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To my Mom Carla,

who is watching me with the eyes of the Moon

But the pages of the book of fate are not all equal. And it seems like nothing we can understand is written on it. The wind makes the pages flow casually.

Roberto Cotroneo, 

Otranto

Mom, I dreamt of the lake, the sunset’s light was dancing on the waves, then, suddenly, darkness descended. 

I’ve been laying on a hospital bed for five days, 

my eyes are closed, my voice lost. 

We will meet again soon,

I am happy and scared. 

Memories of a lifetime are about to vanish. 

I’ve seen two wars, survived the Spanish flu, 

got married three times and I’ve had two stepfathers: my father and the lake. 

Do not be surprised, Mom, if I speak badly of Dad. 

You too have gotten a taste of his arid heart. 

As for the lake, there is nothing more I can say 

that you don’t already know, however, in the dream,

I felt that I loved it like that morning many years ago, 

when the scent of the storm filled the air 

and spring was knocking on my life.

Part One May 3rd, 1891 – March 27th, 1892
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Chapter 1
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Excitement woke her up. It was so early you couldn’t hear the birds chirping yet. Only the alarm clock ticking steadily, accompanied by Carlotta’s slow breathing, broke the silence in the room. She tossed and turned for a long time, hoping to fall back asleep. 

Suddenly, she reached out for the box of matches on the nightstand. The light of dawn was seeping in the window, and the sporadic chirping that started minutes earlier became a concert.

A small flame crackled on what was left of the candle used the night before, making light over the paperback cover of a book. Sandro gave it to her. She had been awake almost all night to read it all. Quickly, she hid it in the drawer. Dad didn’t want her to waste time reading. He thought it was useless, actually, detrimental since it made her consume wax for nothing. 

A moment later she was already up. She took the bedpan from underneath the bed and went to empty it out in the privy, a rickety parallelepiped arising at the end of the walkway. She paired up her clogs and left them on the rug. It was Sunday, the only day when one could laze: if she woke her sister up with the sound of her steps, pandemonium would have erupted. Since she lived in Paradisett, a hamlet hidden on the hillside of Brunate, she could see the valley where Como laid out. She loved to stare at it. Before she went back inside, she leaned on the handrail and glanced, in awe, at the pink-tinted waters of the lake. The sky was crystal clear. A few hours earlier, a thunderstorm wiped out the layer of mist that had oppressed the city for days, and the air smelled like wet earth. 

In one corner of the bedroom, the petineuse awaited her daily grooming. She took the straw chair sitting at the end of the bed, and a moment later, she was in front of the small chipped mirror.

Her eyes were dark and penetrating, her cheeks round, her nose line perfect. With a sly movement of her hand, she lightly touched her mouth using the tip of her finger wetted with saliva to make the redness of her lips stand out: «I have finally come of age» she whispered with content.

Cecilia was beautiful, like the lake that watched her growing up. When she would leave the house, she would not go unnoticed. 

She grew up with her brothers Fermo and Eugenio and her sister Carlotta during a prosperous time for the local economy, led by the silk industry. 

Her childhood didn’t last too long. Like every working-class daughter, she was sent to work at the silk mill when she was nine, to reel the silk threads from the cocoons cultivated in the nearby farmlands. When she was twelve, and her hands became too big to catch the head of the thread, she learned how to weave silk into cloth by hand. Her father Zaverio had taught her how to weave. He had a strong sense of duty, and he was confident that a bright economic future awaited his social class, thanks to the silk craftmanship.

She combed her hair with a slow and recurrent gesture. At each movement, her mane of jet black hair fell on her white nightgown like a cascade. Sandro never saw her with her hair down. Respectable girls were not supposed to show it unless they were married. But for her, it may have been a matter of waiting for just a few more months. 

Quickly, she braided her hair, with the ability of whom has done it every day and for years, then she looked at the clock. It was exactly five in the morning. Dad was not awake yet, she knew because she could hear his muffled snoring through the partition that separated her from the master bedroom. Unintentionally, she breathed a sigh of relief. She felt more at ease when Zaverio was asleep or leaving to run errands. 

She was aware of having issues with the fourth commandment. She had great respect for her mom, which went beyond ethics. But to honor her father had become impossible. Naturally, she crossed herself, almost as she was asking forgiveness for her sin.

