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Foreword 7

Beginning with the literary case of Elena Ferrante, 
over the last few years Italian literature has experienced a 
great success in the English-speaking world. The amount 
of translations has more than doubled, and authors who 
were known only by literary experts in Italy have started 
to appear in English bookshops (the case of Malacqua by 
Nicola Pugliese is particularly symbolic). 

 
It seems to us that this tendency is in line with a 

greater openness of the British publishing market towards 
European and international authors, and also thanks to 
positive responses from literary critics and successful sales. 
The Italian Cultural Institute in London has attempted to 
accompany this process, collaborating with numerous pub-
lishers and cultural institutions, and dedicating special at-
tention to its literary programmes. We have organised 
events with authors such as Edoardo Albinati, Paolo Gior-
dano, Simonetta Agnello Hornby, Domenico Starnone, 
Emanuele Trevi and Sandro Veronesi, as well as hosting 
British and American authors who spoke about their rela-
tions with their Italian ‘colleagues’, including Hanif Kure-
ishi, Jhumpa Lahiri, Ben Okri and Ali Smith.  

 
However, many important authors are still waiting to 

be ‘discovered’ by English readers. In this volume you will 
find a selection of extracts from novels and short stories by 
Italian authors who have yet to be translated into English, 
ranging from established writers such as Walter Siti to 
newer voices such as Giorgio Falco and Letizia Muratori, 
the intensity of Giuseppe Ferrandino’s noir style, the irony 
and vitality of Cesarina Vighy, and much more. 

 
Let us consider this book as a collection of reading 

suggestions, an instrument to introduce you to some con-
temporary Italian authors whom, we believe, are worth 
discovering. 
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Giorgio Falco, The H Twin 
 
Translated by Shaun Whiteside 
Pp. 94 - 109

‘It happens in dictatorships and in democracies. Everyday life 

prevails as a dull form of suppression, of defense, and suggests 

how we should live.’ 

Twin sisters Hinner, Hilde and Helga are born in Bockburg, an 

imaginary Bavarian town, in 1933. Their father Hans runs the local 

newspaper. Pushed by ambition, he lives the years of the Third 

Reich to the full. The period is recounted from the perspective of 

goods: house debts, running after expensive cars, appropriating 

the small house of a Jewish neighbour, real estate speculations in 

Germany and successively in Italy. The setting of the novel then 

moves to Merano, in the huge Milanese post-war warehouses, to 

then reach the Adriatic Riviera and its beach seasons. Hans buys 

a hotel there, inaugurating the season of mass tourism.  

With its tight mixture of private and historical events, The H Twin 

is dominated by the persistence of its gaze, that registers the 

daily ‘going with the flow of events that are dressed up as 

money’ of a family obsessed with wares, that has compromised 

itself with evil, bent as it is on forgetting in order to adapt and 

survive. The choral aspect of the novel’s structure reminds one of 

Anniversaries by Uwe Johnson, whereas the limpid and dogged 

narration has been compared to Agosta Kristof’s novels. The H 
Twin was shortlisted for the Campiello Prize and has also won the 

prizes Premio SuperModello, Premio Volponi and Premio Lo 

Straniero. It will be published in France with P.O.L. 

 

Giorgio Falco’s literary debut took place in 2004 with the 

collection of short stories Pausa Caffè. He has since written six 

more books.
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Franz Josef Lenhart – painter, graphic designer and 
poster artist – lives in Merano from 1922. After study-
ing in Vienna, Lenhart designs hundreds of posters pro-
moting tourism in the Alto Adige. Lenhart treats 
Merano as if it were a liqueur, a chocolate, a fur coat, 
any kind of product. His characters have no real link 
with the product, they express an evocative power, an 
abstraction rendered still more necessary for concern-
ing an actual existing place. Lenhart’s world consists of 
effortless skiers tracing soft lines like a strand of 
precious wool; it is the world of white uniforms, the el-
egant sweaters of male tennis players and the long skirts 
of female tennis players, referring to an idea of unpol-
luted Alpine scent, even during tennis matches there is 
never a sense of sweat, of athletic motion, the tennis 
balls are soap bubbles. The mountains – without moun-
taineers – provide the background, framed in the cobalt 
blue or indigo sky, which supports the church bell-tower 
and weighs heavily on the fields. There are no cows in 
the pasture or goats climbing a path, bales of hay 
pierced by pitchforks, but palm trees, cypress trees, ski 
seasons, itineraries. We see only the final products of the 
wine harvests, the big bunch of grapes ready for the 
consumer, carried on a pole by peasants in traditional 
costume. 

In spite of its fervour, Lenhart’s world is the 
triumph of stasis over movement, there is no other 
possibility apart from this narration that resets time and 
place to zero, only an advertising present. 

The static Lenhart couple – prisoners of affluence, 
of their own fixity conquered by the central importance 
of money – studies a different place far from prying 
eyes, an agreed and understood eroticism, surrender to 
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a higher order, detachment is an aristocratic quality, 
now on the bourgeois market, accessible to almost any-
one with bank financing.  

Every image is the exaltation of what Merano is, or 
a representation of it. Lenhart’s animals are the protag-
onists of a few unexpected moments: the dogs belong 
to the realm of the comical, they eat a grape, they run 
away from their masters with a million-lira lottery win 
in their mouths, until order is restored. 

Lenhart Man, beardless, triumphant for a mo-
ment in the poster, wears the dark suit of the Italian 
office-worker, holds his arms open in a vaudeville pos-
ture, and his head – thrown back – is barely visible, 
dreamy ecstasy lights up a segment of the face, the 
body is surrounded by money floating down from 
above, from the ceiling two hundred centimetres away, 
and the mountains and freshly fallen snow have ceased 
to exist, no more vines, no more fruit of human la-
bour, iron, trains, tractors, no animals drowsing on 
farms, no cultivated farms, industries, wives, children, 
nappies, holiday tasks, work colleagues: the world is a 
ceiling of money, the banknotes are the last available 
stars falling from a sky that presses down and yet 
doesn’t exist, the money settles in layers, becoming a 
little skyscraper of banknotes held together by a red-
white-and-green elastic band. 

The convergence of political and economic motives 
hastens the construction of the race track in the district 
of Maia Bassa. Maia, designed by the architect Paolo 
Vietti-Violi, is the most important hippodrome for flat 
racing and steeplechasing. The first edition of the inter-
national equestrian competition is held on Sunday 20 
October 1935. The prize for the winner is a million lira, 
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much more than other prestigious international races. 
The multilingual crowd waits in the stands of the race 
course. The horses paw the ground in the enclosures 
along the track, they sniff the air, flare their nostrils and 
shake their heads in search of that gap which, while 
standing still, they can only imagine. The loudspeaker 
announces the race, the voice doesn’t seem to belong 
to a moment of distraction, it has the timbre of military 
origins, or stamping on the grass, the earth coming to 
an end. We have our betting slips in our pockets. We are 
Lenhart Man.  

Lenhart Man says nothing, he is alone and happy 
in his isolation, his every experience – poverty included 
– is personal and never a class issue, the only collective 
events are linked to the choreographies of propaganda. 
This is a threatening world, an agglomeration of single 
cases, the summation of hours unconnected to one 
another. Solitude suits, it rewards man, his individual 
aspiration, poor little defenceless creature, submissive, 
dependent on something bigger, someone more power-
ful: the party, bureaucracy, the whiskers of the clerk be-
hind the counter. Lenhart Man is thirty-three, his 
contemporaries are married with two or three children. 
He lives in Bolzano, in an apartment consisting of a 
single room with a kitchenette, with a shared bathroom 
on the landing. Sometimes it seems unfair to him to be 
living in so small a room, he would like to rise from his 
chair and walk down a light-flooded corridor to reach 
one of the other three rooms. The little apartment is 
now furnished with the cast-offs from the big apartment 
in which the landlord lives with his wife and two 
children. The landlord collects the rent on the first day 
of every month or the day before, if the first day of the 
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month is a Sunday or a holiday. When he knocks, he 
taps three times on the door, he never uses the bell. That 
is what Lenhart Man is like, from a quarter past five in 
the afternoon until dinner time. On every first day of 
the month he is obliged to wait in silence for the owner 
to arrive, and the slightest noise – footsteps on the land-
ing or someone’s deferential greeting – might be him.  

