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 “Ciao, I’m Lisa. You’re another Brit looking for a new life, aren’t you?”

     “I am, yes.”

     “And you’re living in Sinalunga down a creepy ally.” She gave a shudder. “I don’t think I could handle that.”

     “I’m just about handling it? Who told you?”

     “Word gets about here, we all know everyone’s business. You’ll get used to it in time. How’s it going, the new life?”

     “Fine, so far.”

     “Good luck.”

      I needed it. I was trying to run a b&b from my one bedroom flat while I slept in the sitting room. I had only been in Italy for two weeks, hardly spoke a word of Italian and had been invited to this concert where I knew almost no one except Vittorio and his German wife Silka, whom I had met some years ago in Siena when I was married – and one other, special person, whom I’d met twelve days ago and was the main reason for going.

     “Are there many of us English around?”

     “Well, there’s me, and a few others, you’ll get to meet them before long.”

     Lisa’s mauve eyelids matched her long silk dress and her silver hoop earrings were large enough to swing a budgerigar. She gave a little snort of laughter. “Vittorio’s singing Nessun Dorma, tonight.” I couldn’t quite see what was funny, but perhaps it would become clear later on. She began furtively rolling a cigarette. “I’ve got to have a quick ciggy before the concert begins. You go on up. I can’t smoke up there.”

     Feeling slightly dazed, I climbed the marble staircase and entered a spacious drawing. A dusty chandelier hung from a high frescoed ceiling, antique mirrors in heavy gilt frames on the walls and various portraits of a hatchet-faced woman in evening dress.

      Helping myself to one of the glasses of white wine laid out on a table near the door, I wandered across the room to a stone fireplace resembling a sepulchre. People were standing about with their drinks talking and half-listening to the pianist, an elderly man with a drooping moustache playing a Chopin prelude at the grand piano. He seemed a little drunk; Chopin slurred, the notes running into one another. A sudden draught stirred the lace curtains at the open window behind him sending a row of greeting cards on the sideboard fluttering like birds to the floor.

      “You are arriving at last.” Rocco Miullo, il padrone, in a crumpled linen suit that seemed a size too small, pressed my hand to his moist lips. “It is a week since I am meeting with you in the house of Vittorio.  Now I will play for you with much emotions.”

      “Thank you,” I said, withdrawing my hand.

      That party at Vittorio’s, the third day of arriving in Italy, Rocco had loomed like a monolith determined to dance, twirling and tripping me over his feet. ‘I am sorry, please excuse me.’ ‘No, that’s quite all right,’ Encouraged, he had placed his meaty hand on the small of my back and off we’d jigged again, almost crashing into a couple who managed to dodge out of our way. With eyes, noses and teeth flashing past, it had been like riding on a merry-go-round spinning dangerously out of control.

      “You know Gambero Rosso?” he was now asking.

      “Er – the composer?”

      “No. Is name of the restaurant. They bring the fish for tonight.”

      “Oh,” I said, turning away to hide my embarrassment. 

      Vittorio entered the room at that moment followed by Ronaldo and Sherif, the bodyguard, as Ronaldo had described him. Why Vittorio needed a bodyguard, I had not yet discovered. But perhaps I had misunderstood.

     “Tonight we will have the storm,” Rocco was saying. “How you say il tuono in English?”

    “Tuna?”

    “No, that is the fish. This go bang in the sky.” Rocco clapped his hands making me jump. 

     “Ah, thunder,” I said, catching Ronaldo’s eye as the three men approached. Vittorio, a white leather coat draped over his dark jacket, greeting people en route, swaggered across to Rocco and clasped his hands.  Ronaldo touched my hand with his fingers, sending a wave of pleasure through me. He had met me at Sinalunga station seven months previously when I had come out to change the locks on my flat to prevent my ex from moving in. He had driven me in his van to Vittorio’s house where he was re-designing the garden. A dusty grey man he had been then, his clothes and hair covered in a powdery film of cement dust. He had put his foot down when we’d reached the main road and the van had zipped along. It had been exhilarating, if somewhat alarming, for he had kept looking at me instead of the road. 

     “How you stay?” he now asked.

     “I stay well,” I said. His spicy cologne combined with the faint sweat of his skin, was having the most remarkable effect on me. I couldn’t remember ever having smelt anything so arousing. “And you?” I said, inching closer.

     “I stay always good. I ‘ave waited for to see you.”

     “You have?”

     “I look at no woman since I meet you in Sinalunga. I see only you.”

     “And I see only you.”

     “You are sure?”

     “Yes, I am.”

    “You are free now from your ‘usband?”

    “As a bird.”

    “A bird no always can fly.”

    “This one can. It’s found its wings.”

    He looked into my eyes. I could feel heat rising at my throat; the room and everything in it could have collapsed,  I would still be looking at him. 

     “It is ‘ot ‘ere.” He loosened his tie. “I go.”

     “Where?”

     “For to smoke.”

     “Will you come back?”

     “Of course.”

     I watched him walk to the door. I was behaving like a love-struck teenager, I knew. But I didn’t care.

     Silka was seated in the front row of chairs with her young daughter, a priest and the Grim Reaper himself, a man with a pallid face, cropped hair sticking up in tufts and dressed from head to toe in black.  People were filling up the second row; soon there would be no chairs available. I sat in the third row and placing my hand on the adjacent chair, turned anxiously to the door. Should I go and look for him? Then he rounded the door accompanied by a role of thunder. Vittorio made a joke about the drummer arriving and everyone laughed.