Zaverio was a callous character. Everyone respected him in the household. Although out of fear, more than obligation.  

On his pointy nose, which resembled a chick’s beak, he wore pince-nez glasses he needed to inspect the cloths. 

Every time her dad would approach the loom to inspect the quality of the cloth, usually with an austere frown, Cecilia would feel her legs feeble. The buyer, or master, as everyone respectfully used to call it, would not pay a dime if defective fabrics were delivered to him. So working with extreme care was a must. 

Zaverio was a little slip of a man. However, despite his insignificant appearance, he knew how to achieve obedience. By looking at how much he ate, one would wonder where all the food he was gulping down was going. His thinness was inversely proportional to his greed. He even chose his wife based on the fact that she was the tallest and the most voluptuous of all the women he met in his youth. 

On the contrary, Isabella was a smart and peaceful woman. She learned how to deal with him since they got engaged. The only way to get along with him was to always tell him he was right, and when he would burst with anger because of his stubbornness or, more often, because of his stinginess, she was the only one that could calm him down. 

Cecilia recited her morning prayers by heart. In a golden framed print hanging between the two beds, you could see the Virgin Mary ascending into the sky on a white cloud. 

Before she pronounced the last Amen, she had an idea: why not set the wedding date for August 15? It would really be a great way to honor the Madonna Assunta she was so devoted to. 

Happy about her plan, she went by the basin and emptied out the pitcher containing water she had gotten the night before from the courtyard’s well. She then took her linen nightgown off. 

The fullness of her breasts flashed in the mirror. Instinctively, she lightly touched her nipples, which became hard like buttons. That’s how it happened the first time. Her fingers, driven by an irresistible force, glided along her belly and towards her groin. In just a few minutes, in a way she could not understand, she was panting like she ran ten ramps. 

«You have sinned,» told her the priest, «you have committed a mortal sin!»

In the darkness of the confessional Cecilia’s cheeks turned red.

«Intimate body parts are the Devil’s work,» continued the voice on the other side of the partition «you should never wash it, but if you really can’t avoid it because of what happens to women on some days of the month, avoid rubbing it!»


She felt so embarrassed that she remained silent.



«Now recite one hundred and fifty Pater Ave Gloria» cut short the priest. 

Since then, she had always tried to resist temptation. And that morning, she did not surrender to it. 

With what spirit could she have attended the first Mass? Besides, she was in a hurry to leave because Sandro was waiting for her at Sant’Agata Church. 

Who knows what he’s going to bring me? Maybe another book... wondered Cecilia while wiping her underarms with a washcloth.

Giving a gift to someone on their birthdays, which both Isabella and Zaverio had always ignored, was something she learned from him.

Indeed, that young man taught her a lot.

Originally from Gualdo Tadino, a village in the Umbrian Appennino, Sandro had moved to the lake town five years earlier because his dad Celso wanted to run away from the economic crisis that hit central Italy. Once in Como, the father managed to find a stable job as rail assistant at the San Giovanni railway station.

Tall, skinny, and a bit dull, you couldn’t say he was very good-looking. But he was a darling man, and very good with numbers; an essential skill to be an accountant at the most prestigious delivery company in Como, where he was hired. 

What Cecilia admired about her sweetheart was his interests. Very different from the ones of the young boys she grew up around, who liked hanging out at the tavern rather than reading a book or a newspaper.  On the other hand, Sandro had been captivated by the determination she would face any problem with, and by her intelligence, sadly penalized by her lack of education.

He took her by the hand, and, like a patient teacher, taught her to appreciate reading. He opened her eyes to the many surprises life was full of. Surprises waiting for her beyond Brunate’s mountain, and within the pages of a book not yet leafed through. 

«I wish you could experience the smell of the sea» he said on a day when the lake, for an unusual light trick, looked as turquoise as the Adriatic Sea. 

«I wish that too, but it takes money to travel, and we don’t even have enough to get married».

Full of pride, the young man took his wallet made of seashell out of his pocket and showed it to her: «This is my lucky charm, my Dad gave it to me when we moved to the Marche Coast. This is where I keep the savings we will need to build our future. It is not much now, but it will grow, you’ll see, and we will be able to afford great things».

The cold weather gave her goosebumps. Cecilia placed the towel on the side of the petineuse and fetched the new bustier. When she opened the drawer, the smell of lavender filled the air.