The landlord always accepts the invitation to sit 
down, if he stood up it would look like a forced extor-
tion, while sitting down the collection is amicable. He 
asks if there has been any news since last month. Len-
hart Man takes out the money he has had ready and 
checked while waiting. He counts it as if it were the first 
time, there is silence, the only speech the rustle of bank-
notes. The landlord takes the money, slips it into his 
trouser pocket and writes on a squared sheet of paper – 
torn from the schoolbook of one of his children – the 
date and the sum. 

Lenhart Man feels a sense of relief as soon as he 
is left on his own, next month seems a long way away, 
but when he remembers some of the things that have 
happened during the previous month he turns pale, 
half-closes his eyes and feels himself plunging into 
everything he has never become and perhaps will 
never be. 

The rent is high given the size of the apartment, but 
the house is three hundred metres from work, it only 
takes Lenhart Man a five-minute walk to arrive early. 
He works in the agency of a major Italian bank, with 
branches in every corner of the nation. He speaks Ita-
lian and good German, but he is not bilingual. He has 
a certain knowledge of business English, which is useful 
when it comes to humming refrains made up on the 
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spur of the moment, foreign verses that he adapts to the 
swing tunes on the wireless set, a scrap of bright and 
merciless love that will never appear in the charts. He 
is the first graduate in his family, the accountant only 
son revives the sacrifices of the parents. His mother is a 
housewife, his father is doorman for a company, for 
thirty-five years he has seen the office workers passing 
before his lodge like his son.  

The office is in the centre, on the ground floor of 
an eighteenth-century building, which seems to re-
assure the account holders and potential clients: put 
your money within these walls, they have been here 
since before your great-great-grandfathers, a guarantee, 
you won’t regret it. For the clients, the bank is a big 
room paved with marble, the ceiling is supported by 
columns used to affix notices for the staff and the clien-
tele. The cashiers and currency exchange staff work be-
hind the long counter that curves in a horseshoe and 
embraces the bright lights from the hanging lamps. 
Lenhart Man doesn’t work at the counter, but in the 
room adjacent to the manager’s. He resolves technical 
and bureaucratic issues, he likes to immerse himself in 
assessments, in the abstract world of rules and numbers 
far from reality, abstraction that none the less consti-
tutes the basis of that same reality. He has worked in 
the branch for six years, and yet he imagines he will be 
transferred from one day to the next, without warning, 
for a job with greater responsibility, in a smaller agency, 
in Merano, perhaps, or to perform the same task in a 
larger city, in Milan, where even the boy in the mail 
room imagines himself the manager. 

In the winter months Lenhart Man gets to the of-
fice, hangs up his coat and scarf beside the picture of 
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Benito Mussolini. He runs the palm of his hand over 
his desk to remove the night-time dust. His typewriter 
awaits him, an Olivetti MP1, the latest and fastest 
model. He is happy to be different from his colleagues 
who still use the old Olivetti M20, ‘the Italian typewriter 
that is a match for any foreign typewriter’, even if the 
MP1 is identified with female usage, and sometimes 
Lenhart is embarrassed: ‘Very light keyboard’, the bill-
boards in the street and the advertisements in the news-
papers show elegant women in dark clothes and black 
wide-brimmed hats, women made up with a pallor that 
indicates not physical frailty but the aristocracy of the 
keyboard, so remote from the daily tasks of secretaries, 
and of Lenhart Man. She is the woman he desires in his 
timid dreams at night, or the shameless dreams in the 
afternoon after lunch, when the tapping of his female 
colleagues, rather than binding him to his condition, 
carries him off elsewhere, to a parallel text of life. Len-
hart Man shares the office with five male colleagues and 
two female. He is not satisfied, even though he has an 
Olivetti MP1 he has to share his desk with Brandi, his 
colleague in his fifties who has greater seniority. Lenhart 
Man is left-handed, which means that Brandi is even 
closer to him, he is sitting on his colleague’s right, and 
as a left-hander his left elbow sometimes brushes 
Brandi’s right. At least once a month, Lenhart Man sug-
gests to Brandi that they swap places.  

I have been here since before Mussolini, is his col-
league’s answer.  

After lunch, when the wine colours his cheeks and 
fortifies his loquacity, Brandi lights a cigarette, holds it 
between his lips and scribbles on white sheets of headed 
paper. Lenhart Man can never decipher his colleague’s 
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handwriting, he keeps his eyes half closed to defend 
them against the smoke, the billows weave from 
Brandi’s fingers, the smoke takes a long time to reach 
the ceiling. Lenhart Man doesn’t have a balcony at 
home from which to hang the clothes that stink of 
cigarettes, and Brandi’s presence also lingers in the 
little furnished apartment, the hours of rest are merely 
an interval between one day and the next, until the 
next month’s payment. Lenhart Man doesn’t under-
stand why he has to share the desk with the last of the 
clerks, assuming that Brandi really is the last one. Per-
haps it is a machination on the part of the manager, to 
test Lenhart Man’s resilience with a view to probable 
promotion; the manager unites the best and the worst, 
a perennial warning to anyone who looks at him, or 
Brandi knows some secrets about the manager, they 
were taken on together in 1919, and that must mean 
something: Brandi is still there, and so is the manager, 
in the room next door. Besides, only Brandi is allowed 
afternoon expletives which, in their repetitiveness, 
leave out any kind of complaint about his own tasks 
within the company, something greatly appreciated by 
the manager. It is a malaise that is never explicitly 
political, always based on a trifle, that assumes the 
form of a case under examination, and every tiny set-
back lights Brandi’s match and cigarette: the level of 
difficulty of the case may be inferred from the speed 
with which Brandi – waving the match in the air like a 
mother preparing the thermometer for her feverish son 
– extinguishes the flame. Then Brandi – his lips 
stained red with alcohol and brown with the cigarette 
that he has inhaled to the stub – speaks. Oh, listen to 
this. He divides himself in two, reads out the client’s 
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declaration, switches from regional Italian to German, 
his voice becoming sarcastic as he imitates the South 
Tyrolean accent. 

Might he be like this, Lenhart Man, in seventeen 
years, in 1952? Every insidious case slips from Brandi’s 
hands, he doesn’t believe in competition, even though 
sometimes – to lay claim to a past that exists entirely in 
his head – he becomes pernickety about laughable 
matters, he quotes a law or an old procedure that has 
in the meantime been supplanted by dozens of other ar-
rangements, every innovation is an attack on his sense 
of security.  

I have been here since before Mussolini. He seldom re-
ceives a current account holder in his office except for 
issues related to financial investments. Customers 
usually stop at the counter, the place where Brandi has 
not set foot for years. The clerks in Lenhart Man’s room 
are terrified by the thought of returning to the counter, 
which is seen as a punishment. Even Lenhart Man – 
even though he believes he does his own work as well 
as possible – is afraid of returning to the counter, like 
back in 1929 when he was first taken on. To demon-
strate his skill, he manages the cases abandoned by his 
colleague. Brandi leans on his chair and grips one of the 
half-dozen stamps scattered around the desk like little 
undisciplined soldiers in an African colony. Lenhart 
Man recovers the fiduciary report and absorbs the pro-
tests, and the client, having returned a king, takes ad-
vantage of it, mistakes his interlocutor’s flexibility for 
weakness, and shows no mercy. Lenhart Man doesn’t 
know how to act: is it better to go on being trampled on 
till the bitter end, or is it better, at a certain point, to 
stand in the way of aggression? 
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Most of the bank staff are male, the manager is a 
man, the vice-manager is a man, the office manager is 
a man, the clerks with the best career prospects are 
men, but power is also exercised thanks to the attitude 
of the women. Lea Marchesi and Adele Bresciani 
whisper the name of the manager with the devotion of 
members of a religious faith, and they stay late even if 
they don’t have to. When the switchboard operator – 
their favourite subject of criticism – hands calls to the 
so-called relevant office, they answer pleasantly, but if 
the call continues for longer than three minutes they 
become firm. It is as if there is a non-aggression pact 
between them. In their discussions they take the side of 
the person with greater power, but grant to the loser a 
half-smile, the possibility of redemption in some light-
filled future, which might be closer at hand than seems 
likely, for everyone.  

