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old and new, 
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PROLOGUE


A furious roar stopped the man in his tracks. Taking hold of his daughter’s hand, he turned and looked along the dusty road.


Three men scowled and swaggered towards them.


‘Hey, you!’ shouted one, pointing a hefty finger. ‘We don’t want your kind around here.’


The others sneered in agreement.


The man stood still as the three walked slowly closer.


‘You lot, you’re all mosquitos,’ said their leader. ‘Good for’ – he swatted the back of his hand with his palm, squashing an imaginary bug – ‘nothing.’


One of the men guffawed and repeated the action, the sound of the slap ringing out over the cicadas’ raucous evening song.


As he calmly watched, the man saw one of the group, the smallest, hold back for a moment so the others didn’t see him. He reached up and pulled the skin beneath his right eye.


The man knew the message he was being given. Watch out.


He bent down towards the little girl and spoke quickly. Her dark hair shone as she leaned her head towards him and listened, her amber eyes flitting between her father and the three men. His daughter was only four, but his tone made her listen closely, a solemn look on her face.


When he finished speaking, the child hesitated, looking up at her papa nervously.


‘Now, Clara,’ her father said urgently.


That was enough. She snapped her head up and began running, away from Papa and the men, her bare feet kicking up tiny puffs of dust.


Clara ran as fast as she could. She did not turn her head when she heard gruff voices shouting. She did not blink at the unkind words spat at her father. She did not even slow as the sounds of a scuffling fight began. She did as she had been told.


Turning off the lane, she raced down a path through the downy oaks and pine trees. As her legs began to slow a little, a break in the woodland up ahead appeared, giving her the push she needed to speed up again – she was nearly home.


The door was open, so she ran up the steps and inside to where her mother stood attentive, almost as if she had been waiting for her. Listening as her daughter spoke quickly, the woman grabbed her shawl and instructed the girl to take care of the baby.


Clara saw her mamma run down the steps, calling to family, neighbours and friends. She heard her mother say her husband was in trouble. She didn’t mention the bad men that Clara had just told her had followed them, or that they used nasty words. Mamma just said Papa needed help. But that was enough. Men quickly gathered around, asking where he was. Her mother pointed to the path that led to the road. With shouts to others, they headed into the wood at a dash – a few women, including Clara’s mother, following behind.


As the excitement died down, the girl turned and crossed to where her brother lay sleeping, gurgling noisily, unaware of the danger his father was in.


The boy was still asleep when they returned. They walked so slowly and silently that if Clara hadn’t been sitting on the steps waiting, she might not have known they were back.


Twilight had settled over the sky and the child had to squint to see the men’s faces. Then her eyes rested on an outline – a large, long, heavy load the group carried between them, then gently lowered to the ground.


A whimper made her pull her gaze upwards towards her mother, who, while Clara watched, sank to her knees, dropping her face to the dark shape. Clara noticed then that part of the form had been covered by a shawl, which her mother began to unwrap. As her papa’s face was exposed, Clara’s breath caught. Blood lay black on his swollen skin and soaked his white collar.


The men stood as watchmen while her mother leaned over her husband, gripping his shoulder and resting her nose in his neck as the girl had seen her do so many times, her sobs lost in the woollen shawl. Clara waited for what seemed like forever before her mamma, wiping her face with the heel of her hand, sat back on her heels. Then slowly and carefully, as if to avoid hurting him further, she reached to her husband’s kerchief and untied it from his neck. Pulling it gently towards her, she stood. With a glance at the men, she nodded and turned away from her husband, walking towards her home.


Clara’s gaze didn’t leave her mother, but she was aware that the men had picked up her father and were carrying him into the darkness. Her mother’s face was pale, her steps hesitant as she stared at the red patterned cloth in her hand. Just as Mamma’s dusty shoe reached to the first step, her brother let out a wail, making mother and daughter turn in unison towards the noise.


Without a word, the woman went to the child, lifting him up and kissing the soft hair on his head, whispering soothing words into his ear. With a jut of her chin, she indicated for her daughter to sit and, when she did, placed the baby into her lap. He was big and heavy for the four-year-old, but she rocked him in her arms and played with his fingers as he chattered happily to himself.


Mamma quietly sat at the table opposite them and reached for her sewing box. Laying the square of fabric out flat, she took up a pair of scissors, pausing, a tremor in her hand, before making the first snip. Carefully, she cut the fabric into thin strips.


Then the girl watched intently as her mother, murmuring words quietly to herself, plucked a dark hair from her own head. Then another. And another, until six black hairs lay on top of each strip of her father’s kerchief.


Deftly threading her needle, the woman folded the first length of cloth around the hair and, her fingers pushing and tucking, she sewed the thin strip of fabric to safely encase the hair. Her lips didn’t stop moving until all six were finished and she put down her needle.


Gathering three red strips, she tied them together at one end, then quickly braided them tightly. Repeating her actions with the second set, she was soon knotting the end securely.


Resting her hands on her thighs, Clara’s mamma sat back, contemplating her work. The boy watched, occasionally chirruping to himself. The woman smiled briefly, her honey-coloured eyes lacking their usual light, before picking up the braided strips and standing.