It was thanks to Isabella that the laundry smelled so good. At the beginning of the summertime, Mom used to take her on a boat to Nesso to pay a courtesy visit to Zaverio’s parents. But there was another reason for that. Franco and Gioconda had a bush of lavender in their garden, which flowers she would pick in a big bundle. Once back to Como, she would tie them up to a stick hanging in the attic and, when the flowers dried up, she would put them in canvas bags and place them among the sheets and garments.

That sugary smell reminded her of her paternal grandparents. She loved their house by the lake, it was a tall and narrow structure whose foundations were bathing in the water.

It’s been a while since I’ve seen them...

While thinking of Franco and Gioconda, she was struggling to put on that blasted boned-armor, which was her girdle. It wasn’t easy to tie the laces without somebody’s help. She managed to do it on her own by perfectly holding her breath in, and once her Sunday dress had been buttoned up as well, she placed her nightgown under the pillow. 

«I need to find my purse. Gosh, where could it be?» she whispered. «Ah, here it is...»

She searched the bottom of it, to make sure that the veil and rosary she had used two days earlier, for the beginning of the month of Mary, were still there.

«Good. The coin purse with the Church offering is also there».

The watch showed it was twenty-seven minutes till six. Too early to leave.

She put out the candle. There was no need for it to burn any longer. She then sat at the petineuse again, wishing those few minutes would go by quickly.

She had been dating Sandro for five years. 

When the story began, she had been very cautious about revealing it to her family. Her silence only lasted a few months. She knew that, first or later, something would have happened. Some things you just can’t hide.

One day Zaverio, casually passing by the corner of Via Borsieri, surprised her while she was in her sweetheart’s company. No words were necessary. He pointed towards Borgo di Santa Margherita, and Cecilia anxiously headed home. As soon as the doorway was shut, the interrogation began.

«Who was that guy?»

«I know I’ve done wrong, not saying anything,» her voice was trembling, «his name is Sandro. He lives steps away from here». 

«Never seen him before. And what would be this guy’s...Sandro’s last name?»

«Panunzi» she answered, hesitating.

«There you go! I knew it! That last name is not from around here!» 

«Please, don’t get angry! What does it matter if it’s not from around here?»

«It sure matters! Do you think I’m dumb?

Moments ago, I heard him talking, and I could tell he is a terrone (1).


(1)Terrone is an Italian term used to address Southern Italians, in an insulting way. It was originally meant for “people working the land” (Terra means land in Italian) but then used to describe an ignorant, lazy, and with poor hygiene individual born in the South of Italy or Southern Italian descendant. Similar to Redneck in the U.S.A. (Author’s note).



Anyone from the South is dishonest and a slacker».

«That is not true!» she jumped up. «Sandro is a respectable person, a hard worker».

«A hard worker? Please don’t tease me. And what, exactly, is his job?»

«He is a shipping agent at Stucchi enterprise...».

«Ha! A shipping agent? Therefore, he’s a scribbler. Great. Those people never lift their butt from the chair, and the only thing they know how to do is to dip their quill. Rest assured that when the time is right for you to get married, I will find you a good weaver. One born and raised in Como, like Mr. Albonico’s son for instance. Genesio is his name. Now that is a good catch». 

«But...» 

«No buts! Shut up and thank God today I’m in a good mood, or I would have dealt you a bunch of blows by now. And remember that if I find you with that terrone again, no one will save you from a good punishment!».

Cecilia pretended to comply for just enough time required for the waters to calm down,  then she started seeing that young man who came from far away again, making sure not to be caught. 

Carlotta was the only one knowing her secret. Carlotta’s boyfriend, however, was not her cup of tea. 

One day, while they were working in the looms’ room, Carlotta started blathering like this: «Sandro is so skinny he looks like a broom handle. What’s so attractive about him?»

«Luckily, we don’t have the same taste», replied the older sister, «I like him the way he is, and actually, what I like about him is not so much the way he looks, but his way with words».

«You’ve got that right. I noticed that no one can beat him at that. Too bad he only speaks proper Italian, and I understand half of what he says».

«How does that concern you? The important thing is that I understand him».

«If that makes you happy... but have you ever noticed he is different?»

«What do you mean by different?»

