious from the moment she arrived that Addolorata  was tense. The kitchen was in the middle of prepping for the day and the place was filled with the heady smells of onions sizzling in olive oil and beef braising slowly in tomatoes. Everyone was doing something - chopping, stirring and peeling as quickly as they could - and yet the atmosphere was strangely subdued.

Unlike their father, Addolorata didn’t shout when she got stressed. She had a reputation for never losing her cool. But Pieta could see the mood she was in from the set of her shoulders and the way her skin seemed paler than usual.

‘Hey, I’m here,’ Pieta called out. ‘Put me to work.’

Addolorata gave a half-smile. ‘Thank God. I just need you till the lunch rush dies down and we’ve got rid of that big table.’

‘That’s fine. I’ll go out and help set up but if there’s anything you need me to do in here just yell.’

There wasn’t another chance to exchange a word with her sister for the next four hours. Pieta had forgotten how busy Little Italy could get. Soon every table was full with people who wanted to order and eat within a lunch-hour. Some were peremptory, treating her like an inferior because she was taking their order; others were regulars Pieta remembered from years ago. As she raced from the kitchen to their tables and back again, her arms overloaded with plates, there was barely time to think, never mind pause for a moment. Pieta wondered how anyone had the stamina to do this day after day.

The rush seemed to die down as quickly as it had begun. Suddenly Pieta realized the tables they had wiped down and set again weren’t filling up and there were just a few people lingering over coffee and dessert.

She headed back to the kitchen to see if there was anything she could do. Addolorata met her at the door with a bowl of spaghetti tossed with chilli, garlic and olive oil and covered in torn rocket leaves.

Confused, Pieta glanced up at the wall where the orders were pinned. ‘What table is this for?’

Addolorata laughed for the first time all day. ‘Idiot, it’s for you. Go and find somewhere quiet to enjoy it. And thanks, I don’t know how we’d have got through today without you.’

Pieta took her lunch out to her father’s favourite table and ate in the sunshine as she watched the theatre of the street market - the stallholders competing noisily to attract customers for their cut-price clothes and cheap jewellery, the shoppers searching for a bargain. She was wiping up the last of the chilli-drenched oil with a crust of ciabatta when Ernesto appeared.

‘No sign of your papa, eh?’ The old man sat down opposite her. ‘He must know that I’m feeling lucky today.’

Pieta smiled. ‘Papa hates to be beaten at cards.’

‘He hates to be beaten at everything, cara, always has.’

Ernesto had known her father since they were both young men, struggling to establish themselves in a strange city. They were the same age and both from mountain villages in the south, but it was their love of a glass of red wine and a game of cards that had sealed their friendship. Pieta could remember them sitting at this table when she was a child. Sometimes they laughed, often they shouted, and from time to time they fell out, but they always picked up their friendship before too long and the card games would continue.

Then she had a thought: if her father had confided in anyone, it would be Ernesto. Pushing aside her plate, she leaned towards him. ‘I don’t know if he’s told you, but Papa and I haven’t been getting on so well lately,’ she told him.

‘No? Ah well, he can be a difficult man sometimes, your papa. And you have a temper, too, I think.’ Ernesto laughed. ‘All Italian families argue. I wouldn’t worry too much about it.’

Pieta wondered how best to phrase her next question. ‘He talks to you, doesn’t he? He tells you things?’ she asked at last.

Ernesto nodded. ‘Yes, I suppose he does. Why?’

‘If you knew the reason for the feud with Gianfranco DeMatteo, would you tell me?’

‘Ah, the feud.’ Ernesto shook his head. ‘If you had any idea of the number of times I’ve tried to get him to explain exactly what lies behind it. But he says the same things to me that I expect he says to you. It’s about honour, respect and a wrong that was done many years ago.’

‘He must have told you more than that.’ Pieta was exasperated.

‘No, and to be honest I can understand why. It’s Beppi’s business not mine.’

‘So that’s all you know?’

Ernesto looked thoughtful. ‘Your mother may have let something slip years ago in the days when she was still your father’s waitress.’

‘What did she say?’

‘Oh, I don’t remember exactly, but my impression was that it had something to do with Beppi’s sister.’

‘Isabella?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

Pieta had learned nothing new. She was sure the old man must know something more. ‘But what?’ she pressed him. ‘What could possibly be so awful that they’d still refuse to have anything to do with one another all these years later?’

Ernesto sighed and gestured to a waiter to bring him a glass of red wine. ‘You know, you’re looking at this the wrong way,’ he said gently.

‘I am?’

‘You’re looking through your own eyes when you should be trying to look through your father’s. You grew up with all this prosperity.’ He gestured towards Little Italy. ‘You always had food on your plate and shoes on your feet. It was different back then when we were growing up.’

‘I know.’

‘Try to imagine it, Pieta. Some days there was so little food  in our house that my mother would just put one plate of spaghetti in the middle of the table and the person who talked the least ate the most.’

Pieta smiled. She had heard reminiscences like these from her father.

‘I had more brothers and sisters than Beppi so we were perhaps a little poorer but it wouldn’t have been that different for him. There was never enough to eat. And we had no toys. When I was little I used to play with pebbles in the dust. For fun my brothers would catch eels or songbirds, and my mother used to cook them so at least there was some food on the table.’ He sipped at his wine. ‘I still remember how it felt to be so hungry. You never forget it, you know.’

Pieta looked at Ernesto, at his wrinkled skin, thinning hair and large belly. It was difficult to imagine him as a hungry young man.

‘And then we left our villages and came here.’ Ernesto was deep in his memories now. ‘And we were determined to work hard and make a big success. Your father borrowed money, risked everything. He worked day and night. When you were born, your poor mother hardly ever saw him. She was upstairs in their tiny flat, all on her own with a little baby.’

‘And then she got pregnant with Addolorata so quickly, didn’t she?’ Pieta had often wondered about that.

‘That was a mistake for your mother, a big mistake. No wonder . . .’ Ernesto broke off and shook his head. ‘So you see, Pieta, don’t try to judge your father by your standards. We come from a different time and place.’

‘I’d still like to know, though,’ Pieta told him. ‘What the feud was all about and what happened to poor Isabella.’

‘Maybe he’ll tell you some day.’

‘I doubt it.’ Pieta stood up. ‘I’m going to see if Addolorata needs any more help. Sorry you didn’t get your card game, Ernesto. I’ll tell Papa you were here, though.’

Instead of walking straight home Pieta took a detour through the market, browsing at the stalls filled with things she didn’t want: cheap perfume, nylon clothes, dodgy electronic goods. She bought a bunch of sunflowers for her mother and then turned to head for home.

‘Pieta! Wait for me.’

It was Michele, hurrying up behind her. He was carrying two plastic shopping bags filled with leafy green vegetables. He smiled. ‘You’re not working today?’

Uncomfortably, Pieta glanced around her. ‘No, no, I’m not.’

‘Do you have time to stop for a coffee?’

‘I can’t, Michele, I’m sorry.’

He looked at her quizzically. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Yes . . . no . . . oh, look, the problem is my father will be furious if he hears I’ve been talking to you. This whole stupid feud business, you know. I’m so sorry, but I can’t have coffee with you.’

‘They’re such stubborn old men, aren’t they?’ Michele looked rueful. ‘After all these years you’d think they could get over it.’

‘You know I agree with you . . .’ She shrugged. ‘But what can I do? It’s easier if we just stay away from each other . . .’

She glanced back once as she strode off through the market. Michele was still standing there, clutching his plastic carrier bags and staring at her. He didn’t seem to have noticed that it was beginning to rain.