Taking her son’s arm gently, she wrapped the fabric around his left wrist – once, twice, three times, whispering words the girl did not understand. Tying it tightly, she then turned to her daughter.


‘This will protect you,’ she said, lifting the second braided band. The girl placed her brother on her chair, where he sat chattering, and lifted her right hand.


Her mother wrapped it tightly around her wrist twice, muttering her secret words as she did. Knotting the ends, she turned to her daughter’s light eyes. ‘It is a circle of love that will tie you to me and Papa, and also to your brother.’ They both glanced at the boy.


‘Wherever you go, whatever you do, your mamma and papa will always be with you. Even when we are not with you.’ Her mother’s voice cracked as she carried on. ‘And if I cannot, you must take care of your brother.’


Clara nodded, contemplating the red bracelet on her wrist.


Holding her chin in her hand, her mother gently raised her daughter’s head upwards. ‘You must look after your brother,’ she repeated.


The little girl turned to look at the small boy, playing with his podgy toes and yattering in his own unknowing language. She loved the little chatty bird and would do everything she could to protect him.


‘I promise, Mamma,’ the girl replied, and the woman wrapped her arms around the child’s small frame. Clara’s hands crept to her mother’s neck, and as the hoo-hooing of an owls’ conversation seeped into the room, they held each other.
 








I know the Communists.


I know them because some of them are my children . . .


Benito Mussolini







   

CLARA


1938


Clara Turns Right


‘But I don’t like it here, Mamma.’


We both look around the bare room. My brother lies sleeping on a dirty mattress, while my mother and I sit on top of a blanket heaped on bare floorboards. A tattered cloth hangs over the only window’s cracked panes, and in the corner of the empty room is a filthy sink that a tap drips into. Our small pile of possessions, all we have in the world, has been carefully placed by the wall. Despite it being late in the night, the street outside is noisy.


I feel Mamma take a deep breath.


‘Tomorrow we will begin to make this a home. Our castle.’ She pulls me into a hug.


‘With a proper bed?’ I ask.


‘With sheets of silk,’ she nods.


‘And a kitchen?’


‘We’ll have our own chef. He’ll cook us all of our favourite meals.’


‘Pasta al forno!’ I whisper loudly.


‘Mountains of it!’ says Mamma.


‘And pizza for Pippo?’


‘Hundreds of them!’ laughs Mamma, her golden eyes shining. ‘And he’ll want a different topping on every one.’


‘And he’ll tell everyone what he’s eating and why he likes it,’ I add.


‘Of course. Our chatty bird.’


We both look at the little boy, quiet in sleep. Mamma says he was born chattering like a tiny sparrow with lots to say. I don’t recall him being born, just over seven years ago now, but I know that for as long as I can remember, my brother has talked and talked and talked. He constantly tells us what he is doing and why he is doing it, and when he draws breath, his hands continue the conversation for him.


People have tried to hush him, scolding him to stop the endless babbling, but Mamma tells him to talk if he wishes. All those thoughts and words need to come out, she says. And I find I can listen when I want, but at other times I let his voice breeze over me, like a small bird swooping around my head, the air from his wings occasionally wafting against my face. I find it comforting, a constant background noise to my day.


I curl into the blanket as my mother strokes my hair. Then she seems to notice the red band tied around my right wrist. Taking it in her fingers, she turns it round and round, in the same way that Pippo plays with his.


‘Never forget that these bracelets connect us,’ she whispers. ‘You and Pippo and me and Papa.’


‘I won’t, Mamma.’


She shifts her body, moving to get up.


‘Where are you going?’


Mamma is already pulling her black scarf over her hair and tying it at the nape of her neck.


‘I’m going to meet someone. The landlord told me about a lady who may have some sewing work.’


‘Can’t you go in the morning?’ I ask, hearing the whine in my voice.


‘She’s going on a trip tomorrow. She wants someone to do the alterations while she’s away. Now,’ she leans towards me and strokes my hair, ‘go to sleep. I’ll be back before you know I’m gone.’


Snuggling down, I feel sleep drifting near me like gently lapping waves.


‘Sweet dreams, Clara,’ she whispers, giving the top of my head a kiss. ‘Sweet dreams.’


I let my eyes shut and hear a door quietly close.


When I wake, stiff and aching, I do what I always do and gently rub the bracelet on my wrist between my thumb and forefinger. It’s my way of starting the day with Mamma and Papa. Opening my eyes a little, I stretch and peer around the room.


My mother is not here. The sun is trying to force its way through the dirt on the window and the rag that hangs over it. My brother sleeps on, curled in a ball, his thumb tucked into his mouth.


Yawning, I turn and look at the closed door. Perhaps Mamma has gone to the toilet.


I wait for her, listening to the sounds of a city awakening; horses clip-clopping over cobbles, while men and women shout their wares. ‘Milk! Fresh milk!’ ‘Cornetto!’


I have only had cornetto a few times, but the thought of the buttery, flaky pastry melting in my mouth makes my stomach gurgle and groan. After travelling all day, we arrived in the city exhausted. Pippo and I sat with our bags in the street while Mamma found somewhere to stay, then she brought us here to this room. There was no supper.


Perhaps she has gone out to get us some breakfast.