    The noise level was rising as Ronaldo took his seat. To my irritation, so did the bodyguard, on my other side. Why couldn’t he sit in the front row where there was still a vacant chair and where he could make sure no one bumped Vittorio off, which by the way Silka was glaring at him, she may do herself before he had managed to sing one note of Nessun Dorma.

      “Signori e Signore.”
      The chattering died down as Vittorio took the microphone and introduced Carlo the pianist and Rocco the flautist. The moustached pianist bowed low, Rocco inclined his head, huge legs apart, flute in hand, frowning at the music sheet on the stand before him. Vittorio cleared his throat and then began a lively discussion with the pianist.

     “What’s going on?” I mumbled to Ronaldo, although, as far as I was concerned, the only thing going on which mattered was that I was sitting close to him feeling his knee pressed against mine, which was enough in itself with or without a concert.

     “Vittorio want to sing, but Carlo say Rocco must to begin.”

     Everyone began talking to each other at the same time, which I later was to learn they do all the time in Italy, and a woman further along the third row in a black sombrero stood up. “Alora!” she shouted. “Alora!” Then the thunder clapped and the rain started. An old woman lurched forward on sparrow legs to close the windows as the pianist stumbled through the opening bars of something familiar. People were still chattering when Vittorio boomed silensio through the microphone. Silka stood up, flapped her hands and said shhhh.

      Only when Rocco began to play a passage from the Magic Flute did the room become still, everyone listening with delight to the trilling sounds soaring like a flock of birds up and around the frescoed ceiling. Sente, said someone, che meravigliosa, said another. And I listened too, in awe, amazed by Rocco’s sudden authority, his fat fingers moving like agile sausages along the delicate instrument.

      Ronaldo was staring ahead, hair curling onto his jacket collar, nose slightly crooked, a frown line etched between his eyebrows. He must have known I was looking at him for he pressed his hand on my knee. I held my breath. It was unnerving. Then I let out my breath slowly. Whatever was happening to me? Was it being in Italy, the warmth, the magical light and colour? Could the same thing happen in England? Somehow, I doubted it. All I did know that when I was with him I no longer felt myself. I was someone, it seemed, with no will of her own, someone who might say yes to anything he asked. Better not to speak, to break the spell of whatever extraordinary thing it was that was happening between us.

     The music stopped. Then came thunderous applause and shouts of bravo and bis, bis, to which the pianist gave another low bow and Rocco wiped his face with a voluminous handkerchief. Music sheets were shuffled about and another heated discussion took place between the pianist and Vittorio, which resulted in Vittorio announcing that due to the interruption of the storm he would sing Nessun Dorma after dinner. This set off a chorus of more bravos and everyone scrambled to their feet.

      An even larger dusty chandelier hung from the frescoed dining room ceiling, vine leaves twining around a sculptured-stuccoed framework. A long banquet table draped in white cloths and laden with plates and glasses, candelabra and jugs of wine, led down the centre of the room. Vittorio seated himself at the head of the table with the priest on his right.

      People were shuffling chairs about, shouting, laughing, and deciding whom they wished to sit next to. A man with a bald head brown as a walnut pulled out a chair for me. I thanked him and sat tentatively, looking round for Ronaldo who was nowhere to be seen. I had a horrible feeling he had left. If so, the evening would be over for me. “My name is Heinrich Fonfara,” said the Grim Reaper. “I am depressed here.” 
     “Where?” I asked, momentarily relieved to have someone who spoke English next to me. “At this concert or Tuscany?”

     “It makes no difference where.” He looked scathingly along the table at Vittorio holding court with a glamorous blonde on his left vigorously fanning herself with a newspaper. “He wants always to make the show with the women. He want to pretend to be the big gangster. But he is only a retired teacher who is always in debt. I will not lend him more money. I feel sorry for the wife.”

      Silka, down the end of the table, seemingly unconcerned with Vittorio’s behaviour, was laughing in response to something a man with obviously died black hair was saying to her. 

     “How are you?” Rocco was seating himself opposite me, a gold crucifix glinting through the forest of hair bushing up under his open-necked shirt.

     “Fine, thank you,” I said. “I enjoyed your playing.”

     He smiled, showing a row of stained teeth. “I am thinking to visit in your house in Sinalunga.”

    “Oh, I don’t live in a house,” I said quickly, “It’s a tiny apartment down an alley. Very dark and difficult to find.”

    “I will try to find. I am wanting to discuss with you many things…excuse me…my English is no good.”

    “I wish I could speak Italian as well as you speak English.”

    He nodded, seemingly pleased with the compliment. “I think meeting you will be…how you say, pleas-rubale? He gazed at me with eyes like two currants pressed into dough. 

    “Yes, I’m sure,” I said, suppressing a terrible desire to giggle. I reached for the wine. But Rocco’s hand gripped the bottle first, spilling it over my glass in his haste to fill it. “Mi dispiace! “ Two women appeared with dishes heaped with pasta as I got to my feet. “I need the bathroom,” I said, to no one in particular, and headed to where Ronaldo was standing at the door.

     The priest was observing us through heavy-lidded eyes, I noticed, when I looked back. This straniera is trouble; I imagined him thinking. And when, as the nuocci con sugo was being served, and the lights went out after another thunderclap and the candles lit, I am sure he noted with a sardonic smile, that Ronaldo and I were no longer in the room.

The End

( 2008  Laura Graham

PAGE  
1