 



By the time Pieta made it home the soft summer rain had turned into a storm. The wind was crashing through the trees and the water running in rivers down the gutters. Wet and cold, she hurried through to the kitchen, always the warmest room in the house. But there was no sign of her father.

She peered through the window to check if he was out in the garden, tying his precious tomatoes more securely to their  stakes. Although sheltered by its high brick walls, the garden was still being stirred by the winds and the rain was pelting down. But her father was nowhere to be seen.

Pieta headed upstairs to change into dry clothes, calling out, ‘Mamma, are you here? Is anybody home?’

‘I’m in here.’ Her mother’s voice came from her parents’ bedroom. ‘I’m having a lie-down.’

Pieta put her head round the door. ‘Are you all right? Can I get you anything?’

‘It’s just a bit of a headache, that’s all. I’ve taken some of my pills. I’ll be OK.’

‘Where is Papa?’

‘He had to go out. He shouldn’t be too long.’

‘Ernesto was looking for him at Little Italy.’

Her mother pulled herself up in bed and rested her back against the pillow. ‘Was he?’ she asked disinterestedly. ‘Actually, Pieta, could I get you to make me a cup of tea?’

‘Yes, of course, Mamma. I’ll dry myself and then I’ll put the kettle on.’ Pieta paused. ‘And then I thought I’d make a start on Addolorata’s dress, but if you don’t feel up to helping me that’s fine.’

 



The sewing room had a musty, unused smell, even though her mother had been in and out of it for the past few days, checking and re-checking that everything was ready.

Pieta had already put hours of work into this gown. She had planned and sketched it, chosen the perfect silk taffeta in a subtle, soft shade of white, and had it backed so that it was heavy enough to work with. Then there had been a taxing hour or so while she measured Addolorata, who had fussed and squirmed with impatience.

‘Don’t tell me what my hip measurement is because I don’t want to know,’ she had groaned, as Pieta worked out the precise angle of her shoulders, the distance between her waist and the nape of her neck, the length of her legs.

Next had come the technical part, drafting a body block and developing it into a pattern. She had made four calico toiles to get the fit and shape exactly right, and now at last it was time to start working with the fabric.

As she unfolded the pieces she’d already cut into large blocks her mother came in carrying her second cup of tea and settled in the old armchair in the corner. Quietly, she watched Pieta work.

‘I’m so proud of you, Pieta, you know,’ she said at last. ‘I’d never have had the confidence to achieve what you have. Look how far you’ve come in so short a time.’

‘Oh, Mamma . . .’ Pieta found conversations like this embarrassing. Her mother had a way of pouring out her love unbidden and Pieta couldn’t help pulling away from it.

‘But it’s true. Your father and I are both so proud of you and your sister. We couldn’t have asked for two better daughters. ’ Tears began to form in Catherine’s eyes.

‘I know, Mamma, I know.’

Pieta tried to focus on laying out her fabric but her mother was still talking. She was saying the things she always said, remembering how hard it had been when they were babies, the struggle to keep a roof over their heads, the way they had worked and worried all day and half of the night. Pieta had heard it all many times but now, with Ernesto’s words still fresh in her mind, she was more curious than she had been before.

Looking up from her work, she asked, ‘Why did Papa come here if it was such a struggle? Why didn’t he stay in Italy?’

‘I suppose he came partly for me,’ her mother replied. ‘He knew I missed my family. And there was nothing there for him, either, no future. He was determined to make a better life for himself, and he wanted his children to have all the things he never had.’

‘Was he very poor when he was young, Mamma?’

‘Everyone was poor in Ravenno. It was so isolated up there  in the mountains. Your grandparents had a little plot of land and kept chickens and goats, so they weren’t as hungry as many families. And there weren’t too many children, only your papa and his younger sister, because all the other babies died. She had a hard life, your grandmother Adriana. By the time I met her she was old before her time and almost toothless. We hardly understood a word the other said, but she was always kind to me.’

‘But Papa lived in Rome when you met him, didn’t he?’

‘That’s right, because there was no work in Ravenno. He was a waiter in a big hotel and sent most of the money he earned home to Adriana and Isabella. By then your grandfather had died and life was even more of a struggle for them.’

Pieta had seen the old black-and-white photographs of her parents looking glamorous beside a big baroque fountain. Her father was handsome and black-haired, her mother pretty in a headscarf and sunglasses.

‘Why did you go to Italy, Mamma?’ Pieta had always wondered why her mother had left her home in London and travelled to Rome. How had she ended up standing with her father beside that fountain? Looking at her now, sitting in the old armchair, an empty teacup in her lap, it seemed extraordinary that such a timid woman had embarked on such a big adventure.

‘Why did I go?’ Catherine mused. ‘Oh, I was young and that’s the kind of thing you do when you’re young, isn’t it?’

‘But why choose Italy?’

‘Actually, that wasn’t my choice. It was my friend’s idea. She started taking Italian classes and made me go along with her, too. We learned about the art and the food and the beautiful buildings, and wanted to see them for ourselves.’

‘But how did you afford it? The fare must have been expensive. ’

‘We didn’t have any money and we hardly paid any fares.’ Catherine smiled at the memory of it all.

‘So how did you get there?’

‘Oh, we . . .’ Catherine paused and, standing up, came over to take a closer look at the taffeta. ‘If you cut the fabric shell today then I’ll help you start on the beading tomorrow,’ she offered.

‘You didn’t answer my question, Mamma,’ Pieta insisted. ‘How did you get to Italy? And what happened once you were there?’

Catherine laughed. ‘What do you want to know all that for? I don’t remember most of it anyway. I haven’t thought about it for so many years.’

‘I just do. I’m interested.’

‘All those old stories . . . I don’t know . . . we’ll see,’ her mother murmured, and Pieta was certain she had no intention of telling her any more than she already had.




Beppi’s Beautiful Lasagne 

Lasagne, I don’t see what all the fuss is about. It’s too heavy for me, too rich. I prefer the spaghetti. But people seem to love my lasagne and so I make it, of course. My way is to make a ragu sauce and then . . . but I’ll tell you about the sauce first because it is superb.

You must use the Italian tomatoes in tins. The fresh ones you buy here, they are like pulp, tasteless. Even the ones I grow in my garden aren’t as good as the tomatoes back home.

This is what you need:
olive oil

2 cloves of garlic (not like Caterina’s friend Margaret who understood two bulbs - so everybody was avoiding her in work the next day)

2 medium finely-diced onions 
2 sticks of celery and some celery leaves 
4 oz of button mushrooms 
fresh basil 
1 medium carrot 
6 tins of tomatoes 
1 tin of tomato purée 
1.5 kg of beef mincemeat 
1 large glass of red wine 
salt 
pepper





OK, so in a large saucepan add some oil (not too much because the meat is going to release fat). Cut up the onions as finely as you can and fry on a low heat. When the onions are nearly done chop garlic finely and fry for a few minutes with the onion (add a drop of water if necessary to stop the onions burning.) Add the mincemeat a little at a time and  stir fry till the meat is browned. Add the diced mushrooms and stir with the mince until beginning to cook. Now add the chopped celery, chopped carrot and the tins of tomato and puree. Finally add salt and pepper to taste. Bring to the boil and simmer for one and a half hours minimum. Add the wine or water during the cooking to stop the sauce becoming too dry, and stir occasionally to stop it sticking to the bottom of pan.

OK, that’s enough for now. You go away and practise the sauce. When you get it right then I’ll give you the rest of the recipe.

 



Addolorata’s note: You forgot to put in the basil, Papa. I like to stir lots of it through at the very end and maybe use some Italian parsley too for a really fresh, herby flavour.