«Oh, you are so retrograde... must I really explain everything to you?»

«Explain what?»

«Well, you know... he looks like a fag. You know... he is always so gracious...»

Cecilia stared at her in awe.

«Please don’t tell me you don’t know what a fag is?» taunted Carlotta, although she was two and a half years younger.

«No. I do not»

«A fag is someone who likes men instead of women».

«Don’t be silly!» retorted the older sister. «Between the two of us, you are the one that understands nothing! Enough talking about Sandro now. If our father finds out we’re still seeing each other, he’s going to kill me». 

Isabella was not fond of Panunzi either and, when the relationship became notorious, she dug up an old family story. 

«You don’t want to end up like your poor aunt Carolina, right?» 

«Stop telling me this story. I know it by heart».

«You say that my dear daughter, but trusting foreigners brings troubles, just like it did with my sister who got pregnant after a month of dating that wretched merchant from Genoa».

«How can you compare that with us, mom? Sandro is not deceitful like uncle Filiberto. He hasn’t even tried to kiss me! Ever!»

Isabella had a scowl on her face: «Do not call him uncle. He doesn’t deserve to be considered a member of our family. That man has always been a liar, a liar, and a homewrecker. Did you know that he is an anticlerical? You know that, right? He didn’t tell anyone. Had we known about that, things would have been different. On the day of the shotgun wedding, we waited for them for over an hour, at the Basilica Della Annunziata. The Provost even displayed the Cross Crucifix relics, but they didn’t show up. Soon after the civil (2) ceremony that wretched man forced my poor sister on a train to Genoa.


(2) Prior to the Lateran Pacts (the Year 1929), a religious wedding celebrated in Italy did not have civil effects like today. Therefore, two distinct celebrations were necessary (Author’s note).



At that point, she was in his possession, and we couldn’t have her back. We hadn’t heard anything about her until that telegram arrived. Your grandma Linda blanched while she was reading it. It said her girl had died during childbirth. She passed away without receiving the blessings, and that’s all that wicked foreigner’s fault. First, he took her virginity, and then he made her disrespect God and the Holy Church».

«Please, Mom, say no more. I promise you that Sandro is a religious man and he never misses attending a single Holy day of obligation. I actually met him at the Basilica Del Santo Crocefisso. You were there, remember?»

It was Easter day. At that time, Cecilia was about to turn sixteen.

While she was coming out of the Basilica, a guy with a strange accent greeted her with great deference. 

«Who is that?» asked Isabella, who was just steps behind her.

«I have no idea» answered the daughter, surprised and flattered.

She could still smell the incense and taste the blessed host in her mouth. She saw him fading behind the trees on Viale Varese and, a minute later, she wasn’t thinking about it anymore.

Sandro, instead, had already noticed her three days before, during the traditional Holy Thursday’s Procession, and from that moment on, he could not stop thinking about her proud look and her hair, dark like the bottom of the lake. 

During the following weeks, Cecilia thought it was only by chance that they would frequently cross paths in the proximity of the Basilica or the Oratory. But it wasn’t a coincidence at all and, soon enough, she too began wishing he was around. 

Their relationship had been facilitated by the fact that they lived close by to one another. However, after a couple of years, the situation became complicated. 

Isabella couldn’t stand living in the same house for too long. It was almost a mania. Her desire for change would come suddenly and unpredictably. «I’ve had enough of living here!» she would just say, without further explanation.

Zaverio had always supported her quirk, even if with some hesitation. But this time around, he didn’t hesitate at all. He aimed to get rid of the southerner that was filling his firstborn’s head with nonsense. 

To make sure of that, he looked for a place outside of the city, specifically in the small village of Maslianico.

Cecilia and Sandro shortly found a way to stay in touch.

Right after lunch, and with the excuse of needing to stretch her legs after hours spent working on the loom, the girl would go to the Chapel near the woods, and she would hide a message in a crack of the wall. 

As for Sandro, as soon as he would finish working at the shipping company, he would ride his bicycle so vigorously that from Como, he would reach the Swiss border in a heartbeat, just to pick up the message and write a reply. Every once in a while, they could even see each other.

D4m2n3c1 pr4ss3m1 d4p4 l2 tr2 d2l p4m2r3gg34 r35sc3r4 1 st1r2 5n’4r1 3ns32m2  1  t2

This was the content of the last note that, as usual, was written using a secret code so that indiscreet eyes wouldn’t understand it. 