Essentially, Lenhart Man does not desire the female 
clerks as desk-mates, any more than he would like to in-
vite them home and really believe in words, turn them 
into possibilities of love as serious as a job of work, hold 
them tightly in bed and say Lea, Adele. What Lenhart 
Man desires is his name fixed to the door and not just 
to his bit of the desk, a space all his own, with the MP1 
in the middle, the case files resting to the right of it, the 
pens lined up on the left, the stamps in order and, under 
the table legs, the little personal filing cabinet, a letter 
opener given to him by his father on the day of his 
graduation, and last of all a calendar which Lenhart 
Man doesn’t dare to pin up on the office wall, or even 
at home, because to mark out time – before the politi-
cal calendar of the Fascist era – there is the bank’s of-
ficial calendar, it’s a good thing to believe that the days 
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belong to the agency, and not to squander them, if they 
advance surreptitiously. He also shares with Brandi the 
lamp, adorned with a white shade, the little surrender 
flag more than an elegant detail. I have been here since 
before Mussolini. In spite of the new procedures, it always 
seems that nothing has changed since before. 

Mussolini comes to Bolzano in late summer 1935. 
The clerks are given permission by the manager: we can 
close for five minutes. The minutes become ten, twenty, 
the bank is empty, the account-holders stand in the 
street, there is a sense of joy and of all responsibility 
being suspended, the illusion of a break for money, and 
from money. The cashiers stand motionless in the door-
way, beside the manager and the assistant manager, the 
manager swells his chest, proud of this day about which 
he will one day be able to tell his as yet unborn grand-
children. Brandi speaks into the sun along with his fe-
male colleagues, and the two women seek refuge in the 
shade of the other clerks. Lenhart Man is a party 
member, but he goes on working at his desk. The late-
summer light comes in through the bank window, the 
euphoria of the militants, the curious, the simple and 
inert, that whole summation of napes that make a na-
tion, napes ready to turn in another direction and reveal 
their faces when the time comes, and say, this is our true 
face. The women clerks want to see Mussolini, his pho-
tograph beside the calendar isn’t enough, they both 
stand on tiptoes, to rise above a stubby man’s bald pate 
or the lousy tufts of the children, and that elevation of 
only a few centimetres – calves tensed and swollen with 
effort – give them an animal appearance, like imperial 
giraffes or lower, hungrier mammals grazing on heads, 
the arid battlefields, revealing a worn heel and all the 
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previous years when even the cobbler seems to be say-
ing, ladies, please buy a new pair. To buy things you 
need to work, and often even that isn’t enough, could 
Mussolini be a job? Lenhart Man doesn’t handle bank-
notes, his choices are more impersonal than money, ac-
tions carved from rules that certify their impartiality, 
faceless authority establishes their boundaries, the 
procedures say what Lenhart Man is and what he will 
never be able to be. Lenhart Man, even faced with Mus-
solini, stays at his desk, his ambition is governed by the 
body, which he trains to be obedient, to be tormented 
in the post-prandial minutes with his male and female 
colleagues, when to ease the acidity in his stomach he 
takes two Milk of Magnesia tablets. He wants to im-
prove his own position, to circumscribe his aspirations 
within a reasonable limit. The procedures train him, 
they help him to construct abstract rules with which to 
face reality, they teach him to behave with the clients, 
ah, if the account-holders and his colleagues, male and 
female, were the only people in existence, if the bank 
procedures were truly the world, life built on calculable 
factors, then the purposes of the bank and the quarterly 
results would be also the goals of Lenhart Man, and he 
would be happy, quarter after quarter, he would treat 
people without misunderstandings, in a way that was 
fleeting, impersonal and true, he would shake hands 
smiling without laughing, the perfect performer of 
mechanisms dreamed up by invisible organisers. Who 
on earth is the boss of the bank? The manager is the 
manager, basically he is little more than the assistant 
manager, who in turn is little more than Lenhart Man, 
a little subaltern pawn who transfers profit to a third ab-
stract entity, and still supplies real money to individuals 
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and companies, money necessary for buying things of 
which Lenhart Man knows nothing whatsoever: what is 
Bakerfix made of, the brilliantine he uses because it 
‘makes the hair gleam and holds it without oiling’? 

Outside the bank the crowd waits to turn an ordi-
nary half day into a myth, the cheers – one huge, single 
thing – surround the nucleus of the original, captive 
sound, reducing it to silence as if the unison voice of 
the multitude were emerging as a fake from a loud-
speaker in the distance. The excitement shakes the 
foundations of the buildings, the first floors, the resi-
dents stand waiting on the balconies, the militants deck 
out the facades, tricolours dangle, stirred by the breeze 
from the valleys, a single silent form of opposition trying 
to restore the architectural face of past centuries. Old 
people, women, children, workers waiting, bodies of 
faceless peers become, just by virtue of being, the ha-
bitual language of the daily newspapers. 

Lenhart Man supports fascism without any ideo-
logical enthusiasm, he feels no nostalgia for freedom, 
which ensures nothing, at most it is the privilege of 
working in the bank. Lenhart Man supports fascism like 
someone who, faced with the seductive insistence of a 
toothpaste saleswoman – on the second floor of a big 
department store at six o’clock in the afternoon – re-
ceives a free sample, while fully aware that he has no 
chance of improving his own smile, much less deepen-
ing his acquaintance with the woman outside of a com-
mercial context, and yet Lenhart Man accepts it, in the 
belief that trying something for free really costs nothing. 

Now the room is empty, he is wearing a white shirt 
and, far from Brandi’s cigarette smoke, he smells the 
trace of his mother’s soap. On normal days he becomes 
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suspicious when colleagues discuss private matters. 
Now he realises that he can hear shouting outside, and 
it accentuates his detachment, the personal silence of 
the room. Above all it happens on Monday morning, 
his colleagues begin with a small nod to the Sunday just 
past, a trivial event that happened while buying pastries 
or listening to the radio or the picnic towel, a fact which, 
had it not been for work on Monday morning, they 
would forget, and in fact, thanks to the office the col-
leagues rehabilitate their lives, repeat the names of 
children, fiancés and fiancées, husbands and wives, they 
consolidate the very idea of the world, revealing their 
attacks – subterranean at first, then increasingly obvious 
– to Lenhart Man, the impeccable bookkeeper, and yet 
still alone at the age of thirty-three, without a wife and 
not even engaged: nations with empty cradles can’t con-
quer an empire, Mussolini says, an empire, however 
vast, lives on many small portions that need to be sub-
jugated, those who have empty cradles cannot even as-
pire to the smallest, closest kingdom, the place at the 
head of the family table at Sunday lunch, or the nearest 
office manager’s desk. 

The lack of stable affection, as certified by law, 
leads to suspicion among one’s colleagues and the bach-
elor tax, every payment by Lenhart Man to the fascist 
state recalls the incompleteness of his own condition. 