Beppi: My God, Addolorata, always you put in too many ingredients. Try to restrain yourself.
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The beading was the part of her job Pieta loved most. It took time and patience, and that was why so many other designers preferred to farm it out, but to Pieta, beading was what gave a design its signature look. She believed it could make or break a gown.

The beads she’d chosen for this dress were delicate because, rather than a fussy, embellished look, she wanted to create the impression that Addolorata was shimmering as she stood beside the altar. Now, as Pieta sat and looked at the virgin fabric and her boxes of crystal beads, she was grateful to have her mother’s help. To do this properly was going to be a lot of work.

She stretched out the fabric over the frames and put cushions down on the hard wooden chairs she’d set beside them. If they were going to be sitting here all day, they might as well be comfortable.

Below her a phone was ringing. She heard it stop and then start again. This time someone must have answered it because it rang only two or three times. Pieta thought she heard a voice cry out and the sound of china clattering on a hard floor.

She opened the door of the sewing room. ‘Mamma, are you OK?’ she called down the stairs but there was no reply.

The front door slammed and afterwards everything went quiet.

‘Mamma?’

The house was empty. In the kitchen a broken cup lay on the floor in a pool of milky tea. Pieta noticed the phone was lying off the hook. Before she replaced it, she held it to her ear. ‘Hello?’ she said uncertainly.

‘Oh, Pieta, it’s you.’ It was Addolorata. She sounded panicky. ‘Is Mamma there? Put her back on quickly. I need to tell her exactly where we are.’

‘She’s not here. What’s going on?’

There was a moment’s silence and then the words rushed out of Addolorata, shocking and raw. ‘Oh God, Pieta. I think I’ve killed Papa.’

 



Pieta did exactly what her mother had just done - slammed the front door behind her and ran to find a taxi. Because she’d managed to stay on the phone long enough to listen to Addolorata’s instructions, she arrived at the hospital first.

She found her sister pacing back and forth in a small waiting room, looking dishevelled and fraught.

‘How is he?’

‘I don’t know. I’m still waiting to hear.’ Her face looked ashen. ‘It was my fault, Pieta. All my fault.’

‘What do you mean? How could it be your fault?’

‘We were arguing over something I’d put on the menu. He was complaining that everything I cook is unnecessarily complicated, like he does about three times a week, but this time I just lost it. I started shouting at him, told him I was sick of him trying to control me and that I was going to leave Little Italy and start up my own place where I could do things my way.’

‘What did he say?’

‘I thought he was going to yell back at me but instead he went quiet and pale, and then he fell down onto a chair and sort of slumped and groaned. Frederico was there and he called an ambulance. When we got here they whisked him away and told me to wait in here.’

‘Do they think he’s had a heart attack or a stroke?’

‘I think so but they haven’t said yet.’

‘Oh God.’ Pieta sat down heavily. ‘Poor Mamma.’

‘I hope she hasn’t gone to the wrong hospital. I don’t  know how much she listened to after I told her Papa had collapsed. ’

Together they waited in the cramped room beneath the harsh strip lighting. After a while Pieta fetched some undrinkable coffee from a vending machine and they watched it go cold.

‘What if he dies? What if he’s dead already and they’ve forgotten to send someone to tell us?’ Addolorata was panicking.

Pieta said nothing. She had been thinking the same thing.

They both shot to their feet when the door opened and the doctor came in.

‘He’s OK,’ he assured them quickly. ‘And you can go in and see him in a minute.’

‘Was it a heart attack?’ Addolorata asked.

He nodded. ‘We’ve done some blood tests and an ECG, and yes, it was.’

‘Oh God, it’s my fault. I stressed him out so much I nearly killed him.’

The doctor was softly-spoken and kind. He made Addolorata sit down and explained that, although heart attacks can be caused by extreme stress, it was more likely in this case to be a blockage in one of their father’s arteries. There would be more tests and possibly surgery.

‘In the meantime we’ve got him on drugs to improve the blood flow and prevent another attack. He’ll have to stay in hospital a few days and look at changing his lifestyle when he does get home.’ He smiled at them both. ‘And yes, less stress would probably be a good thing.’

‘You go in to see him, Pieta.’ Addolorata sounded close to tears. ‘I’ll only get him all stressed out again. It’s better if I wait here for Mamma.’

As she walked down the corridor, Pieta tried to prepare herself for the sight of her father in a hospital bed, robbed of his usual febrile energy, diminished into a frail old man.

His eyes were closed when she entered the room. She sat down beside him quietly in case he was sleeping.

‘Caterina?’ His voice sounded hoarse.

‘No, Papa, it’s me, Pieta. Mamma is on her way.’

He opened his eyes and tried to smile. ‘You are so like your mamma. So like her when she was about your age.’

Reaching out, Pieta took one of his hands. It was roughened by knife cuts and kitchen burns. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Tired. Very tired.’

‘Go to sleep, then. Get some rest.’

‘Addolorata, where is she?’

‘She’s worried she caused this, Papa. She’s blaming herself. ’

‘We had a fight?’ He frowned as he struggled to remember.

‘I think so but it’s not important now.’ Pieta didn’t want to upset him again.

‘She told me I am overbearing and impossible.’ His voice was hoarse and slow.

‘Papa—’

‘She said she is going to leave Little Italy and start her own restaurant.’

‘I’m sure she didn’t mean it.’

He squeezed her hand hard. ‘I don’t want my daughter to think such bad things of her father.’

‘Sshh, don’t worry about this now. Go to sleep.’

‘Little Italy is all I have to give Addolorata and now she says she doesn’t want it.’ He sounded lost and confused.

‘It was just a silly fight and it doesn’t matter any more. What’s important is that you get well.’

He managed to smile at her. ‘You are so like your mamma.’

 



What surprised Pieta most was the way her mother took control. As soon as she knew the immediate danger had passed  and she’d seen Beppi with her own eyes, her fear and panic gave way to a determined efficiency.

She told Pieta she should go home. ‘I’ll stay with your father and make sure he’s comfortable.’ Her voice was calm. ‘You start work on the beading, if you like. Don’t sit around doing nothing. Keep busy.’

‘What about me?’ Addolorata asked.

‘You should go to the restaurant and take care of things there. It’s the least you can do.’

Chastened, Addolorata didn’t argue. But Pieta was reluctant to leave so quickly. Only when she saw her parents didn’t need her, and how holding her mother’s hand seemed to give her father some strength, did she slip quietly out of the room.

She asked the taxi driver to drop her off at Little Italy so she could make sure Addolorata was all right. It was late afternoon and, apart from a few lunchtime stragglers, the dining room was empty. In the kitchen they were busy, prepping for the night ahead, but Pieta noticed the atmosphere was subdued. There was none of the normal joking and teasing, none of the usual kitchen bustle. Instead everyone was focused on their tasks and trying not to stare at Addolorata, who was sitting at the counter pretending to read through the order book, quietly letting tears slide down her face.

She looked worried when she saw Pieta. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, they’re both fine. I just came to see how you are.’

‘Oh, you know . . .’ She stood up and led Pieta out of the kitchen in search of somewhere more private to talk. ‘I still feel pretty awful but I’m OK.’

They sat down at a corner table and Frederico, who’d been tidying away bread baskets and pepper grinders, went to fetch them some coffee.

‘You’re not really going to leave Little Italy?’ Pieta asked.

Addolorata looked awkward. ‘I’ve been thinking about it. Eden thinks I should.’

‘But why?’

‘This place is all about Papa. It’s always going to be his restaurant no matter what I do. I’d like to go out on my own, prove myself.’