I realize that I need to go to the toilet at the bottom of the stairs, so, trying not to wake my brother, I climb out of the blanket and pull on my shoes. As I turn the handle on the door, it creaks and Pippo stirs a little, but he doesn’t wake and I slip through the doorway, quietly pulling it shut behind me.


The stairwell smells unpleasant and I trot down the steps quickly. The bathroom is shared with other occupants in this building so I am as fast as I can be.


When I come out, drying my hands on my skirt, I turn to the main entrance. A tall, wooden door stands between me and an unknown city, but I want to look for Mamma, so I walk over and heave it open.


Sunshine hits my face and warms me instantly. I hadn’t realized I was chilled. The entrance to our new home is down a long street. Drying sheets hang between buildings on both sides, and sounds of cooking, nattering women and crying babies waterfall out of the open windows. People bustle past, going to work, or carrying bread and pastries back to their homes for breakfast.


I look to the left. People are working all along the pavement. A line of men and boys are cutting cardboard to the shape of soles, and hammering them onto shoes.


I turn my head to the right. Nearby, a woman sits beside two huge baskets filled with flowers: bunches of giant daisies, roses and lavender. Scent rises from her buds and mingles with the street’s smell of food and rubbish.


I glance left again, trying to decide which way my mother would have turned. The street bends, tall buildings blocking the sunlight and casting dark shadows over the thinning path. Looking to the right, I decide the flowers would have persuaded my mother, as they do me, to walk past their bright colours and delicious perfumes.


I step down onto the pavement and turn right, towards the small woman who sits wrapping twine around a thick bunch of lavender stalks. I won’t go far, just a little way up the road, and if Mamma’s not there, I’ll go back to Pippo and wait for her return.


A sound up ahead grabs my attention and I see a woman throw a bucket of water over the cobblestones outside her door. Bright light reflects and glistens, transforming the water into a rainbow for a moment. Then I see her.


Mamma!


Blinking, I squint at her dark shape. It disappears behind a horse that is slowly pulling a heavy cart filled with fruit. I stand on my tiptoes, peering past the produce and watching for her tall, familiar outline to reappear. When she does, I’m sure it is Mamma. She wears black from head to toe, unlike the other women who wear blue, or brown, or green. The way she pulls her black shawl tighter over her hair, the way she walks – purposefully, her head held high – it is my mamma.


I call to her, but she is too far away to hear me so I break into a run, spurring my still sleepy legs into action and congratulating myself on deciding to turn right. As I reach the junction with the main road, though, Mamma has disappeared into the crowds. For a moment, I let myself be distracted by the noise and energy. Horses pulling small carriages trot past briskly. Cars navigate around them and the carts loaded with food that are parked on the edge of the road. Then I notice two boys, not much older than me, standing at the corner, smoking. I feel their eyes on me, and a thin shiver runs down my spine.


I turn my head to search for Mamma again, trying to peer over the swarm of people, looking for her slender silhouette. There are shops and cafes on both sides of the road, and I spot one with a sign that says simply: Pane.


Just as a plump woman bustles past me, knocking me sideways, I see the top of a black headscarf that I know is my mamma’s disappear into the doorway of the bread shop. I dash across the road, running around the cars that have drawn to a stop, horns blaring at a cart that has spilled its load of wicker baskets.


I notice as I run up the steps that the window is stacked with loaves of all shapes and sizes, as well as boxes of biscuits and cakes. The smell is wonderful, and I skid into the small shop breathing in the warm, yeasty scent.


There are two women waiting to be served and one of them is Mamma. Except, even as I reach out to touch her arm, I know it is not. The woman’s dress, shoes and scarf are all black like my mother always wears, but now I am close, I realize this woman’s figure is plumper, less elegant. She turns and I see a face that I do not know.


The woman smiles at my confused face and says, ‘Sì, bambina?’


‘I, I . . .’ I stumble. ‘I thought you were my mother.’


The woman shakes her head, and is about to say something when the girl behind the counter interrupts.


‘What do you want?’ she says rudely to the woman who is not my mother. ‘I hope you have money to pay.’


As the lady in black quietly pulls out a purse from her pocket and orders her bread, I turn to go, embarrassed.


‘Have you lost your mother?’ asks a more friendly voice.


I turn to see the other customer, a woman dressed in a smart green suit, her hair elegantly styled in large chestnut-coloured rolls. As she speaks to me, she tucks two long loaves of bread into her shopping basket, which already holds a selection of fruit.


I nod, but remain silent.


The woman guides me out of the shop, and as we take the steps down to the street, she says, ‘When did you last see her?’


‘Last night, when I went to sleep,’ I reply shyly. ‘When I woke this morning, she was gone.’


‘Does she usually go out and leave you?’


I shake my head. This woman seems both kind and concerned, but experience cautions me against telling anyone too much about my family. My mother’s words, warning Pippo and me to be wary of those who aren’t like us, who don’t understand our ways, echo in my mind.


The woman in black then steps out of the shop, nodding her head to the two of us before carrying on down the street I have just come up, a loaf wrapped in paper under her arm.


‘Your mother was dressed like her?’


I look at the woman’s black shawl covering her head and shoulders, the black skirt that stops just above her ankles, the worn black shoes, and I nod again.


The kind woman’s brow furrows.