So, when Sunday evening comes, Lenhart Man 
understands that his form of procreation – money gen-
erating money – is not enough, and then he embraces 
the symbol of elegance, Mussolini’s mistress Claretta 
Petacci naked under a fur, wearing only a scarf stirred 
by the wind. It is as if Claretta Petacci disappears and 
he is caressing the ideology, the phantom of abundance, 
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certainly not Benito Mussolini, it is the trademark of 
the product, the commercial consistency of a headline. 
All words – even the precise words of work or abstract 
words, coloured by the intermittent signs on buildings, 
permanently carved into their skin – can be interpreted, 
even the procedures conceal allusions and pain, so he 
follows them, yes, but in order to survive he must cling 
to numbers. 

It isn’t just the bank. Lenhart Man is a small-time 
gambler. The bet is the calculation between rationality 
and the imponderability of existence, between intention 
and gesture, the percentage of himself that Lenhart Man 
concedes to the world. There isn’t much to do in town. 
A walk along the river or window-shopping, the Rinas-
cente, the vague desire for something and the mountains 
all around, hard to imagine more distant lives. Lenhart 
Man flicks through the headlines in the newspapers in 
the office during the week, only consulting the financial 
pages, which are like obituaries: amounts carried for-
ward, increase in the volume of commitments, sales 
shortfalls due to liquidations of non-deferred positions, 
Fiat and Viscosa yield, other values are losing ground to 
a lesser extent, so that one might worry whether this day 
is only a brief speculative parenthesis within the context 
of a healthy overall architecture. From its first moments 
the last weekly meeting already reveals a desire for re-
covery, positive signs proliferate, even obligations are dis-
cussed, the foreign stock exchanges aren’t so hostile. At 
home the economy and new laws come under scrutiny, 
it is important to stay up to date for work, exchange 
rates, shares, nominal value, the last coupon, today and 
the day before, the grid with the name of companies, 
values determined by signs plus and minus. 
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It is only on Saturday that Lenhart Man can read 
anything else. The bank is more powerful than the fas-
cist Saturday, which begins at one; the bank closes on 
Friday at five in the afternoon. But Lenhart Man is tired 
after a week behind the desk, he sleeps longer, it isn’t 
just muscle fatigue, it’s something deep. He struggles 
into his slippers, stands drowsily in front of the mirror 
and drags himself in five steps to the stove, still dirty 
from last night’s dinner. The radio broadcasts daily fea-
tures, athletic advice, what to do to stay in shape, the 
voice far away from his own body, so much so that it 
becomes familiar only a little later, when it remembers 
the recipes of the Italian culinary tradition.  

In the early afternoon Lenhart Man brings his 
mother the suitcase with the dirty clothes to be washed, 
this is the real athletic exercise preached by the fascist 
Saturday. His parents ask him about his work, they tell 
him of little events of their decorous existence, clothes, 
gestures, the light always lit in the damp, dark house, 
the litany of names of distant relatives, reduced to 
ghosts that vanished decades ago.  

In the late pre-holiday afternoon, when anxiety 
grows until it reaches the peak of dismay – and at the 
same time apprehension fades and relief comes with the 
end of the day – Lenhart Man shuts himself away in a 
cinema. They are showing a film set in medieval Italy 
rebuilt in an American studio. The thieves rob Stan and 
Ollie of their life savings, and Lenhart Man thinks about 
what he would do if it happened to him: it would be like 
stealing my life. 

On Sunday, after lunch, Lenhart Man resists the 
afternoon sun and goes for a walk to digest his 
mother’s cooking, his father’s red wine, the lie of free 
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time, the acquisition of a distraction that soon turns 
into boredom. He could go to an event at the National 
Recreational Club, educated leisure to improve the 
moral and physical elevation of the people. Lenhart 
Man doesn’t believe in it, this is a thing for workers, 
for railwaymen and lorry drivers, night-watchmen and 
ushers, a thing for his father. Playing cards with a ciga-
rette in your mouth or bouncing the furthest wooden 
ball isn’t his idea of a perfect Sunday. He should sign 
up for the outings organised by the bank, not to meet 
the spirit, the woman of his life, no, his aim is more 
modest, it is a suggestion of white-collar sex, it is ma-
terial, a dozen hours and a bit of distraction. The out-
ing is not compulsory like the holidays, it is a boat-trip 
on a pond, it is only a day out on the snow, the little 
train, convenient landscapes designated by the office 
pen, places that never talk about politics, leaving a 
trace on the surface, or too deep beneath it. It is only 
an interval suited to the chattering of shifty characters, 
thinking of their own woes or joys, without exagger-
ating, otherwise the bank outing is transformed, and 
instead it has to stay what it is, a collection of people 
of the same social stratum, a fleeting moment of to-
getherness, but one which may have lasting effects. On 
the outing everyone becomes more like everyone else, 
and yet they have discovered hitherto unknown aspects 
of their colleagues, it takes only a phrase uttered at a 
monument, the beginnings of a half-delivered con-
fidence. If many of the participants bring children, 
Lenhart Man is safe, he gives up for the umpteenth 
Sunday, he would become a body hostile to the har-
mony of the world, not only is he without wife or fian-
cée, he lacks the heir to his own loneliness. 



Giorgio Falco, The H Twin 29

Lenhart Man goes to an exhibition of fur animals, 
he meets a colleague of his with his wife, and Lea Mar-
chesi and her fiancé, if Lenhart Man had a woman by 
his side he would say, no, darling, they’re just people 
from the office. There are shopkeepers, their wives, the 
rows of cages exhibited by the companies, with furriers 
and dressmakers all around. The women wear coats 
with fur-trim collars, the animals that temporarily wear 
their furs crouch in the corner as if the bars kept them 
warm. The silver fox stares at Lenhart Man, its eyes are 
small and resigned, it crouches and rests its muzzle on 
its paws, looking at the floor of the cage; summoned by 
the usual voice it comes over and almost rubs up against 
its prison, tail low between its back legs, its liquid eyes 
larger, its black muzzle outstretched. The owner lifts up 
the silver fox, he spreads it over his shoulders as if he 
were a woman and the fox a whole fur, not just a collar, 
but if it is to become a complete dream the sacrifice of 
other foxes is required, and a great deal of cash or the 
ruthless evanescence of bills of exchange, so this little 
Sunday fox can still move. The nutria is surrounded by 
pups, which push their spread paws in the rhythmical 
symbiosis of mother and child to extract warm milk. 
The raccoon sniffs the iron and tries to bite a bit of 
bread, the food is too big to pass between the bars. 

If I could have/a thousand lire a month/I would spend 
like mad/and buy among so many things/the most beautiful 
ones you could want. 
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Giuseppe Ferrandino, Pericle the Black 
 
Translated by Antony Shugaar 
Pp. 9 - 28 
 

This novel is an impeccable noir. It has a tight rhythm, a plot that 

does not miss a single beat, and characters of a depth entirely 

unknown to the clichés imposed by the genre. These include 

Pericle, the man at the service of mafia boss Luigino Pizza who 

acquires self-awareness by refusing the rules of his world; 

Nastasia, the Polish woman who has ended up working in a tyre 

factory in Pescara, who takes Pericle home with her and who will, 

perhaps, bring him even further away; Signorinella, the fearsome 

and extremely powerful sister of mafia boss Ermenegildo 

Coppola, the head of the supplicants of San Gennaro; and others, 

actors and extras sketched out with a few precise strokes, in a dry 

language marked by the colourings of vernacular, at times 

unexpected and always carefully measured. 

Pericle the Black appeared for the first time in 1993, published by 

Granata Press. It was unnoticed by readers and critics alike until it 

was published in Gallimard’s famous series ‘Série noire’ in 1995. 

It was then translated into German, Dutch, Norwegian, Spanish 

and Greek. Filmmaker Stefano Mordini made a film adaptation of 

the novel that competed in the Un certain regard section of the 

Cannes Film Festival in 2016.  

