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Then out spake brave Horatius

The Captain of the Gate:

‘To every man upon this earth

Death cometh soon or late.

And how can a man die better

Than facing fearful odds,

 the ashes of his fathers,

And the temples of his Gods.’

Thomas Macaulay, Lays of Ancient Rome: Horatius




‘Oh Rome! my country! city of the soul!’

George Gordon Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage




PROLOGUE

She knew, of course, that if you spoke with the communion wafer in your mouth, you would die. Maria had told her. ‘If you touch it with your teeth, you die. If you think a wicked thought with it in your mouth, you die. If you speak before you swallow it, you die.’

‘What if the church is on fire and I have to call for help?’

‘It’s better to die in the fire than commit a mortal sin.’

Now, sitting on her mother’s bed, having her hair brushed (it had to be smooth so the wreath would sit on top), she thought about the myriad dangers in front of her. What if she chewed it by mistake? What was the difference between chewing and swallowing anyway? What if the wafer got stuck to the roof of her mouth? She had swallowed it once before, during practice; she remembered the dry, papery taste. But that wasn’t a consecrated Host, just a piece of bread. Was there a difference anyhow? What if God knew her secret thoughts about Sister Immaculata and wishing Anna lived somewhere else and struck her dead all the same? Would you go straight to heaven if you died with a communion wafer in your mouth?

Her mother lifted the wreath of white silk flowers and placed it carefully on her head. One of the wire stems stuck into her. ‘Ow,’ she said, but quietly.

‘Keep still,’ said her mother indistinctly, her mouth full of hairpins.

She kept still, smoothing out the skirt of her first-communion dress with careful fingers. It was beautiful, she thought. You couldn’t tell that it had been Anna’s and Maria’s before her. Briefly, she wondered what it was like to be Anna, to have things when they were new, before anyone else had worn them. Mummy said things were more special if someone else had worn them first, like an heirloom, she said. ‘Heirloom,’ she said to herself. It was like a word from a fairy-tale.

Her father appeared in the doorway. ‘I’m sorry, Your Highness,’ he said politely. ‘I was looking for Gabriella de Angelis. I didn’t know this was a princess’s boudoir.’

‘Oh, Daddy.’ A giggle seemed called for, so she giggled.

Daddy sat beside her. The bed dipped right down and Mummy tutted through her pins. He put his arm round her, crushing the puffed sleeve of the dress. ‘You look beautiful, bambina.’

‘Mind the dress, Daddy.’

‘I’ve got a present for you, bella,’ He put something into her hand. It made a sort of clinky slither and she hoped it was a necklace.

‘It’s my mother’s rosary. Made of ivory. Apparently it was blessed by the Holy Father himself.’ He gave the funny little nod that he always did when he mentioned the Pope. The Pope lived a long way away in a town called Rome, where Daddy was born.

‘Thank you, Daddy.’

It was lovely, even if it wasn’t a necklace. A plain gold cross, satisfyingly heavy, hung at the end of the ivory beads. It crossed her mind to wonder why Anna or Maria hadn’t been given the rosary first, like the dress or her school jumper or the bicycle that was too small for her now. Maybe there had been three rosaries from Nonna, one for each of them.

Her mother had finished at last and, with a little push, set her on her feet. She gazed at her reflection in Mummy and Daddy’s long mirror. It was odd: having seen first Anna and then Maria in this dress, she had thought she would look more like them. But she looked like herself. Anna’s hair had been longer and her fringe gave her a severe crusader’s look, despite the wreath of flowers. Maria’s hair was lovely and curly but the dress had been slightly too short for her and you could see her school shoes underneath. Gaby, with her dark, wavy hair and round cheeks, looked like a doll. On her, the dress came right down to the floor, like one of those dolls that hid the loo roll. She smiled.

Outside, Daddy took pictures of her on her own by the bird-table and one of her standing between her sisters. Anna and Maria were in ordinary clothes, of course, but as it was such a special day they wore their best outfits. Anna was in a long gypsy skirt and a white blouse, Maria wore a black dress with lots of buttons. Daddy hadn’t wanted her to wear black but Maria had said it was either that or her jeans so he gave in.

‘Smile, girls! It’s not a funeral, you know.’

At the church, the first-communion children stood, as Sister Immaculata had told them, in alphabetical order. Gaby was behind Michelle Daly and in front of Michael Edwards. Sister Immaculata had also given them little pointers to look for in the church so that they knew if they were standing in the right place. Gaby’s was the picture of Salome holding St John the Baptist’s severed head on a plate. She looked round and shuffled forward half an inch so that she was in line with Salome’s foot in its jewelled sandal.

‘Gabriella de Angelis.’

She stepped forward. Father O’Hagan seemed twice as tall as normal. She knew one of the altar-boys standing beside him. He fancied Maria and passed her notes on the bus.

‘Body of Christ.’

‘Amen.’

The dry disc on her tongue. She closed her mouth and swallowed as hard as possible. It stuck in her throat, just beyond her larynx. She gulped frantically as she paced slowly back to her place. (‘Walk reverently,’ Sister Immaculata had said. ‘Don’t stroll or skip. Walk as if you are holding something very precious in your hands.’) She reached her pew, still gulping. What if it never went down?

‘Sweet sacrament divine,’ sang the choir. ‘Dear home of every heart.’

Oh, God, prayed Gaby, please let me swallow it. ‘Pray silently,’ Sister Immaculata had said. Well, she was praying now, all right, harder than she ever had before in her life. Suddenly her mouth filled with saliva and she swallowed. The wafer went down. Gaby lowered her head in relief. ‘Gabriella de Angelis,’ Sister Immaculata said the next day, ‘was the only one of you who looked as if she was really praying.’

*
Later, when Daddy got the photos developed, there was Gaby by the bird-table, looking like the loo-roll lady, with Nonna’s rosary in her hands. And there she was between her sisters, in her bright white dress, with Maria’s fingers forming two little horns behind her head.
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