‘Perhaps she has gone home,’ she says, ‘and is waiting for you to return.’ Something about the ways she speaks makes me think she does not really believe what she is saying, but I nod.


‘Come,’ she says with a sudden determination. ‘Let me accompany you home. If she is not there, we can look for her together.’


Despite my uneasiness with strangers, I feel a sense of relief as I point down the street, and follow the woman’s confident stride. As we walk, she asks me my name.


‘C-ca-ca . . .’ I say, suddenly stuttering.


The lady slows and turns to me.


I take a deep breath as my mamma has told me to when I am nervous.


‘Clara,’ I say clearly, looking at the woman’s face with all the courage I can command.


‘And how old are you, Clara?’ she asks.


‘Ten.’


‘Well, come along Clara who’s ten. Let’s find your mother.’


I guide her down the turning towards our building, noticing this time that the smoking boys’ eyes glance from me to the woman, taking in her smart clothes and sophisticated hair. It is clear they have not seen women like her on this street often.


As we trot briskly on, I spot the flower seller and, gently pulling on the woman’s sleeve, I point to the doorway beside her. Together, we walk into the building’s entrance, where the woman takes a handkerchief from her jacket pocket and holds it to her nose.


I lead her up the stairs, wishing with all my might that when I open the door, we will see Mamma and Pippo playing, the smell of fresh coffee and crispy pastries filling the room. In my mind, my mother looks at me, at first delighted and relieved to see me; then something quizzical crosses her face as she sees the smartly dressed woman behind me. She would, of course, be gracious and ask the lady in for coffee, despite her embarrassment at our surroundings. And as my hand reaches up for the door handle, I briefly wonder if the woman will stay to have breakfast with us.


Pushing the door slowly open, I close my eyes, hoping to smell the coffee first, before I see Mamma. But all I smell is the damp. I open my eyes slowly and look around the dirty room. My mother is not there.


‘Hmmm,’ says the woman standing beside me, as she glances around the room.


I ignore her, unable to take my eyes off the empty blanket lying on the bare floorboards. My breath catches in my throat in a silent gasp of horror.


I barely notice the woman’s hand rest gently on my right shoulder.


My brother is gone.
 






   

PIPPO


1938


Pippo Turns Left


Pippo’s mother always said that chattering birds like him talked from the moment they woke up. To prove her right, every morning, as he squirmed and squinted from his slumber, he would croak with a sleepy voice, ‘Buongiorno a tutti! How did you sleep? I slept very well.’


Whatever they were doing, Clara and Mamma would reply cheerfully, ‘Buongiorno, little bird!’


And so it was that day. The boy writhed in his blanket and, with half a yawn, called out, ‘Good morning everyone!’


But no one responded.


He tried again, rubbing his eyes with the palms of his hands.


‘Buongiorrrrrrno a tutti!’


Silence replied.


He sat up and looked around a room he’d never seen before. He remembered that he and Mamma and Clara had come to a new city after travelling for days. They’d arrived late last night, and he had sat with Clara until his mother had carried him and her heavy bags up flights of stairs. His eyes had already been shutting as she’d pulled a blanket from the bundle his sister carried, piled it onto the floor, and he’d gratefully climbed in.


It was morning now, but the room was grey.


And empty.


No Mamma. No Clara.


Twisting the red fabric band around his wrist, he called his mother in a dry rasp.


‘Mamma. Mamma. Maaaammmmaaa! Mamma?’


He listened for a moment but heard no response. He kneeled on the blanket but didn’t dare step out of its island of safety.


‘Clara. Clara. Clara. Clara. Claaaaarrrrraaaa!’ he called.


He waited. But there was no reply.


The silence made his tummy flip over in fear – they wouldn’t have left him alone, would they?


‘Where could they have gone?’ he asked himself, frightened, but finding courage in the sound of his own voice. Without waiting for a reply, he said, ‘Maybe they are out buying breakfast. I hope so. I am very hungry. Pippo’s hungry, Mamma!’


When he stopped to listen for a response, at first all he heard was the unsettling silence. But then other sounds began to appear to him – doors banging, children crying, women shouting. He listened for Mamma’s voice but it wasn’t there.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said aloud, twisting the band on his wrist. ‘Usually, when I wake up, Clara is in bed beside me. Mamma always appears, it seems a moment after I open my eyes, with a drink. Clara and I sit up and sip the hot milk. “With a splash of coffee for flavour,” Mamma says.’


The sound of his voice echoed in the empty room.


People always said that he talked too much. That he was never quiet, that he twittered like an opinionated little bird.


But Mamma said she liked nothing better than to wake to the sound of a happy sparrow telling her all about his day.


‘And on special days,’ he continued his monologue, ‘Mamma makes hot chocolate. “Start the day in the right way,” she always says. I have seen Mamma make it. She grates a piece of chocolate into the hot milk and stirs it. It is delicious!’ he told the empty room, his eyes alight at the memory.


‘And when you get to the bottom of the cup, there are little tiny lumps of chocolate, and me and my sister use our fingers to eat them. Mmmm!’


The thought of it made Pippo’s eyes tingle with tears. Annoyed, he shook his head to dispel his fear and climbed out of the blanket.


‘I will go out and find Mamma and Clara!’ he announced to no one.


