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By Nadina LaSpina

When | was a child in Sicily, my mother carried méa&r arms everywhere. She carried
me from one room to another in our old house, outécstim-drenched courtyard to look
at the geraniums in the pots, even all the way up dgps $b the roof terrace from where
you could see the sea. And she carried me into the Rjteltech always smelled of
tomato sauce, and to the bathroom whenever | had tbldmve to pee, mamma." "O
please, not again, my back is killing me, can't you héld i

After | turned five, my mother carried me every dayasrthe street to the convent of the
Addolorata where | went to school. At the door of the convehg would hand me over
to the nuns who would carry me to the classroom.

The convent took its name from a statue in its chutehstatue of Manjddolorata -- in
Italian the word means “grieving” “sorrowful.” It wasSacilian version of
Michelangelo’'sPieta. Mary, the mother, dressed in black and purple silkpgooarved
deeply into her painted face, held on her lap the deadtClad-stained slender limbs
draped in lifeless abandonment.

Every Sunday my mother carried me into the church afdrd Mass started, she would
kneel with me in her arms in front of tAeldolorata and light a candle. My arm tightly
wrapped around my mother's neck, | was painfully awarbeofjazes of the whole
congregation.

Sometimes | thought my mother and #Adelolorata were one and the same.

People seemed to have the same anguished look on tasindaen they looked at my
mother carrying me that they had when looking atAttigol orata holding her dead son.

“Oh, che bella bambina! What a pretty little girl'Che peccato! What a sin, what a
shame!” the town women would say, looking up from theittiklg and sewing, when my
mother, with me in her arms, would go sit with therthia afternoon sun. The sorrow in
their voices made me wish | were ugly. | didn’t wantlmeing pretty to make people
sad.

"Checroce! What a cross you have to bear," the women would myrshaking their
heads. Their sympathy usually made my mother's eyesthilltears. But she never
complained to them about me. She didn't tell them hawvyhewas getting, or how her
back was hurting.

My mother always accepted her suffering like a good &iciWwoman resigned to her
destiny. After all, in Sicily, all women suffered. Thieelieved that a woman’s destiny
was to suffer. | sat on my mother’s lap listeninght® women talking about their
sufferings: the curse of menstruation, the toil of paegy and childbirth, the ravages to
the body caused by pregnancy after pregnancy, the exhmastiaising children, the



rigors of poverty... and some of them suffered theib&ngs - their brutishness, maybe
their beatings. My mother, carrying in addition thessrof a crippled child, was the
epitome of suffering womanhood. She was the liiddolorata.

The nuns at the convent did their best to teach mentrace my own destiny. "Offer
your suffering to the lord," Sister Angelica would sayrte. One day, | rebelled: "But |
want to be happy!" | blurted out. She started stroking miekasing me. "Oh, my poor
darling, how could you be happy? You can never be happy'fi't loow where the
anger came from. "I came happy!" | yelled and | struggled to free myself fromnbn's
ominous embrace.

When | told my mother what the nun had said, at fiestdyes looked sad and | thought
she was going to cry. But then she started laughing.d@fe you can be happy!" she
said to me. "That nun is just a sourpuss, believegag!" "Joy" in Italian is used as a
term of endearment, and that's what my mother caleedTifmen she started tickling me to
make me laugh.

When we were alone, my mother laughed a lot. She laughed the neighbor's cat
brought her kittens to our house and | wanted to keep theané when the sparrows
built a nest under the archway of our back door. She laughen | spilled the inkbottle
on my grandmother's good tablecloth and was so afraidl gaemad at me.

Sometimes, even while she complained about my beingy laea about her aching back,
my mother laughed. She laughed while we struggled up the stéps toof terrace, and
when we made it all the way up she would make believevakedropping me and lay me
down on the cement floor and, breathless, lay dowmddéase while we both laughed
wildly. Every day she would exercise my legs as the dactGatania had taught her to
do, and she would tickle my feet and make me laugh so hewdltl choke.

She didn't seem at all like tiAeldolorata then.

When we were alone, my mother seemed happy. She atalsd megioia. | couldn't
understand how | could be both her "cross" and her "joy.”
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