Pieta remembered her father’s words. ‘But he built this place from nothing and made it into what it is for you. He wants you to have it. You’ll break his heart, Addolorata. You can’t leave.’

‘That’s easy for you to say but you don’t have to work here with him interfering all the time.’ Addolorata’s head sank into her hands. ‘Oh, obviously I’m not going to go now. Not with him sick and everything. I’ll put the whole idea of leaving on hold until he’s better. I probably should postpone the wedding as well.’

‘No, no, don’t do that. Papa wouldn’t want that.’

Addolorata shook her head. ‘It’s always about what Papa wants, isn’t it?’ she said. And then she got up and went back to her kitchen.

 



Pieta didn’t follow her. When Addolorata was in this mood she was better left alone. Instead she wandered between the market stalls in search of something to occupy her.

Usually Pieta lived life at such a run there were no leftover hours to fill. Feeling lost and edgy, she walked past the rows of cheap handbags and knock-off perfumes, past the greasy spoon cafés stinking of fried potatoes and fatty sausages, and the hawkers yelling about miracle cleaning products, and then back up through Hatton Garden past the diamond merchants’ shops and towards home.

Everything was as she had left it: the fabric stretched over the frames waiting to be beaded; the comfortable cushions on the chairs where she and her mother were meant to be sitting and working by now. To Pieta’s eyes it all looked sad.

She wasted time, fiddling with the crystal beads, rearranging things that were fine as they were, making cups of tea  she didn’t really want. So often Pieta longed for the house to be peaceful. And now that it was, now there were no pans being clanged and no smells of frying onions or searing meat drifting up the stairs, she couldn’t bear to be there.

Pieta went out and sat in the churchyard for a while. At least here she was surrounded by the bustle of office workers seizing ten minutes for a cigarette. But after watching people come and go for a short time, she’d had enough. She was worried about her parents; concerned her mother would be feeling lost in the cold efficiency of the hospital or that her father’s condition might be worsening. So, walking quickly down through Clerkenwell Green, she headed towards the main road in search of a taxi.

The moment she arrived at the hospital it was clear her father was feeling much better. He was groaning as her mother arranged his pillows, and had one hand cupped over his chest. ‘No, not like that, Caterina. A little higher. One behind my head, too. And then I need some water. Oh, it is so terrible to be an invalid.’

‘You’re not going to be an invalid, Beppi. Stop being so melodramatic,’ her mother said crisply.

‘I have to change my lifestyle, you heard the doctor. No more stress. And I am going to join the gym like Eden. Do the weight-lifting and go on the exercycle. I am going to get fit and strong again, Caterina, you’ll see. There is a young man inside of me just bursting to get out.’

Pieta met her mother’s eyes and they both tried not to smile.

‘Beppi, you must rest,’ her mother reminded him. ‘Don’t think about that now. Just take it easy while you’re in hospital and we’ll worry about you getting fit again once you’re home.’

‘But what about you?’ He sounded anxious now. ‘How will you manage with me here in the hospital? What will you eat?’

‘I’ll be fine. Food is the last thing on my mind.’

‘No, no, you need a proper meal,’ he insisted. ‘Go to Little Italy on your way home. Get them to give you some of the sauce with the braised venison. Very lean, you’ll like it. Not the sauce with the pancetta, though, as Addolorata puts too much chilli in it for you.’

‘I’m happy with eggs on toast,’ she insisted.

‘Bah, always you say that. But just have the venison and some salad if the pasta is too heavy. Or some soup? Maybe Addolorata could make you a pan of minestre . . .’

Pieta listened to them bicker for a while until her father’s eyes closed and he began to doze.

‘It’s been such a shock,’ her mother said softly, watching his chest rise and fall with the deep breaths of sleep. ‘Your father has always been so fit and healthy, always on the go. To see him lying here like this . . .’

‘The doctors say he’ll be fine, Mamma. They started treatment quickly and that’s the important thing. We have to trust them.’

‘I know, but still . . . I don’t think I can bear to leave him alone. I’m going to spend the night here. I can snatch a few winks in the chair if need be.’

Pieta looked at her mother. Her skin looked dull and grey, and the web of lines on her face more deeply strained and furrowed.

‘Papa’s right. You need to come home and eat a decent meal,’ she told her. ‘And then get a good night’s sleep. You can come back first thing in the morning.’

‘But what if something happens and I’m not here? I won’t be able to sleep for worrying.’

‘Then you can help me with the beading. We’ll keep busy and tire ourselves out. Come home with me, Mamma.’

‘Not yet . . . just let me stay a few hours longer until I’m sure he doesn’t need me. Then I’ll come home and help you with Addolorata’s dress. If it isn’t ready in time for the wedding that will upset your father more than anything.’
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By the time she heard her mother open the front door, Pieta had made a start on the beading. She felt better now she had begun. There was a soothing rhythm to the work and once she’d settled into it her mind was free to wander.

Her mother came in and picked up her needle without saying a word.

‘Is everything all right?’ Pieta asked.

‘I hope so.’ Her voice sounded small.

‘You look tired, Mamma. Why don’t you go and rest? I’m sure I can manage alone.’

‘I don’t want to rest, Pieta. Or eat. Just leave me be and let me get on with some beading.’

They worked together in silence for a while, stitching each small crystal bead carefully in place. Progress was slow and Pieta was glad to have help, although she worried about her mother. Her expression seemed dazed, and her silence suggested she was brooding.

‘So, Mamma,’ she said trying to distract her, ‘weren’t you going to tell me about when you and Papa were young, back in Italy?’

Catherine looked up from her work. ‘Was I?’ She sounded confused. ‘You know, I was thinking about those days in the hospital while your father was sleeping. So many things came back to me that I’d thought I’d forgotten. Like the trick Beppi played on me on our very first date . . .’

‘What did he do?’

‘Oh, he was always full of jokes, always laughing.’

‘But what happened on the date?’ Pieta persisted. ‘And how did you even meet Papa in the first place?’

Catherine looked uncertain. She’d never told her story before but Pieta could see she was tempted to now. The shock of the day she’d been through and the knowledge her husband was lying sick in hospital made her long to talk about him.

‘If I’m going to tell you about your papa then I ought to start at the beginning,’ she said slowly.

Pieta nodded her encouragement.

‘And actually the beginning wasn’t about Beppi at all, it was about Audrey. I’ve told you about her, haven’t I?’

Pieta shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so. I don’t remember you mentioning anyone called Audrey.’

Her mother didn’t seem to be listening. ‘I haven’t heard from her in years.’

‘Who was she?’

‘Audrey was . . . Audrey is . . .’ she faltered, and then her needle stilled and she began to tell her story.
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There were three of us and we did everything together. Audrey was the glamorous one. She had white-blonde hair and knew how to make the most of herself. Margaret was a redhead, fiery but always ready to have a laugh. And then there was me. Well, you’ve seen the photos, I wasn’t anything special to look at. Dark hair, slim like you, always the quiet one. I used to think the other two only bothered with me because I could sew. We never had any money for clothes but I was clever at altering things and making an old outfit look like it might be a new one.

The Italian lessons were all Audrey’s idea. ‘Come on, we can do evening classes at the college,’ she said. ‘It’ll be fun, something different.’

I wasn’t keen. I was working in a grocer’s shop and on my feet all day. Going to evening classes afterwards sounded like more hard work.

‘Oh, I don’t know, won’t it be just like going back to school again?’ I asked.

None of us had liked school. We’d all left at sixteen, the minute we were allowed to. Audrey was a waitress at a Lyons Corner House, and Margaret had trained as a nanny and was looking after some rich family’s children.