He found his shoes and, sitting down, carefully buckled them on. Then, pulling the door open, he looked out into the stairwell. Although there was a door like theirs on every level, they were all shut and no one was about.


Slowly, holding on to the iron banister, he walked down the stairs, hoping that his mother would appear before he reached the bottom. But when the steps finished and he was still alone, he crossed to the large wooden door and pulled it open.


At first, the sunlight blinded him and he heard the people outside before he saw them. Then he peered around. Opposite the door was a horse and fruit cart, a man standing beside it handing oranges to a gentleman in a hat. The seller didn’t spot them, but Pippo watched two boys creep up to the cart and sneakily slip a couple of apples in their pockets before dashing away laughing.


Pippo’s dark eyes searched the busy street, but he couldn’t see his mother and sister anywhere. As he stood in the sunlight, he looked left and right, wondering whether he should go and search for them, or return to the room and wait.


To the right, past a lady selling flowers, the road became busier. To the left, past men and boys fixing shoes, the street became quieter.


‘This way or that way? This way or that way?’ Pippo asked himself quietly.


He was still thinking when he suddenly stopped and said to himself, ‘What would Mamma say?’


He tapped his chin with a finger. ‘Hmmm. She might tell me to return to the room and wait until she came back.’


Pippo glanced back and regarded the gloomy stairwell. Then he turned his face to the sunshine that was starting to warm him and shook his head. ‘No. She would ask, “What does your heart say, Chatty Bird?”’


He closed his eyes and took an exaggerated deep breath. After a moment of brief contemplation, his eyes flicked open again.


‘This way,’ he announced to the world, holding out his left hand, his wristband casting a flash of red, and marching down the steps onto the pavement. ‘Sì!’ He nodded as he turned left and started to walk along the street, glancing around the people bustling past him to check they knew he’d made the right decision.


Then, up ahead, weaving through the busy road with a loaf of bread tucked under one arm, he saw his mother. He didn’t ask himself why she was walking away from their new home, he just shouted.


‘MAMMA! MAMMA! I’m here, Mamma! Wait!’


He broke into a run but, as he skirted around a stack of cardboard beside one of the cobblers, a small dog excitedly bounded up to him, yapping.


‘Uh!’ cried the surprised boy, as he tripped and fell heavily to the cobbles. Sitting up, he looked at his scraped knees.


‘Ohiii!’ he cried, watching the small beads of blood rise above the skin and feeling the sting of pain.


The little black dog jumped happily beside him, still yapping.


‘Silly dog,’ Pippo scolded, but when the pup eagerly licked his face, he had to forgive him and pat the dog’s head. He couldn’t stay and play, though; he had to find his mother, and he quickly stood to look for her in the crowd.


But she was gone.


‘No!’ he cried, as a fear that he wouldn’t be able to find her bubbled up inside him. He ran to where he had seen her last. Ducking between passers-by, he looked for her cinnamon-coloured ankles and worn black shoes striding along the road.


The black dog followed him, skittering around his feet, thrilled to be on an adventure, but Pippo ignored him. He stopped and stood on his tiptoes to try and spot his mother’s tall outline, but he couldn’t see past the people in front of him.


Looking around, he saw a crate on the side of the road, a woman sitting beside it.


‘There!’ he gasped and quickly ran over to it, climbing onto its wooden edge to get a better view of the street.


‘Hey,’ said the woman, and when Pippo looked down, he saw a baby swaddled in a blanket snuggled in the box.


‘Scusi!’ said the little boy breathlessly, as he searched the crowds for a familiar head.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ the woman asked, annoyed, as she picked up the baby.


‘I’m looking for Mamma,’ Pippo replied. ‘I saw her. Just now. But the dog made me fall, and when I got up, she was gone.’


‘What dog?’ asked the woman.


Pippo took a moment to look down for the dog, but it too had vanished.


‘Everyone is disappearing,’ he said, more to himself than the lady who sat beside him, swaying her baby gently on her hip.


‘Everyone?’


‘Yes,’ said the boy, raising his hand to his eyes as he knew the sailors did when they were on the lookout for pirates. ‘Mamma. Clara. Even that dog. All gone.’


‘Clara?’


‘My sister.’


‘And your papa?’


‘He died,’ said Pippo, searching for his mother’s black scarfed head.


‘Ah,’ said the woman. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘I was just a baby. I have the same name as him. Filippo. But everyone calls me Pippo. And I am seven years old. And—’


‘And where is your home, Pippo?’


‘We don’t have one.’


‘No?’


‘We move around.’


‘Ah.’


‘But Mamma said we would make our home here. In this city. She said she would find work here. She sews – she makes things seem like new. Look,’ he pointed at an invisible patch on his jacket sleeve, ‘it’s like magic. She said the places we’ve been were fun to visit, but now Clara and I are old enough for school, we should settle down.


‘So, now we live there.’ Pippo pointed back the way he had run. ‘It’s not very nice. It smells. We only arrived last night so Mamma hasn’t had a chance to make it more like our home. She’s very good at that. But I woke up this morning and she was gone. Mamma and Clara. They were both gone. And I didn’t know where they were. So I went looking for them, and I saw Mamma. And I chased her. But then I fell over the dog that is not here any more, and I lost her.’