 

Giuseppe Ferrandino abandoned his medical studies to dedicate 

himself to writing cartoons, collaborating with important 

publications such as Orient Express, Intrepido, Nero, Nick Raider, 
Lanciostory, Dylan Dog and Topolino.
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1 
My boss is Luigino Pizza, and everyone calls him 

that on account of the pizzerias. He has a nice face and 
not much hair, and he looks like Ottavio Bianchi who 
used to coach S.S.C. Napoli. He’s a guy who always 
looks relaxed, but when his face goes serious, then even 
his soldiers get scared. If it was up to him, Luigino, he’d 
just spend his life having fun and singing Bruno Mar-
tino songs. Every time he goes to a piano bar, at some 
point the pianist announces: “And now, ladies and 
gentlemen, the warm and melodious voice of your 
friend and mine, Luigino.” 

He spends his days at home, high above the Spanish 
Quarter, watching old Totò and Peppino movies on his 
videocassette recorder. He has a fixed smile on his face, 
but when he laughs it seems to cost him an effort. 

When he decides he wants to take over another piz-
zeria, he calls one of his sons with a few of his soldiers 
and sends them out to pay a call on the pizzeria’s owner. 
He has thirteen soldiers working for him, which is to 
say three sons, eight nephews, and then his sons-in-law, 
the husbands of his daughters. 

Sometimes it takes six months to become the owner 
of a pizzeria; it can even take as long as a year. If the 
pizzeria owner gets stubborn and decides to ask Don 
Gualtiero or someone else in Forcella for help, then 
Luigino sends me. I go pay a call on the owner’s wife 
or maybe one of his children and I fuck them in the ass. 

Luigino can do things like this because he and the 
guys in Forcella are compari, fellow wiseguys, and they 
aren’t going to fight over a pizzeria. 

There are other jobs I do for him, like when he 
sends me to see one of his whores who’s behaved like a 
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fool or maybe even worse. Whores shouldn’t really take 
it too hard, because they’re accustomed to certain 
things, but actually they always take tremendous of-
fence. Luigino looks at them, laughing, and says that 
I’m his source of satisfaction. 

My name is Pericle Scalzone. I’m thirty-eight 
years old. I’m a little fat and my hair is running to 
white because my mother tells me that’s what my 
father’s hair was like. 

Professionally speaking, I fuck people in the ass, I 
stun them with a bag of sand to the head, I tie them up, 
wrists bound to their feet, bent over a chair or a table, 
and then I use antibiotic cream to lubricate my schlong. 

Giovanni the faggot says that antibiotic cream 
does no good at all if you’re trying to avoid catching 
AIDS, but I don’t believe him. I say that antibiotic 
cream is always better than vaseline, which also smells 
kind of disgusting. 

I don’t have a big schlong and I never really hurt 
them all that bad. Not that I’m necessarily supposed to 
hurt them, I’m just supposed to humiliate them. When 
a person has been humiliated, they get the point and 
fall into line. I don’t go around bragging about what I’ve 
done to them. It’s a personal matter, known to them 
alone. Every time they think about it, they feel ashamed 
and they fall into line. Only one time did it happen that 
an old lady jumped out of a window afterwards. 

Though now and then I happen to run into the 
kind of shameless person who just doesn’t care. That’s 
when we call Antonio, Luigino’s youngest son, and his 
brother-in-law Alfredo AKA Sputazza. 

I’ve been doing this work for seven years now. Be-
fore that I worked in the porn industry, but then after 
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the Milanese got down here, the producers stopped cal-
ling me; I’m not handsome and my schlong isn’t small 
but it’s not that big, either. The only thing is that I can 
get a hard-on on command, all you have to do is tell me 
to get it up, and I get it up. It’s been that way with me 
since I was a kid. 

People are used to it by now, and nobody says a 
thing to me. When I run into people on the street, it’s 
all normal exchanges of greetings and buonasera. People 
I’ve ass-raped avoid me out of shame; since they’re all 
scared of Luigino, no one has ever thought for a second 
of taking revenge. 

The other day, Luigino sent for me by having one 
of his son’s kids reach out. Sometimes he’ll call me on 
the phone, other times he’ll send for me. It’s something 
he decides accordingly. 

I went over to his house after eating. Sitting in the 
parked Lancia Thema that practically takes up the 
whole alley, as usual, was his nephew Recchiamoscia. I 
left my Vespa outside the door of the basso, the ground-
floor apartment, without bothering to put the chain on 
it, and I waited for Recchiamoscia to get out of the car. 
Since he likes to act like he’s an important guy, he took 
a couple of long, slow drags on his cigarette, then he 
crushed it out and came over to me without a word. 
When I walked past him he scratched his ass to make 
fun of me. We went in, me first and him bringing up the 
rear, and he shut the door behind him. 

Seen from outside, Luigino Pizza’s basso looks like 
it’s about to collapse, just like all the other bassi. But in-
side it has carpets and lots of furniture and even paint-
ings on the wall and a bookshelf full of Neapolitan 
plays. He bought the basso next door and expanded into 



34 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

it. Now it has three rooms and a kitchen, plus a secret 
little room for drugs. 

We walked through the living room, which barely 
has a six-foot ceiling, and we entered the dining room, 
still with me ahead and Recchiamoscia behind me. 

Luigino was watching a recording of a football 
game on TV, and after saying hello to me he stated: “I 
don’t like this S.S.C. Napoli.” 

I replied that the team lacks an effective striker. 
He went back to watching the game and we re-

mained standing, me behind Luigino, and Recchiamos-
cia behind me. 

Donna Filomena came out of the kitchen door and 
I said hello to her. 

Right behind her came Anna. I said hello to her too, 
even though I always get a little embarrassed to see her. 
She waved hello. She picked up an apple that was sitting 
on the table and told Luigino: “Papà, I’m going out.” 

Biting into the apple, she crossed the room, opened 
the door, and left. Donna Filomena bent over to pick 
up the copy of Novella 2000 that lay on the floor under 
the television set. 

“Would you care for an espresso?” 
I said yes. Donna Filomena seems to just mind her 

own business, but she always offers something to eat or 
drink. Sometimes she even jokes around, throwing both 
arms wide and calling me, “Grandson of mine!” But 
I’m no relation of theirs. She calls me that because she 
likes me. 

When Recchiamoscia heard mention of espresso, 
he understood that he could leave now. I heard him shut 
the street door behind him. Then I saw his legs going 
past the window, heading for his car. 
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Some more time went by. I started watching the 
game, too. 

“Have a seat, Pasquale!” 
He calls me Pasquale because Pericle just sounds 

ridiculous. 
I sat down and he turned to look me in the face, 

saying: “Pasquale, bear with me, but there’s this priest 
who’s always saying a bunch of nasty things about me. 
On Sunday, he even said it from the altar and my wife 
came home from church red as a beetroot, and now she 
says she doesn’t want to leave the house again.” 

He stopped to watch some more of the Napoli 
game. I didn’t say anything, because he always explains 
everything he’s thinking, even if he stops talking every 
so often. 

“Of course, he doesn’t mention me by name, but 
he says that there are criminals who are heaping shame 
on Via Matteotti, and that the whole quarter ought to 
do something about it. Just to be funny he says that you 
can’t even go eat a pizza anymore these days, because 
the pizzeria owners do a terrible job of making pizza, 
now that they’re no longer the owners. Pasquale, when 
my wife told me about it, it got on my nerves in a way I 
can’t begin to describe.” 

“Don Leone has been talking like that as long as I 
can remember, Luigino.” 

“Sure, I know that. But there are things he just can’t 
say in church. If he says it in the sacristy to the four 
idiots that hang around him, I can put up with it. But 
when he takes it this far, blabbing his mouth in front of 
half the city, it really gets on my nerves.” 

Donna Filomena came in carrying a demitasse of 
espresso on a saucer. 
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“Mamma mia,” she said, “a wave of shame washed 
over me. I practically burst into tears.” 