‘Yes, do I really want to waste a precious night off?’ Margaret worked long hours. ‘I’d rather go dancing.’

Audrey gave a little toss of her head, which meant there was no point arguing with her. Once she’d got an idea she just wouldn’t shut up about it.

‘We could go dancing after the class,’ she reasoned. ‘It  won’t take all night, you know, just a couple of hours. And it would be a great way for us to meet new people.’

We knew what that meant. Audrey was hoping to meet a man. It wasn’t as if she had any shortage of them. But Audrey got bored quickly and no one was ever quite right for her. They’d be too romantic or not romantic enough, too mean or too extravagant. She started looking for faults from the moment she met them.

‘But what about that dark-haired one, the bus driver?’ Margaret asked. She was better at keeping up than me.

Audrey shook her head. ‘He didn’t have anything to say. Could only talk about football.’

‘So do you think you might meet someone more interesting at an Italian class?’ Margaret asked.

‘Well, it’s worth a try, isn’t it?’ Audrey asked. ‘I’m twenty-two next birthday, you know. I don’t want to end up being an old maid. And my mum reckons evening classes are a great way to meet people. So are you going to come with me or do I have to go alone?’

‘I’ll come.’ She had me interested. I wondered what sort of people we’d find at this Italian class and whether Audrey would click with any of them.

‘Margaret?’

‘Yes, but only if you promise me we’ll be going dancing afterwards.’

Audrey allowed herself a tiny smile of triumph. ‘Right, so that’s agreed. Italian lessons on Thursday evenings after work. I think there’s a book we’re meant to buy but I’ll get one and we all can share it.’

‘I don’t know what good it’s going to do any of us being able to speak Italian,’ Margaret complained.

Audrey ignored her. She had won and that was all that mattered.
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What I don’t know is why Audrey picked Italian classes. Because when we got to the college that first Thursday evening I discovered there were all sorts of other things we could have chosen to learn. There were courses in everything from woodwork to creative writing. I suppose Italian seemed romantic to Audrey.

Anyway, we got a shock when we walked into the classroom. There were only two men there. One was the teacher, who must have been over forty, and the other was there with his wife. But we couldn’t exactly turn round and walk out again, particularly as Audrey was holding the beginners Italian book she’d bought. So we took our seats and got ready for a long couple of hours.

Straight away there was something about the sound of the language that I liked, the way the teacher rolled his tongue round the words. It was richer and more alive than staid, clipped English. Sexier, too, according to Audrey.

‘I know he’s old but don’t you think there’s something attractive about our teacher?’ she said as soon as the class was over. Then she giggled. ‘And his name, too . . . Romeo. I didn’t think anyone was actually called that.’

‘So we’re coming next week, then?’ I asked.

‘Yes, of course.’ Audrey looked surprised I’d even asked. ‘We’re coming every week. We’re going to learn Italian.’

It turned out to be a little more difficult than that. All of us struggled with the grammar and at the end of the first term I think only Margaret could string a sentence together. Audrey had moved us to desks at the front of the class and developed a crush on Romeo, which meant she had trouble concentrating on nouns, verbs and adjectives. And for me the best part of the classes was when the lights were dimmed and Romeo showed us slides of beautiful old paintings and ancient buildings, talking all the while in the melodious language I still barely understood.

‘I’d love to go there and see all those places in Rome,’ I  said one night to Audrey. ‘You know, the Coliseum and the Pantheon and those frescoes in the churches. Wouldn’t it be amazing?’

‘I suppose.’ Audrey sounded unexcited.

‘And we could drink espresso on the Via Veneto and say  buon giorno to all the handsome Italians,’ Margaret said, giggling.

Of course, that interested Audrey. ‘Well, why don’t we go, then? Let’s do it,’ she said as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

‘We can’t afford the train fare and we’d never get the time off work. Still, it’s a nice dream.’ Margaret smiled at me. ‘Maybe one day, eh?’

Audrey gave that familiar toss of her head. ‘No, I’m serious. I think if we want to go then we should. Let’s make a plan.’

‘My only plan is to get a few days off in the summer and take a day trip to Brighton to sit on the beach,’ said Margaret. ‘And I’m not sure how great my chances are of managing that.’

I didn’t say anything. I was wondering if somehow Audrey could make it happen. She had a way of getting what she wanted.

 



She shared her plan two weeks later when we were sitting up in her bedroom in her mum’s house. She still had on the little black waitress uniform they made them wear in the Lyons Corner House. I’d taken the hem up for her so it showed more of her legs.

‘So,’ she said, lighting a cigarette, ‘I’ve got it all worked out.’

Audrey’s plan involved us all finding extra work to earn as much money as possible over the next six months. She was going to do extra shifts at the coffee house, I could take in sewing, and Margaret could do some babysitting on her nights off.

‘We still won’t have enough money,’ Margaret complained. ‘Have you any idea how much it costs even to get to Italy?’

‘We won’t be paying for our travel, though, will we?’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

‘Because we’re going to hitchhike!’

It wasn’t as crazy as it sounded. Hitchhiking wasn’t so dangerous back then and, with three of us, Audrey thought we’d be pretty safe.

‘I’ll never get the time off,’ Margaret said. ‘But you two should go without me.’

‘We’re not going to take time off.’ Audrey sounded triumphant. ‘We’re going to chuck in our jobs. And when we get to Italy we’ll see if we can find some work. Maybe we’ll teach English or look after people’s children.’

Margaret and I must have both looked dubious because Audrey tossed her head again. ‘There’s no point going all the way there and then only staying for a week,’ she pointed out. ‘Come on, we’re going to have an adventure. We’ll find new jobs when we come back, won’t we?’

On my own I’d have never come up with a plan like that. But the more I thought about it, the more I liked it. This could be our only chance to see a bit of the world. And I had images floating in my head of grand fountains, pretty piazzas and churches filled with candles to light their frescoed walls. A feeling of freedom sort of rushed at me and suddenly I felt like I could do anything and I didn’t have to stay working in the grocer’s shop until eventually someone married me and we had children.

‘Yes, I’ll come. I’ll do it,’ I said.

Margaret looked surprised. She must have expected me to say no. ‘Will you really? What will your mum and dad say?’ she asked.

My parents had a reputation for being strict. But I knew they’d never stand in the way of something I really wanted to do.

‘So long as it’s the three of us and we stick together and stay safe, they’ll be fine,’ I told her.

‘That’s right,’ added Audrey. ‘We have to stick together. So, Margaret, it’s all up to you now. Are you coming with us to Rome?’

Margaret said nothing for a moment and we both sat there looking at her, willing her to say yes. Then she burst out laughing. ‘Honestly, you two are awful. But yes, I’ll come. Since I’m the only one who can speak any Italian you’ll be in trouble if I don’t.’

 



None of us were very good at working hard and saving. There was no fun in it at all. Audrey and Margaret both smoked and even though they cut right down to one cigarette a day, they refused to give up. I spent all my spare time doing clothes alterations and repairs, and was probably the one with the most money at the end but it didn’t matter anyway as we’d decided to pool our resources.

We sat up in Audrey’s room and agreed on some rules. We had to travel light with small bags, we wouldn’t accept a lift from anyone we didn’t like the look of, and we’d never let anyone buy us anything. Also Audrey had a thing about not smoking anyone else’s cigarettes, so we put that on the list, too.

Romeo had agreed to give us extra Italian conversation classes at the weekends, and we’d all improved a lot by the time the six months were up.