Pippo looked down at the woman and realized that tears were welling in his eyes.


‘I lost her,’ he repeated.


The woman looked at him tenderly. Placing the baby back into the blanketed box, she held out her hand and helped Pippo back onto the ground. Then she pulled him to her and held him tightly as he cried into her apron.


‘It’s all right,’ she hushed. ‘We’ll find your mamma.’


Pippo sat in the chair and took a bite of his breakfast. The fried egg sat on top of tomato sauce that was smeared over a crunchy baton of bread. When the bright yellow yolk predictably burst and ran down his chin, he used a finger to push it back up and into his mouth.


‘Does it taste good?’ asked the woman, rocking the baby as it suckled noisily on her breast.


‘Hmmm,’ nodded Pippo, chewing the bread hungrily.


‘When you’ve finished eating, we’ll go back to your home. Maybe by then, your mamma will have returned.’


‘And Clara,’ added the boy through his full mouth. ‘She’s bigger than me. She has had more birthdays.’


‘And Clara,’ agreed the woman. ‘Tell me, Pippo, where did you live before yesterday?’


‘We lived in a wood.’


‘Ah. You lived in the country.’


‘Yes. I’ve never been to a city before. It’s very fast and noisy. Everybody is rushing here and there. Rush, rush, rush. That’s all they do. Why are they in such a hurry?’


‘Well, everyone is busy. They have to go to work, to make the money to pay their rent. No rent, no home.’


‘No rent, no home,’ repeated Pippo, not really understanding.


‘Gino’s papa is out at work now,’ said the woman, nodding down at the breakfasting baby. ‘He works on a building site. He leaves early and works all day. He only comes home in time for his meal.’


‘What is he building?’ asked Pippo, taking another bite of egg and tomato-soaked bread.


‘New offices for people to work in.’


‘Offices?’


‘Yes. For the bureaucrats, no doubt.’


‘Bureaucrats?’


‘The people who do what Il Duce tells them to do.’


Pippo wiped his mouth with the base of his palm.


‘Doesn’t everyone do what Il Duce tells them to do?’ He didn’t really know who Il Duce was, but he’d heard enough from people who spoke to his mother to know that he was a bossy man.


‘Not quite everyone.’ The woman plucked her nipple out of the baby’s mouth and pulled her shirt up. Indignant, little Gino burst into tears and squirmed in his mother’s arms until she nudged her knuckle into his pink gums.


‘Finished?’ she asked the boy. ‘Then let’s go and see if your mother is at home.’


‘Sì, Signora,’ said Pippo, quickly slurping some water from the cup he’d been given.


‘Donna,’ said the woman. ‘Everyone is equal in this world, Pippo. You may call me Donna.’


‘Donna. Donna. Donnnna.’ The boy practised the word, following the woman as she left the small kitchen, pulling a blue scarf over her and the baby.


Scampering to keep up, Pippo threw questions at the woman as they walked down the road.


‘Why do the eggs taste different here? How do they make the buildings so tall? Who were those men in the black shirts? Where do the cows and pigs live?’


The woman looked down at him.


‘How does your mother answer all these questions?’


‘She only answers the last one,’ replied Pippo with a smile.


‘Fine. The cows and pigs live outside the city on farms. Now, where is the building you came from earlier?’


‘Ummm,’ said the little boy, as he looked up at the tall blocks on either side of the road.


‘Which way did you turn out of the door?’


Pippo stopped and closed his eyes. He remembered looking out of the building entrance and turning his head one way, then another.


‘This way,’ he said confidently, holding out his left hand.


‘So the building was on this side of the road,’ said the woman. ‘And do you remember what the people outside the door were selling?’


‘Flowers!’ cried Pippo, thinking of the large baskets of colourful bunches.


‘Like this?’ asked the woman, pointing to the yellow, white and purple blooms of a flower seller.


‘Yes,’ nodded the boy, running towards them, then looking up at the tall doorway behind. ‘This is it!’ he cried excitedly, running up the front steps.


‘Wait for me,’ called the woman, hitching Gino up on her hip as she stepped into the cool hallway.


‘Up here,’ called Pippo, as he took the stairs two at a time. ‘Mamma will be here now, I am certain. And Clara too. They must have thought I would sleep for longer. But now they will be back. You can meet them. You will like my mamma. Everyone loves my mamma . . .’


The little boy stopped in front of a door.


‘Is it this one?’ asked the woman, huffing up the steps towards him.


‘I think so.’


‘You’re not sure?’


‘It might be up more stairs.’


‘Up there?’ The woman pointed to the floor above.


‘No,’ said the boy confidently, pulling down on the door handle. ‘It’s this one.’


The door was locked.


‘Knock,’ instructed the woman, and Pippo banged on the metal door.


There was a shuffling noise on the other side, before the sound of a lock turning and a stiff handle being pulled down.


As the door opened, the small boy gasped at the sight of a fat man, wearing a vest and trousers held up by braces. A cigarette hung from his lips and he peered grumpily through the smoke that floated into his face.


‘What do you want?’ he gnarled.


‘Wrong floor,’ said the woman, grabbing Pippo’s hand and pulling him up the stairs. ‘Scusi,’ she called as the man slammed the door shut.