Luigino raised a hand. 
“Hey, now, don’t you fret.” 
She handed me the coffee and left the room. 
“So you see, Pasqua’,” Luigino said. “Go break that 

miserable wretch’s ass in half.” 
I said okay and stood up because I’m embarrassed 

to just sit there, because it seems as if I’m trying to 
broach the subject of money. He never said a thing 
about it and I understood that, just like other times, 
he’d give me a gift in the end, and that was up to him. 
Sometimes, he not only gives me money but also a big 
chunk of parmesan cheese or something like that. 

I said goodbye and stuck my head in at the kitchen 
door to say goodbye to Donna Filomena. Then I left. 

Recchiamoscia, still sitting in his Lancia Thema, 
was smoking a cigarette and laughed in my direction. I 
waved goodbye, started up my Vespa, and pulled out of 
there. 

 
2 

I turned down Vicolo Mortella and then took a 
right onto Vicolo Santa Maria until I pulled up on Piaz-
zetta Sonnino. There was practically no one around. I 
chained the Vespa to the downspout of an apartment 
building and reached into the luggage compartment 
and got out my tube of antibiotic cream. Standing in 
the door of the delicatessen was a butcher, chewing on 
a piece of bread. He watched me as I headed toward the 
church. 

The only car parked outside the church was Don 
Leone’s Fiat 126 because there isn’t any room for other 
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cars. The church appeared to be closed. And in fact, I 
climbed the steps to the portal and found it locked. 

So I walked around the church, stopped by the 
rubble of the Scogliamiglio buildings, and picked up a 
big rock. As I was heading around to the back of the 
church, the butcher in the deli door saw that I was 
watching him and went back into his shop. 

With a sharp blow of the rock, I opened the sacristy 
door and went in. To shut it behind me, I leaned a chair 
up against it. 

There were three other doors in the sacristy. I knew 
it a little, the sacristy, and I knew that the wide door 
with the curtain over it led into the right aisle of the 
church, while the one in the middle led to the altar, and 
the little one led to the stairs. 

I opened the little door and climbed the wooden 
stairs that lead to the parish priest’s rooms. I couldn’t 
hear any noise coming from up the stairs. I assumed 
that since it was summer, the parish priest was probably 
just taking a nap after his lunch. I pulled the little sand-
bag out of my pocket and tiptoed up the last steps. 
When I reached the landing, I pressed my ear against 
the door; I still couldn’t hear a thing. I opened the door 
and walked in. 

There was no one inside. It was the kitchen, with a 
table to eat on. It was all clean, and the table had been 
cleared; you could only smell a faint odour of old cook-
ing. I stood there for a little while, not moving. Through 
the window, which overlooks the back of the church and 
had the shutters half closed, a little light filtered into the 
room. 

By the side of the refrigerator there was a door. I 
opened it, but it led to the bathroom. So I went and 
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opened the other door next to the window. I still 
thought the parish priest must be sleeping: instead, he 
was awake, that wasn’t the bedroom either and he was 
praying with a fat woman the size of three fat women 
put together, and she was Signorinella. 

The parish priest had the rosary in his hand and Si-
gnorinella was kneeling before a crucifix hanging from 
the wall. As I stood in the doorway, the two of them 
looked at me. 

The parish priest opened his mouth. He said some-
thing like: “Who are you? What’s the matter?” 

Signorinella on the other hand kept staring at me, 
still kneeling. She just let her hands drop. I was standing 
in the doorway, looking at her. 

Then the parish priest stood up and came toward 
me, continuing to say things. When he and I were face 
to face, I slammed the bag of sand hard against his ear. 
He put his hands on my shoulders, dragged them down 
the front of me as he crumpled to his knees, and then 
he fell. 

Signorinella kept looking at me and placed a hand 
on a chair as if she were thinking about getting to her 
feet. I said: “I won’t say a thing.” Or something like that. 

Signorinella tried to get up, but she was too heavy 
and just remained there, on her knees, looking up at me. 
I said a few other things, and then I walked over to her 
and hit her on the head with the sandbag. She moved 
her head, opening her mouth a little. Then she raised 
her arm and I hit her three or four more times until she 
fell to the ground. 

She was twisted, with one leg bent under her belly, 
so her head didn’t reach the ground but just sort of 
dangled in the air. I looked at her, then I went over to 
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the desk and banged against it, then went back to her 
and hit her three or four times on the head and the 
shoulders, but she didn’t budge from that position. 

She was making a sound like someone with hic-
cups. It was a pretty loud sound. I hit her again but the 
sound wouldn’t stop. So I picked up the chair the priest 
had been sitting on and I hit her with that. 

The chair was awkward to handle, and every time I 
hit her it slipped out of my hand. As I was hitting her I 
felt a hot stream of piss run down the inside of one of 
my trouser legs. Then a stream of black vomit issued 
from her mouth and she didn’t make another sound. 

At that point, I put the chair back behind the desk 
and I left, stepping over the priest’s body. I shut the 
door behind me, and as I went I closed all the other 
doors behind me. It was hard to shut the sacristy door, 
which was broken, from outside, but in the end I man-
aged to get it pulled to. Then I went and got my Vespa 
and took off down Vicolo Turillo, my mind blank, to-
ward Via Roma. 

 
3 

Even at four in the afternoon, Via Roma has plenty 
of traffic and sometimes you just drive around and 
through the cars without noticing them, as if they were 
stones. The people inside them sit motionless, and if it 
weren’t for the car horns you’d think they were just 
things, too. I zipped through them on my Vespa, and for 
a while I drove along passing between one car and the 
next. Then I drove to the left of a bus without thinking 
why, but maybe it was because it was big. 

The people in the cars coming towards me said no-
thing, and I wasn’t budging from there. 
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When the bus stopped, I’d stop, too. 
When the bus reached the Galleria, I parted ways 

with it and heading down toward the port. Then I 
turned toward Quattro Palazzi and I rode up Via Car-
done. The Moroccan street vendors were blocking the 
street, chatting as if I weren’t there, and I honked. When 
I turned up Via Mezzana and got to the wide spot in the 
road, I realized that once again I was near the alleys of 
the Spanish Quarter. 

I thought to myself: Now I’ll go get an espresso; 
then I decided not to. 

I stopped at the newsstand on Piazza Dante and, 
without getting off the Vespa, I started looking at the 
video-cassettes on display in the newsstand. They were 
mostly Walt Disney movies. I looked at them one by 
one, or else I looked at the news vendor. 

Then I turned my head and started looking at the 
election posters or else the traffic cops. 

I felt as if the sun was beating down hot and then I 
thought to myself it really is true that it doesn’t rain 
much in June. 

There were lots of people. Piazza Dante was full. 
The air was redolent with the aroma of mini-pizzas, ex-
haust fumes, and perfumes. I could smell the perfumes 
but I didn’t turn to see who they belonged to. 

There were people heading in all directions. When 
they went past me I saw certain figures of various col-
ours, who passed behind me or on the right or left. 
They were tall or short figures and if I could smell a 
perfume I thought: this short woman has this type of 
perfume. 

The news-vendor was minding his own business 
and looking distractedly around. Every so often his gaze 
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would pass over me, but it never came to rest on me, 
and his expression never changed. 

I continued looking at the videocassettes. I would 
look at the covers of the adventure movies and think 
that they were all fake. The photographs or drawings 
that were on them meant nothing. They were made-up 
things, and a sort of rage swept over me that no one was 
noticing the fact. It was as if I were surrounded by 
things that weren’t clear, as if you couldn’t trust any-
thing. 

I was still sitting on the Vespa, with one foot on the 
ground and the other on the scooter. I turned my eyes 
to other parts of the newsstand. I looked at the front, 
where the papers were stacked, for a while, and then I 
looked at the sides for a while. But they were just names 
and colors, everything was the same. They were a 
muddled, worthless thing. 

I decided that I needed to go back to Luigino. Since 
the Vespa’s engine was still running, I put the scooter 
in gear and headed for the vicoli. 