‘Shall we work a bit longer? Save a bit more?’ Margaret asked. Of all of us, she seemed the most nervous at the prospect of throwing in her job and taking off. I wasn’t really worried about any of that because I was so focused on what would happen once we got to Italy. I’d been reading a book Romeo had lent me and I couldn’t wait to be there.

‘No, it’s now or never, Margaret,’ Audrey told her. ‘Tomorrow all of us will go into work and the first thing we’ll do is resign.’

They were really nice to me in the shop. Told me that when I got back I should come to see them first for a job and they’d find me something if they could. The Lyons Corner House was used to staff coming and going so Audrey was fine. But Margaret had a terrible time. The mother actually cried and begged her not to leave, and the children were distraught. But she stuck to her guns and on her last day they gave her an envelope stuffed with cash to take with her.

 



The morning we set off is one I’ll never forget. We’d packed our belongings into tiny duffel bags. All I could fit in were plain trousers and shirts, a warm sweater and a few changes of underwear. At the last minute I wedged in a lipstick and some face powder. I wasn’t going to look very glamorous in Rome but at least I’d be able to make a bit of an effort.

Audrey’s uncle had a car and he’d offered to drive us to the ferry at Dover so we wouldn’t have to start hitching rides until we’d crossed the Channel. We sang all the way there, all the silly songs we’d learnt when we were kids.

We went to a café in Dover and Audrey’s uncle bought us soup with bread rolls, and then apple pie and cream for afters.

‘This will be your last taste of English food for a while,’ he said. ‘No telling what sort of foreign rubbish they’ll be serving up over there.’

I hadn’t even thought about the Italian food but it turned out to be one of the things Margaret was most looking forward to.

‘We’ll be eating spaghetti with ragu,’ she told Audrey’s uncle.

‘Best fill up on that apple pie, then,’ he replied.

The ferry ride wasn’t as much fun as we’d imagined. The grey English Channel was sloshing about, and the boat heaved and rolled. Margaret and I felt sick in no time.

Audrey had gone to explore and when she came back to  find us sitting there groaning she made us go right to the top of the boat and walk about in the fresh air. ‘Honestly, it’ll make you feel better,’ she promised.

There were seagulls wheeling and shrieking overhead, and all I could see was water stretching away on every side of us. It didn’t make me feel much better at all. Only when Margaret shouted, ‘Look, there’s Calais’, and I saw the dark mass of land did I begin to perk up.

There was so much to take in - the bustling little port and the strangeness of everything from the buildings to the cars. It was all so foreign and somehow I hadn’t expected that. I don’t know why. We heard our first French voices, a soft and guttural sound, not like Italian at all. And as we passed through customs I realized it even smelt different - of mothballs, coffee and something else I couldn’t identify.

We must have looked strange, three young English girls dressed in sensible trousers and shirts, carrying matching duffel bags.

‘So what now?’ Margaret asked once we had shown our passports and were officially on French soil.

‘We need to find somewhere cheap to stay the night and then we’ll start hitching first thing in the morning,’ said Audrey.

I felt a little anxious. Never in my life had I not known where I was going to sleep that night. ‘Do you think we’ll find something close by?’ I asked.

‘Ought to. It’s a port, after all, and there are lots of people coming and going. But why don’t I ask someone?’ said Margaret.

She went back and talked to one of the customs officers. That’s when we realized that, not only was Margaret’s Italian much better than ours, she also spoke a smattering of French. ‘I learnt it at school, remember?’ she said later. Audrey and I hadn’t taken that class. I’d done sewing and she’d learnt shorthand (which she’d hated).

The customs officer suggested a couple of places within  walking distance, and so we set off to investigate. The first one looked really rundown and the woman who opened the door had an unclean look about her.

Margaret shook her head when she told us the price of one night’s stay. ‘It’s too expensive. We’re not paying that to stay here.’

So we kept walking and knocking on doors whenever we saw a sign that said hotel. But everyone wanted to charge us far more than we could afford.

Even Audrey was beginning to worry. ‘We’re just going to have to pay what they’re asking. We can’t sleep in the street,’ she said.

‘Let’s try walking a bit further,’ Margaret suggested. ‘I’m wondering if it’s better to be away from the port. Things looked so scruffy there, and they probably think they can charge what they like because that’s where all the travellers land.’

We walked through some narrow streets that opened out into a little square. It was really quite pretty. There was a statue in the middle and some pots with colourful flowers in them. And there was a café with tables and chairs set on the cobbles outside and a little bakery beside it.

It was me that noticed the sign on the doorway between the café and the bakery. ‘Hotel Richelieu’, it said, in old-fashioned script.

‘Funny-looking hotel but it’s worth a try,’ said Margaret.

The man who answered the door was probably about the same age as Audrey’s uncle. He had a big moustache and slightly greasy long hair that he wore brushed across his head to hide a bald spot.

He nodded enthusiastically when Margaret explained that we were looking for somewhere cheap for the night. ‘I do very good price for pretty English girls,’ he told us. ‘You want?’

‘Yes, yes, we do want,’ Margaret told him.

He took us up some stairs that had the same odd foreign  smell of mothballs and coffee. Audrey said we should bunk in together to save money, so he gave us a key and showed us to our room. It was tiny, with one double bed and a chest of drawers, but we told him it looked fine.

‘I will come back later and check you are all happy,’ he said and then, before he turned away, he winked at us.

Margaret shut the door and leaned back against it. ‘Why do you think he’s happy to do a cheap price for English girls?’ she asked. ‘And what was that winking about?’

Audrey stared at her for a moment and then squeaked, ‘Ew, no! An old man like him? That’s disgusting.’

I still hadn’t cottoned on. ‘What do you mean? What’s disgusting?’

‘Never mind, Catherine, just help us move this bed against the door, and if you hear anyone knocking in the night, don’t make a sound,’ Margaret said.

We pushed the bed right up to the door so no one could open it, and then we all squashed in beneath the covers, which smelt musty and old. None of us had eaten anything since the soup and apple pie at lunchtime and we could smell the most delicious things being made in the café below. But although our stomachs were growling, we didn’t dare to leave the room again till morning.

When I woke up and found myself wedged in between Audrey and Margaret I was confused for a moment until I realized we were in France. Then I felt a quick stab of excitement followed very quickly by hunger pangs.

‘Girls, wake up,’ I said, nudging them. ‘Let’s go and see if that bakery downstairs is open. I’m starving.’

Audrey couldn’t be hurried. She dug about in her bag and produced bits and pieces of make-up that she applied to her face. Then she shook the creases out of a pretty summer skirt and slipped some sandals onto her feet.

‘What else have you got in there?’ I asked, peering into her duffel bag. ‘And how did you fit it all in?’

‘It’s just a matter of careful packing,’ she said in a slightly superior tone. ‘We have to look presentable if we’re going to have any chance of hitching a lift later.’

There was no sign of the creepy desk clerk so we left some cash and let ourselves out. The most delicious buttery smells were coming from the bakery. The woman there sold us croissants fresh from the oven, and told us the café next door would make us coffee to go with them. I couldn’t wait. I tore into one of my buttery sweet croissants standing right there in the street. I’d never tasted anything quite like it.

The waiter at the café was nice to us. When he could see I didn’t like my coffee much he brought me a cup of tea for free. It wasn’t very nice - too weak and milky - but I drank it anyway.

Margaret asked him where he thought the best place for us to start hitching might be.

‘You need to get onto one of the roads that heads out of town,’ he told us in passably good English. ‘But it’s a long walk from here. If you wait a little while, my cousin will come by for his coffee and then maybe he’ll give you a lift.’

The waiter advised us to stay away from big towns and cities. ‘Lots of cars will be going to Paris but it’s expensive there. You’ll find cheaper accommodation in the smaller places and people will be kinder to you.’