‘That was not Mamma,’ said the boy.


‘Let’s try upstairs.’


‘Yes. I’m sure now,’ said Pippo, as he saw the half-open door which looked exactly the same as the one below. ‘This is it. Mamma will be here. Mamma! Clara! I am here!’


As he pushed the door ajar, the woman stood and watched him. He stepped into the middle of the empty room and looked into every corner of the damp apartment. When he had turned a full circle, he stopped. The woman frowned.


Crouching down, she put the baby on the floor, propping him up against the door. Then she looked at the small boy and opened her arms.


Pippo let out a sob and ran to her.
 






   

CLARA


1938


Filomena’s Right Eye


The smell in the kitchen makes my stomach growl hungrily. Garlic, onions and tomatoes hit my senses first, but as I look around the room, I see a large wooden block on the table, covered with freshly minced meat. It is more meat than Mamma would have cooked in a month.


When we enter, a heavy-set woman wearing a white apron and a white scarf over her hair turns to us. She looks me up and down, as if I am a chicken in the market whose owner is asking for hundreds of lire more than I am worth.


‘Filomena,’ says the woman in green, who stands beside me, ‘this is Clara.’


Filomena nods her head to me.


‘Clara will be staying with us for a few days while we try to find her mother.’


‘And my brother,’ I whisper, though Filomena ignores me.


‘And her brother,’ nods the lady. ‘If it’s not inconvenient, would you please give her something to eat.’


This is not a question, and Filomena and I both know that I will soon be eating whether it is convenient or not.


‘Of course, Signora Salvadori,’ she says, and her voice, like her manner, is austere.


‘Clara.’


My head snaps up to face the woman whose name I have just discovered.


‘I’m going to visit my sister. She has a daughter who is a little older than you. With luck, she’ll have some clothes that are suitable for you to wear.’


I look down at what I am wearing: a once-white shirt, its elbows and collar now as fine as lace, and a long black skirt with a faded red border that my mother made from a dress she had been given.


‘We’ll wash your clothes,’ says the Signora to me. There is a soft edge to her voice, and I feel gratitude.


Filomena clears her throat.


‘I’ll be back soon.’ Signora Salvadori gives me a smile, her ruby red lipstick making her teeth dazzle.


I watch her leave, then turn back to Filomena, who stands looking at me, arms crossed across her large bosom.


I wait. And wait. Until eventually, Filomena sniffs loudly and points at a chair beside the large oak table in the centre of the room.


Sitting without a word, I observe her crossing the kitchen to the stove and, using a cloth, lifting the lid off a large iron pot. She stirs its contents briefly, before reaching above her head for a dish and spooning what looks like stew into it. She picks up a spoon and walks towards me, her severe face softened by the steam rising from the bowl.


She puts it in front of me and I peer in, spotting beans, cabbage, carrots and onion. The smell that rises from it reminds me that I haven’t eaten for a day, and I hungrily pick up the spoon.


But Filomena raises her hand and I stop, my spoon hovering above the dish. I watch as she picks up a bottle from the middle of the table and, quickly placing a wide thumb over its end, tips it, drizzling a golden-green liquid into my stew.


I look at her, unsure if I am permitted to eat yet.


‘Are you from around here?’ she asks.


I shake my head.


‘Then this,’ she replies, nodding to the bottle placed back on the table, ‘is the best olive oil you will ever taste.’


I nod, convinced she is right.


‘Mangia!’ She points her chin at my food.


I obey, and although the liquid burns my tongue, the taste is incredible. I realize that this is, in fact, the same stew that I have eaten all my life. But where my mother’s soup was thick with bread, scattered with whatever ingredients she had to spare, the bread in this dish is merely a soft cushion for a wealth of beans and vegetables. With each mouthful I taste more – tomato and garlic in this, celery and carrot the next, the subtle warmth of chilli in the next.


And yes, the oil is different from any I have tasted before. I let it lie for a moment in my mouth, and feel its fresh, sage-like flavour. But when I swallow, it is gone, leaving no hint that an oil has ever been in my mouth.


I look at Filomena.


She stares into my eyes and, seeing that I have become a devotee of her cooking – and her oil – softens a little.


‘It is the best,’ she says firmly, before turning to the meat-covered block.


As I noisily slurp the stew, my eyes follow her, and she notices.


‘Hare,’ she says. ‘The Signore’s favourite.’


I watch as she lifts a heavy pan onto the top of the oven, slides the meat into it and listen as its contents begin to sizzle. She stirs it with a large wooden spoon, and I see the concentration on her face.


Older than my mamma, wisps of black and grey hair escape her headscarf and float around her face. Her skin is the colour of a milky coffee, and I notice lines around her eyes and mouth that suggest she laughs more than she would like others to know.


She glances to me, catching me watching her, and my eyes quickly dart back to my bowl.


‘Where are you from?’ she asks, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand.


I shrug, unsure how to answer.


‘You travel a lot?’


I nod.


‘Hmmph,’ she snorts.


I scrape the dish with my spoon, trying to collect all the splashes of soup left to eke out the best meal I can remember.


When I look up, Filomena is standing over me, making me feel very small.


‘I am watching you, girl,’ she says sternly, pointing to her right eye.