Still parked outside the basso was Recchiamoscia’s 
Lancia Thema. 

As I was parking, he got out of the car and came 
towards me. He looked at me with a laugh and went in 
to announce my return. 

When I walked past him, he scratched his ass. Then 
he went out, shutting the door behind him. 

Luigino was still sitting in front of the television set. 
This time, though, before turning to me, he turned off 
the TV. As soon as he looked at me, because he is what 
he is, he understood something was up. 

“You hit him too hard,” he said. 
“No... don Luigino... no.” 
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“You didn’t kill him, did you?” 
“No....” 
“Then what happened? Hey, you stink! Oh, no, you 

wet your pants.” 
“Signorinella was there....” 
“Signorinella? What do you mean, Signorinella?” 
“Signorinella....” 
“Signorinella? How could she be there? Signor-

inella is in Portugal.” 
“She was there, with the priest....” 
“You mean she’s back?” 
“Well, she was there....” 
He fell silent. Then he asked: “What happened?” 
“I opened the door and she was praying with the 

priest and she saw me.” 
Luigino stood up and went over to the glass-front 

display cabinet to get a chocolate bonbon. He un-
wrapped it and gestured to me to open my mouth. 

While I was chewing, he took me by the arm and 
led me over to an armchair. He sat me down and then 
himself sat down facing me. 

“Don Luigino... I’ll get the armchair dirty....” 
He stood up and gave me two smacks in the face. 

He sat down again and gestured, palms up, for me to 
calm down. 

“Breathe slowly and go on.” 
“She saw me.” 
“I understand that. What did you do?” 
“I told her I wouldn’t say anything to anyone.” 
“What did she do?” 
“She didn’t say anything and just looked at me.” 
Luigino stood up and gave me two more smacks in 

the face. 
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“Tell me what you did.” 
“I knocked out the priest and I killed Signorinella.” 
Luigino touched his mouth. He remained like that 

for a while. 
“How did you kill her?” 
“With the sandbag... and then with the chair.” 
“You hit her with the chair?” 
“Yes.” 
“Where?” 
“On the temples and on the neck.” 
“Are you sure that she’s dead?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why are you sure?” 
“She wasn’t breathing anymore.” 
“Did you check her heartbeat?” 
“Yes... no. But she wasn’t breathing anymore.” 
“And then?” 
“I left.” 
“What about the priest?” 
“He was still there.” 
“You didn’t kill him?” 
“No... I only thought about it later....” 
“Did you hit him hard, the priest?” 
“Yes.” 
“With the sandbag?” 
“Yes.” 
Luigino went to the window and yelled: “Luca!” 
After a short while, Recchiamoscia looked in the 

window. 
“Luca, call Antonio and get in here in the next 

thirty seconds.” 
Recchiamoscia left the window and we heard him 

yell: “Antonio! Anto’!” 
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Antonio is one of Luigino’s three sons; he lives in 
an apartment across from his father’s basso. 

Luigino sat down, picked up the remote control, 
and turned the television set back on. The prerecorded 
football match was still on. It was Napoli against Paris, 
and Napoli had won five to one. I know it was that 
game, but I didn’t know what the score was because I 
couldn’t see anything. 

Luigino was watching the game, without turning to 
look at me again. 

A short while later, Recchiamoscia and Antonio 
came in. 

“What’s happened, Papà?” 
Luigino turned off the TV and stood up to look him 

in the face. 
“Antonio, you need to go to the parish church. It 

seems that you’ll find Signorinella’s corpse, and you 
ought to find the priest, unconscious, too. Kill the priest 
and wait a while. In a few more minutes I’ll send Car-
mine and Pacchetta after you with the delivery van. Take 
Signorinella and cart her off.” 

Recchiamoscia stood open-mouthed the whole 
time. But Antonio, who’s just like his father, said no-
thing. Only at the end did he say: “That’s a bitch,” then 
he left. 

“Luca, you get back in your car and call Carmine. 
Tell him to drive over to the parish church in the de-
livery van and to take Pacchetta with him.” 

“Uncle Luigino, Uncle Luigi’, what a mess,” Rec-
chiamoscia said, putting a hand on his head. 

“Get out of here!” 
Recchiamoscia turned to go but Luigino sum-

moned him back. 



Giuseppe Ferrandino, Pericle the Black 45

“Tell Carmine to take the handtruck with him.” 
When we were alone again, he turned to watch the 

television set, which was now turned off. Then, without 
looking around, he said: “Go on, get out of here.” 

“Luigino,” I murmured, “what was I... I had to....” 
“The one thing you should never have done was be 

born in the first place, Pasquale.” 
As I was leaving, I tried to add something, but he 

just said again: “Go on; get out of here.” 
 

4 
Signorinella, whose real name was Francesca Cop-

pola, was the sister of Ermenegildo. That’s right, Er-
menegildo, the boss, that’s who. 

I loved Signorinella, like everyone did, I swear it on 
my mother’s soul. I’d never, ever have dared... Not even 
in my dreams would I have dared. 

Damn it to hell, there are times when you find 
yourself in certain situations... 

Signorinella had never intruded into matters that 
concerned men. Her only pursuit was as chief of the 
supplicants of San Gennaro. That was her vocation, she 
did nothing else in her life, and there was no one in 
Naples who failed to hold her in high respect. 

Already six months before the day of the miracle 
she and several other women would lock themselves up 
in the drawing room in the apartment on Corso Um-
berto to pray to the saint. Crime bosses and wealthy 
citizens would send over pans of lasagna or trays of rum 
babas, each had his own special delicacy and was careful 
never to change it because it was crucial to ensure that 
the supplicants would recognize them and say, for in-
stance, seeing a platter of sea snails: “Ah, these are the 
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maruzze from Professor Sabatino!” 
Or else: “Here we have the crep suset from Don 

Andrea!” 
There had been times when even I was sent to bring 

wine or foodstuffs. Every time it was a dance of the seven 
veils to be allowed in. There were always three or four of 
Don Ermenegildo’s men standing guard, and they would 
question me as to who had sent me and where I’d pur-
chased the food and whether they’d actually placed it in 
my hands and this and that and the other thing. 

But when you got in there you felt an overpowering 
sensation. You could smell a scent of flowers and in 
every room there were three or four supplicants. You’d 
see them as you walked down the hallway and it felt like 
walking down the aisle of a church. 

When you saw Signorinella pray, she was pretty. 
The other women would tear their hair out and overdo 
things, but she just stared quietly at the floor. 

People said that she was capable of spending days 
at a time on her knees. And all the while, nothing passed 
her lips, save for an espresso now and then. 

She never talked much, she only prayed. But when 
she spoke she said wise things, and both her brother and 
the men from the smaller clans held her in the highest 
consideration. 

Don Ermenegildo addressed her respectfully, in the 
second person plural, using the “voi.” He respected her 
like a mother. He would never have dreamed of showing 
her any disrespect. 

And so, when a clan boss was afraid of having done 
something objectionable, having made a misstep, he 
would go and ask for Signorinella’s intercession on his 
behalf. Sometimes she would give audience on her 
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knees, other times sitting in the drawing room, sur-
rounded by her sister supplicants. 

She would listen in silence and then decree whether 
it was better to go to Don Ermenegildo to beg forgive-
ness or if it was sufficient to bring a gift to one of Don 
Ermenegildo’s grandsons or whether it was necessary 
to end a friendship that met with Don Ermenegildo’s 
disapproval or even whether the best thing might be to 
kill someone who had offended Don Ermenegildo. 

Whenever she found herself talking about killing, 
she’d put her face in her hands because it wasn’t 
something she liked and she would say that we are all 
some mother’s child. But she wasn’t a hypocrite, be-
cause if someone who had been sentenced to die went 
to her directly to beg forgiveness, she would ensure 
he was pardoned. 

When Don Ermenegildo died of diabetes, Signor-
inella remained in the highest regard of one and all. 