Suddenly the enormity of what we were doing hit me. We had no idea how long it would take us to get to Rome, where we would stay or what sort of people we might meet. Hugging my duffel bag to my chest, all I wanted was to get back on that ferry and head across the English Channel towards home.

Margaret must have been feeling the same because she said in a small voice, ‘What if no one stops to give us a lift?’

Audrey frowned. Even she didn’t seem so certain any more.

But the waiter only laughed. ‘Three pretty English girls like  you won’t have any trouble, I’m sure,’ he said, then he brought us more hot drinks and a free pastry filled with chocolate that we shared.

His cousin was an older man and very gruff, but he agreed to take us to the outskirts of Calais in his little car and leave us in a good hitching spot. Audrey sat in the front seat and shared her cigarettes with him, and, in the back, Margaret and I stared out of the window and tried not to think about how fast he was driving.

He left us beside an old stone church and, as I stood and watched him speed off, I felt abandoned, even though he hadn’t seemed like a terribly nice man and his driving had been appalling.

Audrey fluffed up her hair and applied more lipstick, then stood at the side of the road and stuck out her thumb. We stayed with her, smiling hopefully every time a car approached. A few drove past quickly, their drivers ignoring us, but Audrey didn’t seem perturbed. She kept on standing there in her pretty skirt, waggling her thumb and smiling at each approaching vehicle.

Finally a lorry slowed down and pulled in a little way ahead of us. Grabbing our duffel bags, we ran towards it. The driver said his name was Jean-Luc and he was heading to Amiens. Audrey turned to us, nodded briskly and then climbed into the cab beside him.

Jean-Luc drove at a leisurely pace. Sitting high in the cab of his lorry, we had the perfect view of the farmland and the little villages of Nord-Pas-De-Calais and Picardie with their steep-roofed old houses and tumbledown barns. Margaret practised her French, telling him we were travelling all the way to Rome, but I was content just to stare out of the window and try to imagine the lives of the people in the houses we rumbled past.

We stopped in one of the villages and Jean-Luc took us to a little café where they seemed to know him. He insisted on  buying us each a glass of rough red wine and on paying for a wooden platter covered in crusty bread and thick slices of ham.

‘We agreed we wouldn’t accept food from anyone,’ I reminded Audrey.

‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘It would seem rude to refuse. Once we get to Amiens I’ll give him a packet of my cigarettes.’

The ham was succulent and tasty, and we sat in the sun while we ate it and watched some old men playing boules. There was a lot of laughter and plenty of red wine was being drunk. Jean-Luc waved at them but stayed sitting with us. He seemed almost proud to be sharing his table with three young English girls.

Once we were on the road again, Margaret told us Jean-Luc had recommended a place to stay in Amiens that was cheap and clean. He would take us there if we wanted.

‘Should we try to go a bit further?’ asked Audrey. ‘See if he’ll drop us off on the outskirts and hitch another lift?’

Margaret looked uncertain. ‘He says Amiens is really pretty. We’d have some time to explore. I don’t suppose we’re in any hurry really, are we?’

So it was agreed and we ended our day’s journey in Amiens. It turned out to be just as pretty as Jean-Luc had promised. There was an old gothic cathedral and lots of houses with brightly coloured awnings squashed beside the wide river and along a network of narrow canals.

We ate a meal in a smoky bistro beside a canal where they offered a fixed price menu. The food was too rich for me, flavoured with garlic and onions and sauced with cream, but Margaret finished everything I couldn’t eat. Afterwards the waiter brought out some really smelly cheese and even Margaret could only manage a mouthful of that.

Walking back along the canal towards our hotel, which was just as clean as Jean-Luc had promised, we decided it had been a good first day.

‘Let’s hope we get a lift as quickly tomorrow,’ said Margaret.

I hoped we did, too. The thought of standing at the side of the road all day with our thumbs stuck out and no one stopping had become my greatest fear.
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Pieta looked at the clock and realized how much time had passed. Her mother’s story had filled half the evening. Something about her had changed as she revisited the memories she’d left alone for so long. Her voice had grown lighter and less husky, the lines on her face seemed almost to soften. At times she put down her needle and her hands moved to join her voice in the telling of her story. Lost in the past, she seemed closer to her younger self than the mother Pieta knew.

‘Will I go and make us a cup of tea and a sandwich, Mamma?’ Pieta stood up and stretched out her cramped legs.

For a moment, Catherine looked dazed, then she glanced over at the section of fabric Pieta had filled with glittering crystals and at the little part she herself had managed.

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ Her voice had deepened and she sounded like herself again. ‘You’ve been doing all the work and I’ve just been sitting here talking.’

‘That’s OK.’ Pieta had been fascinated by the story. She didn’t want to say anything that would discourage her mother from continuing it.

As she sliced cheese, chopped up tomatoes and buttered slices of bread, Pieta’s mind played with the image of the three pretty English girls setting off on their adventure. It was difficult to believe that one of them had turned into her mother.
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They ate their food and drank their tea quickly. Then they tidied everything away and cleaned their hands scrupulously before they touched the dress again. Pieta was surprised at how much beading she had managed to get through. The work was neat and the crystals caught the light, bringing the fabric alive, just as she had known they would.

‘It’s going to be beautiful, isn’t it?’ her mother said. ‘It will be so wonderful for Addolorata to wear it on her wedding day knowing it was made with love.’

Pieta looked at the many boxes still full of beads. ‘There’s a long way to go.’

‘I know. I’ll try not to get distracted and work a little faster.’

‘That’s not what I meant, Mamma. It’s getting late. You’ve had a long day and you look so tired. Go to bed.’

‘I can’t lie in that big bed all alone thinking about your father in hospital. I’d rather stay here and talk to you.’

Pieta picked up her needle. She wanted to hear more of the story so wasn’t going to argue. ‘Tell me about hitching through France,’ she prompted. ‘Did you manage to get another lift that next morning? Or did you have to wait for hours?’

‘Oh, you don’t really want me to go on with that, do you?’

Her mother bent her head over her beading. For a while she said nothing. And then Pieta saw her expression change, her face soften and her mouth lift in a half-smile. Slowly she began talking again.
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We were so pleased with that first day’s hitching and Audrey kept saying that if we could just meet a few more people like Jean-Luc we’d be in Italy in no time. The next morning we ate coffee and croissants again, just as we had the morning before. I remember being astonished by the flavour of the coffee. The stuff we’d drunk at home had come out of a bottle and tasted of chicory. I think it was called Camp Coffee and it was nothing like this strong, bitter brew. But the other two seemed to like it so I tried to force some down. Afterwards we walked for a while, carrying our duffel bags, until we found a busy road.

This time Margaret held out her thumb and a car stopped pretty quickly. It was only going to the next village but we jumped in anyway.

By lunchtime Audrey was getting frustrated. Although we’d had lifts in three different cars, no one was travelling very far and she didn’t think we’d made enough progress. Gradually, though, the countryside was beginning to change and we saw vineyards instead of farmland. We checked the map Margaret had brought and realized we were in the Champagne district.

At last we hitched a lift with an old couple who were travelling a decent distance. In the back of their ancient car were cages full of chickens that kept squawking and pecking at each other. Margaret didn’t want to get in but Audrey gave her a push.

The three of us were crushed together on the back seat. Its springs had gone and the road was full of potholes, so we bounced around a lot. The old lady seemed quite worried about us and kept turning round and babbling in French. All Margaret could understand was that they were farmers and they were driving beyond a town called Troye where they had a small farm.