‘This family,’ she continues, ‘I care for them. The Signore may have some stupid ideas, but he and the Signora are good people. He’s not even a true Fascist.’ She shakes her head at me. ‘He just joined the party to get a meal ticket – a job with the government.’


I hold my breath, unsure if I should respond, but she carries on.


‘I have seen them battle through difficult times, and I vowed that I would do all that I could to protect them from more trouble.’


The large woman takes a deep breath, making her white-clothed body appear even bigger.


‘I don’t know why you’re here, but if you have any ideas of taking advantage of them, think again.’


I shake my head the tiniest amount.


‘Perhaps,’ she says, looming over me even more, ‘you should think about returning to where you came from, now – while the Signora is out. I could tell her that you disappeared while I wasn’t looking. What do you think about that?’


I nod.


Then, slinking off my seat, I step away from her. As I do, I notice the thick steam coming out of the pan on the oven.


Filomena follows my eyes and shouts, ‘Al diavolo!’ as she dashes to rescue the ragù.


I take the opportunity to sneak out of the kitchen and along the hall to the front door. My fingers are wrapping around the handle when a shape appears outside the frosted glass and the door swings open.


Stepping backwards quickly, I see the Signora before she sees me, but I am unable to hide from her.


‘Clara!’ she says, surprised.


I stand still, unsure what to do. There’s a commotion behind us, and the Signora and I both turn to see Filomena lurch through the kitchen door, wooden spoon in hand.


‘Signora,’ she says, quickly composing herself.


The lady in the green suit looks at Filomena, then at me.


‘What is going on?’ she asks.


She waits for an answer, but neither of us speaks.


‘Filomena, I believe lunch will need attending to,’ she says, waving her away.


‘Come,’ she says to me, steering me with her hand on my shoulder towards the stairs. ‘I have some clothes for you. But you’ll need a bath first.’


As I let her lead me up the stairs, I glance at Filomena. She looks at me, and points to her right eye again. I press the red band on my wrist tightly between my thumb and forefinger.


Lifting the back of my hand to my nose, I sniff quietly. Yes, it’s still there. Hours after my bath, where steaming hot water flowed out of the taps and a million bubbles gently soaked the dirt off my body, my skin still carries the scent of roses.


I sat, watching the pulsing water push bubbles against my raised knees, while Signora Salvadori, the sleeves of her blouse rolled up, massaged creamy soap into my hair.


‘This evening, we’ll talk to the Signore about your mother,’ she said. ‘Yes,’ she went on, more to herself than to me, ‘he will know what to do.’


I didn’t reply. My search for Mamma, the feeling that I had lost Pippo, my fear of Filomena, were all too much to contemplate, and so instead I concentrated on the scented suds.


‘That man was no help at all – just taking your mother’s money like that and asking no questions. He was only interested in whether the room was empty so he could let it again. Heartless,’ she said, trying to untangle the knots in my hair.


I nodded a little, not wanting to think about the moment we had left the room. We’d waited a while. But then the woman had suggested we find the landlord and ask if he knew where my mother had gone, about the work she’d left in search of. We found him and he was not a nice man.


He told us where the woman Mamma had gone to meet lived, but when we got there the house was empty, and I remembered Mamma saying the woman was going away.


Perhaps if we’d stayed in that room just a little longer, Mamma and Pippo might have returned, I thought. Perhaps.


Sitting in the bath, I felt anxiety rise from the pit of my stomach and my head swirl with questions. Why did Pippo disappear? He had been asleep. Why hadn’t he stayed and waited for me for return?


And where could our mother have gone? Of course she had gone out late at night, but people don’t just disappear. I thought of my father, fearing for a moment that something similar had happened to my mother.


People would know she was different. One look at her clothes, her tinkling jewellery, even her golden eyes would tell them that. But she was convinced that people in the city would be more tolerant, more accepting of those who were different. And from what I had seen and experienced so far, this was true. Look at the Signora – taking me into her home, feeding me, bathing me, giving me clean clothes to wear. 


So where was Mamma?


Confused, my mind swam. Maybe my mother had simply taken the wrong turning and become lost. Maybe she had been in an accident and was in a hospital somewhere.


And what of Pippo? Perhaps our mother had come back and found him by himself, then taken him to go and look for me? Surely she would have returned to the room and waited? Or, even worse, had my brother woken alone and gone to look for Mamma and me? Was he still on his own – wandering the streets of the city? My stomach lurched at the thought.


I held the wet wristband tight between my fingers and closed my eyes. Feeling a hand rest gently on my bare shoulder, I heard the Signora’s voice.


‘The Signore works for the governo – he’ll know which officials to speak to about missing people. Perhaps your mother and brother are together. Or perhaps your brother was found by someone else. He may have been taken to an orphanage.’


At that, I turned my head to the Signora.


‘Orphanage?’


‘Sì. While they look for his family.’


I couldn’t sit soaking in the warm water a moment longer. I didn’t know what to do but I had to do something.


I made a move to climb out of the bath, but the Signora, seeing my distress, laid her hand on my wet arm.


‘Sit down,’ she said, quietly but firmly. ‘There is no point running around the streets looking for him yourself. The best thing to do is get others to do the job for you. My husband will do everything to find him.’
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