Sandro was delighted to read it.

Zaverio saw him riding that thing made of spokes and scrap metal along the streets of Maslianico, so he reckoned the stratagem. When Cecilia asked him permission to go out for the whole Sunday afternoon, he secretly followed her.

The wait wasn’t too long. 

«Get your hands off my daughter!» yelled Zaverio, popping out of a corner, «and make sure I never see you again around here» he added, pulling his daughter away.

At home, all hell broke loose.

«You’ve betrayed my trust! From now on, you won’t go anywhere without me». 

That night, the girl struggled to go to sleep until she came up with a bright idea, and when she woke up, she carried out her new plan. 

«Please, don’t do this, or it will end up very badly for you!». Isabella implored her. 

She was right. When Zaverio saw her in the kitchen with her arms crossed, he started hollering like a maniac.

«What are you doing there, idling?» «I’ve decided to quit weaving».

«What?»

«Yes, you understood correctly! If you don’t allow me to see Sandro, I will no longer make the cloths. And I don’t want to hear about Genesio because I will never want him, not even if you hand him to me on a silver platter».

«Are you really that stupid? You prefer a scribbler to a textile worker?».

«A scribbler? Oh Dad, why do you denigrate educated people? Sandro is not a penniless public employee. He makes good money at the Stucchi enterprise. They pay him more than fifty lire a month».

Zaverio kept quiet. That sum was pretty interesting. His silence was an invitation to continue.

«Now that you know how much he makes, wouldn’t you consider allowing me to marry him?». 

«Marry him? Just because he makes fifty lire a month? Do you know how much a weaver makes?».

She looked at him in dismay. She had never learned much about business.

«If you are skilled at working with the loom, you can make way more money than that».

«Who cares if Sandro makes less money than a weaver? I don’t care about money».

«Enough of this nonsense! You must not see that terrone ever again!».

She gave him a menacing look. She had put up with his rudeness for a long time, but now she had enough of it: «Don’t you ever dare to call him terrone ever again!» she replied, vexed.

«I call that guy anyway I want to!» Her dad’s voice was one octave higher. «And until you will forget about him, you won’t leave this house unless it is to go to church, accompanied by me!»

«You know what? Starting today, you can give my loom back to the owner».  

«You disgraceful cheat, you seriously want to ruin me!».

Zaverio was not a violent man. However, when he was fuming, he knew how to hurt someone. Cecilia managed to shield herself from the first smack by raising her arms, but all the following ones hit her where they were meant to hit.

«Stop it, stop it, for Heaven’s sake!» Isabella intervened, blocking her husband’s heavy hand.

«You have gotten your daily dose of it for today, but this is not over. Keep in mind that those who do not work, do not eat. So you won’t have any food until you make cloths again!».

Cecilia felt like burning up inside, not just her skin was. It took all of her pride to try holding the tears in.

«If you don’t give me permission to see Sandro, I’ll be the one to starve myself to death!». Her father couldn’t hear those last words as he had already left, slamming the door with the furious look of one who does not tolerate being contradicted.

To convince her to return to work, Zaverio beat her up steadily, at the same time insulting that miserable foreigner and homewrecker. 

Isabella’s pleas were ineffective. She feared her daughter could fall ill, not only because of the blows but also for the lack of food and rest.

After a week without food, Cecilia’s cheeks were not that full anymore. Weakened by hunger, the young woman attempted a drastic action: she took the scissors acting like she was getting ready to cut her braids off, and with a daring look, marked by the bruises on her face, she called her father.

«If you don’t let me talk to Sandro, I’ll cut my hair off!»

«Your hair?» her father startled while trying to take the scissors from her «you can’t do it! What will people say?» 

But she had already run to a corner of the kitchen. The blades were getting closer and closer to her hair. 

«Stop!» 

They stared out at each other, like enraged dogs. 

The man had examined the situation thoroughly. Because of that stupid fight, he was losing a lot of money. When he started speaking again, his tone was not as harsh: «Come on, stop being foolish. If you resume your work, I will let you go out by yourself. But let’s be clear: I don’t want to see that... that Sandro, hovering around my house. Understood?» 