The three of us kept nodding and smiling until our cheeks ached, as the old lady chattered on and the chickens behind us shrieked in reply. At last we saw a sign marked Troye and  the farmer drove slowly through narrow lanes filled with tall timbered buildings, past a street market and a café with gaily-striped umbrellas over its tables.

‘We should get them to stop here,’ suggested Audrey.

Margaret tried but the old lady only shook her head and babbled even faster while the old man kept driving.

‘Why won’t they stop? You don’t suppose they’re kidnapping us?’ I asked nervously.

When the car began bouncing over a narrow rutted farm track we were almost jolted out of our seats. The old lady kept letting out little screams but her husband just hunched over the wheel and said nothing.

Finally he pulled up beside a low, ivy-covered farm building with a sagging tiled roof. There were chickens and ducks running all over the yard and some old cats lying in the sun. The old lady turned and gave us a toothless grin.

‘Nous sommes ici,’ she declared.

‘We’re here,’ Margaret translated. ‘Wherever here is.’

A younger woman came out of the house, drying her hands on a linen tea towel, and there was a rapid exchange of French as we all climbed out of the car. It was a relief to stretch my legs and escape the musty smell of caged birds, even though I was worried and confused about why we’d been brought here.

The old couple herded us inside and made us sit around a pine table in a dim room. They brought us a cool lemon-flavoured drink and some dry biscuits.

‘My parents would like to offer you a meal,’ said the younger woman in halting English. ‘And a place to sleep for the night, even though it is only in our barn and not very comfortable, I’m afraid.’

None of us felt right accepting such kindness from strangers. We tried to refuse politely but the old lady started pulling out pans and a large casserole pot.

‘It is useless arguing,’ the young lady smiled. ‘My mother’s mind is made up.’

So that night we ate a casserole made from a rabbit they must have killed themselves. It had been slow-cooked so its meat fell softly from the bone, and the gravy tasted of earth and mushrooms. Afterwards we slept wrapped in blankets on hay bales in the barn. It was so prickly and dusty it made us sneeze, but we were tired and slept the whole night through.

The next morning we were woken by the sound of cockerels crowing. The old lady gave us bread, jam and strong coffee for breakfast, and then, just before we left, she pressed a brown paper parcel into my hands. It was tied with string and filled with boiled eggs, ham and cheese. She smiled and bobbed her head. I think she’d finally realized we didn’t understand a word she said.

Her husband drove us back to Troye in his old wreck of a car, only this time there were no chickens in the back.

‘Au revoir. Bonne chance,’ he said as he dropped us off. They were the only words I’d heard him speak.

We found other kind people as we travelled through France: waiters who would give us extra bread rolls with our soup; bakers who slipped a free croissant or two in a bag for us; drivers who swapped chocolate for cigarettes. The waiter in Calais had been right - it was better in the rural areas. I think perhaps the war was still fresh in a lot of the older people’s minds. Or perhaps it was simply that we were three young girls and they were charmed by us.

What I remember most about France is the hills. Some of the older cars we travelled in struggled up them. One French man made us sing to his battered Citroën van as it laboured up a steep slope. ‘She’s an old, old woman,’ he told Margaret. ‘She needs the encouragement.’

I began to like France, the tall churches topped with bell towers, the fields full of lavender. I even grew to like the food. Not all of it, but the toasted sandwiches melting with cheese and tender ham, or the pastries sticky with butter and almonds. The only thing I couldn’t stand was going to the  toilet. Often we had to go in corner bars where there would be a squalid room out the back with a hole in the ground and two spaces either side where you were meant to put your feet. They weren’t clean and some of my worst moments were spent crouching over a stinking hole and wishing I were somewhere else.

A lot of the places we slept in weren’t much better. We spent one night in a bed that was jumping with fleas.

‘Let’s put our bags on the top of the wardrobe. The fleas won’t be able to jump that high surely,’ said Margaret.

We knew there was no sense in that but we tried it anyway.

As we neared the Swiss border, the hitching became more difficult and we waited longer between lifts. One morning we stood at the side of the road for almost an hour and were relieved when at last a shiny new car pulled over in front of us.

‘Damn, there are two men in it,’ said Margaret, peering through the back window. ‘I don’t think it’s safe. Shall we pretend we’re going somewhere else?’

But Audrey was ahead of us and was already climbing into the car. ‘They’re servicemen,’ she hissed at us, ‘Americans. Get in, quickly.’

They were clean-cut boys, wearing their uniforms and with a map spread out between them.

‘Maybe you can help us, girls,’ said one in his loud, drawly voice. ‘We’re trying to locate some place we’ve been told we need to head to. It’s called Douane but we can’t find it on the map.’

‘Douane?’ asked Margaret. ‘But that means customs. Are you looking for the Swiss border?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ They sounded relieved as they pushed the map over to her. ‘Thank God. Maybe you can make sense of this.’

It wasn’t so difficult really. Margaret and I read the map  and gave directions and Audrey sat between us, leaning forward slightly and chatting to the American soldiers. The further we travelled, the more animated she grew, sharing out her cigarettes and throwing her head back to laugh at their jokes.

We reached the border and showed our passports to the official. Finally we were in a new country, Switzerland. We could see snow-capped Alps and isolated villages reached by tracks that zig-zagged up the mountains. The soldiers were going all the way to Italy so we travelled over the Grand St Bernard Pass together. The views of mountains and lakes were breathtaking but Audrey didn’t seem to notice. She was too busy talking, smoking and laughing.

When they dropped us off in Aosta, Audrey swapped addresses with them and stood in the road waving until their car had disappeared. She hid her face from us and I think she may have been crying a little.

‘They were nice boys,’ I remarked.

Audrey’s hand lay against the pocket of her cardigan where she had stowed the precious piece of paper they’d scrawled their addresses on. ‘I suppose so,’ she said, and her voice sounded flat.

But I was elated. At long last we were in Italy and I could hear the language Romeo had taught us being spoken all around us. The accent was different, clipped at times and almost whining the next, but it was unmistakeably Italian.

‘What now?’ I was almost hopping on the spot in my excitement. ‘Shall we try to hitch further south or find a place to stay the night?’

Audrey shrugged. She looked as if she didn’t care much either way.

‘Let’s stay here,’ decided Margaret. ‘This is a place people come to for skiing so in summer there must be lots of empty hotel rooms. I’m sure we’ll find somewhere cheap.’

We found a room in a place that looked like a mountain  chalet. Audrey went straight to bed but Margaret and I stayed up, drinking mulled wine and celebrating our arrival in Italy.

‘Poor Audrey, she really liked those soldiers,’ I said, leaning against Margaret and feeling warmed right through by the wine.

‘She’ll meet a handsome Italian boy and they’ll be forgotten in a moment. You’ll see.’ Margaret sounded certain.

But as we travelled onwards Audrey seemed to retreat further into herself. She pulled her hair back harshly into a ponytail and let Margaret and me take care of all the hitching. We made our way to Genoa and then followed the coast south, stopping at Pisa where we had to drag an unenthusiastic Audrey to see the famous leaning tower. Margaret grew addicted to drinking tiny cups of strong black coffee every morning, and in Grossetto she finally got to eat her spaghetti with ragu. Audrey bought an unfamiliar brand of foreign cigarettes in a soft shiny packet and said they tasted strong.

Tuscany was beautiful but I wanted to push on and reach Rome. I’d grown tired of life on the move and longed to stop in one place for a while, for the sights and faces to become familiar and to have the comfort of some sort of routine. Tuscany’s wooded hills, ruined towers and glimpses of the sea weren’t enough to keep me on the road any longer than I needed to be.
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