It was a truce, more than a victory. He then remarked:  «Remember that I will not allow you to marry him. Not now, not ever. Now drop those scissors and run to work».

Few years went by before Isabella decided it was time to relocate again. This time around Zaverio chose Paradisett, with a specific intention in mind. Not too far from there, there was a place called Badirada, a trattoria managed by Emilia, his wife’s sister. The man foresaw a business opportunity there. Thanks to the proximity of the trattoria, his two daughters could help their aunt by serving tables during the busiest nights, that way increasing the family’s revenue.

It was a quarter till six in the morning.

«Today is Liberation Day» whispered Cecilia while looking at herself in the mirror. For the first time, she felt like a woman able to choose her own future and no longer as a young girl victim of an obtuse father.  

«When you’ll turn 21, you won’t need his signature on the marriage license», said Sandro a few months earlier, and from that day on, she counted the hours between then and May 3rd. Encouraged by her fiancée, she made an appointment with Don Callisto Grandi, the priest at the Sant’Agata Church who, that very morning, would have explained what they needed to prepare for the wedding. 

Unless she wanted to break up with her family, Zaverio’s consent was still necessary. But the feeling of emancipation was exhilarating to the point of making her delusional.

She was about to leave her room when she heard a murmur. Dad was awake and was talking to Isabella.

«I met Mr. Albonico last night, at the tavern».

The words were muffled by the wall and sounded like coming out of a stuffed funnel. 

Curious, the young woman placed her ear against the wall.

«He finally asked me permission to marry Cecilia to his son Genesio. However, that miserly man wants an excessive dowry».

Isabella’s response sounded like a lament: «Would it be better to talk to her about it first?»

«Talk to her about it? No way! Plus, I still have to do the calculations, but if it turns out that this marriage is convenient for us, our daughter will have to abide by my decision. There is no way around it».

Cecilia froze: «I’d rather become a nun than marry that boor!» she muttered. That said, she quietly left her room, walked on her toes across the corridor, quickly went downstairs, opened the front gate, and once out on the street, she looked behind her. Had she followed her instinct, she would have never returned to Paradisett, but her mother did not deserve to be let down. 

The morning breeze gave her hope again. She ran to the Church of Sant’Agata and, a few minutes later, when she saw Sandro waiting for her on the Church stairs, she instantly came up with a plan that would have changed Zaverio’s mind. 
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Chapter 2
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Locked in her bedroom with the women of the family, Cecilia was getting ready for the religious ceremony. Above the bustier that shaped her into an hourglass figure, she had already worn the silk dress sewn by a family friend.  

She was now sitting by the petineuse, watching her mother’s hand reviving her hair in the reflection of the mirror.

«Is this bride ready yet?» Zaverio asked from the hallway.

She started getting agitated.

«Wet bride, lucky bride!» he added. 

The tone was sarcastic; the sky, indeed, was as limpid as a child’s eyes.

«Be still. I’m almost done» ordered Isabella, pretending she hadn’t heard her husband’s words. «Now hand me the hat so I can put it on your head». She then turned to the closed door and, raising her voice, she added: «Be patient, Zaverio. We are almost finished». 

Her gaze was immensely nostalgic. 

Her daughter, on the other hand, had become upset: «Why does he take pleasure in wishing me bad luck?»

«Don’t worry about it!» retorted Isabella, «you know how he is. Just try to be happy with what you’ve managed to get from him».

«Are you talking about his consent to the marriage?»

«Certainly. Do you think it’s nothing?»

«You are right» replied the young bride, sighing. «But you have to admit that my Sandro has been brave to quit his job at Stucchi, to be a weaver». 

«Brave and good. I didn’t think he could learn so fast how to weave the frame either».

«I have always told you he is special» asserted Cecilia, «however, Dad only gave me permission to marry him because my in-laws have renounced their dower rights». 

«I think so too. I must admit that Celso and Annetta love you very much».

«They do. My father instead only loves money!»

«Be more respectful of him» reacted Isabella in a harsh tone, «and it is not like that; today, he’s going to be the one to loosen the purse strings and pay for the luncheon». 

«Big deal! I bet he invited all of our relatives just to spite me, once again. I would have much preferred a smaller reception». 

«Don’t spoil the joy of this day with bad thoughts».

Cecilia’s lips were pursed, she was irritated, but she held back from replicating.
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