She was indifferent to power and money. She said 
that things like that can make you lose your soul. But 
if she gave her approval to an undertaking, the clan 
boss knew that, clench their teeth though his rivals 
might, they would never dream of openly objecting. 
No one had the courage to make an enemy of Signor-
inella, because to do so meant making enemies of all 
the other clans. 

This was a good thing, everyone agreed. Worlds of 
trouble had been averted by a single wise word from Si-
gnorinella. 

Clearly, though, this could only go on as long as 
she remained neutral. Instead, though, three years ear-
lier, Signorinella became obsessed with the daughter 
of Giovanni Limone of Forcella. 
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The girl was thirteen and the members of Limone’s 
clan claimed that it was mere motherly love. But all of 
Naples knew that actually Signorinella had fallen head 
over heels. 

It’s unseemly to speak ill of the dead, but Signor-
inella began acting like a three- or four-year-old child. 
She wanted to have the young girl over to her house 
every day, she sent her brother’s men out in search of 
her, she’d go in to get her directly from the classroom 
at her school, or while she was asleep at her home; her 
parents always had to keep a suitcase packed with an 
extra pair of pajamas. 

Many others disliked this song and dance because 
they could see the danger. 

And indeed the Limone clan took advantage of 
their position. On a couple of matters, Signorinella’s 
judgment was anything but neutral. The Senese clan 
took it to heart and unleashed a gang war. 

In a single month, twenty-two people were killed. 
Many clans broke up and new groups, like the gangs of 
Luigino Pizza and Don Gualtiero, gained positions of 
power. 

The new bosses, in order to go back to a state of 
peace, demanded that the Limone clan and the other 
old gangs allow Signorinella to be eliminated. 

No one could be allowed to kill her. So, the decision 
was made to send her away. 

Two or three nuns were sent to Portugal to buy a 
villa. Upon their return, they loaded her into a Mercedes 
and, over her strenuous objections, drove off with her. 

She was given an unequivocal order never again to 
set foot in Naples. No one could help her return, on 
pain of death. 
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Therefore, when I recognised her, I’d been forced 
to do what I did, because unless she died, she would 
cause me to die. And those who have never actually 
found themselves in such a situation would do better to 
keep their mouths shut, because there are already plenty 
and more than enough fools in circulation. 
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Giorgio Fontana, Death of a Happy Man 
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most savage phase of terrorism in Italy. Not yet forty, Giacomo 

Colnaghi is a magistrate on the front line in Milan. Together with 

the small group of investigators he coordinates, Colnaghi has for 

a long time been investigating the activities of a new armed 

group, which has murdered a Christian Democrat politician. 

Doubt and anxiety have always accompanied him. He is intensely 

Catholic, but in an intimate and tragic way. His origins are 

humble, and he is convinced that his personal success is the 

proof that we live in an open society. He is married and has 

children, yet his relations with his family are cold and tormented. 

He has two very dear friends, with whom he undertakes polemic 

jousts. They enjoy lingering hours, the suburbs, football, and 

meeting up in taverns. 
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1 
So it was vengeance they were after. Colnaghi nod-

ded a couple of times to himself, as if collecting ideas 
he didn’t had or that still remained too muddled: then 
he laid both hands on the table and looked back at the 
boy who had spoken. 

In the classroom that had been made available by 
the local nursery school, there was silence: sweat 
patches under armpits, ceiling fans turning slowly. 
Everyone was waiting for an answer, yet another kind 
word. 

The family and friends of the victim numbered 
around thirty. Vissani had been a surgeon, a prominent 
member of the right-most wing of the Milanese Chris-
tian Democracy: fifty-two years old, ash blond hair, 
running to fat. The photograph laid at the foot of the 
lectern was surrounded by bouquets of flowers. 

Colnaghi might have seen him once, maybe twice, 
in the preceding years: he’d read about him in the Cor-
riere della Sera, perhaps a news analysis in the city sec-
tion, commenting on his rise through the party ranks. 
Colnaghi disliked that faction of the Christian Demo-
crats, but who knows: maybe some time back they’d 
even shaken hands, introduced by a colleague interested 
in promoting his own career: maybe it was on some 
mid-May evening, when the swallows dart through the 
sky over Milan and the light has an ineffable colour: 
maybe they had both been happy that evening, and 
maybe Vissani had laughed at something Colnaghi had 
said, slapping his knee as he laughed: and as fast as the 
happiness had come it departed, as the surgeon broke 
the magistrate’s good mood with an inappropriate state-
ment of some kind, one of the many statements like it 
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that Colnaghi had had the opportunity to read in the 
massive file folder of the preliminary judicial investiga-
tion into the killing—maybe something objectionable 
about young people, or the need for the government to 
use the iron fist. 

Whatever the case, what happened then is this: 
that vulgar, odious, and blameless individual was mur-
dered late in the evening of January 9, 1981, in the 
neighborhood around Piazza Diaz. Two .38 calibre 
Special bullets. Six months ago. Responsibility for that 
killing was claimed by the Proletarian Combat Forma-
tion, a breakaway cell of the Red Brigades. The case 
was still open, and it was being handled by the assis-
tant prosecutor Colnaghi. 

He’d agonised at some length about whether it 
would be a good idea to attend that commemorative 
ceremony: after all, it was his duty to avoid those 
people, not to welcome their overtures. In the end, 
though, he had given in: it wasn’t necessary to worry 
about what was appropriate and what wasn’t. He 
thought that among the duties of a magistrate there 
was, in a highly unorthodox sense, the duty of managing 
a loss. In a certain way, he was a parasite of suffering: if 
it weren’t for crimes, there would be no punishments, 
which meant there would also be no magistrates: it 
struck him as only right, then, to give back to the world 
something else, something more—the simple, clean 
fruit of his own understanding. 

And now, there he was, six months later, recalling 
the events that had befallen Vissani and listening to 
pointless, verbose declarations concerning the supposed 
good-hearted qualities of that man and about the times 
they were living through. Everything had gone well—
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everything had gone according to the script, the com-
memoration of what had happened, the irreparable loss 
that every murder brings with it, the occasional re-
pressed yawn (grief, after a while, is boring, except for 
those who are consumed with it), and last of all, the as-
surance that he and his fellow magistrates would do 
their jobs. 

It had all gone well, until the boy took the floor, 
raising his hand politely but firmly, and told Colnaghi 
that what he wanted was vengeance. He demanded ven-
geance, as Dr. Vissani’s son. The grownups had ex-
changed glances and said nothing: here and there men 
had looked down and turned their hats vaguely in their 
hands, the woman had put on out-of-place smiles. That 
desire, in some sense, must have been universal. 

At last, Colnaghi spoke: “If it’s vengeance you want, 
then you have the wrong man,” he said, simply, doing 
his best in his turn to melt his tension into a smile. 

“All right,” the boy replied. He was blond like his 
father, his hair cut in a pageboy, his nose and mouth 
trembling in sudden surges. “Let’s say that you catch 
the people who murdered my father. Then what?” 

“They’ll be put on trial.” 
“And then?” 
“If found guilty, they’ll be sentenced to prison.” 
“And will they remain behind bars for the rest of 

their lives?” 
“Well, certainly for many years. They won’t be able 

to hurt anyone again.” 
“That’s not enough,” the boy said, shaking his 

head. 
“That’s not enough.” 
Colnaghi nodded again. 



54 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

“Your name is Luigi, right?” he asked. 
“Yes.” 
“How old are you, Luigi?” 
“Fifteen.” 
“Fifteen. And you’re in high school?” 
“The scientific high school. I’m starting the second 

year. ” 
“Fine. So tell me, what should we do with your 

father’s murderer?” 
Murmurings of dissent, heads shaken in disagree-

ment. Colnaghi realized that he had pushed matters too 
far, but at this point he had a hypothesis: and he wanted 
to put that hypothesis to the test. The boy, in any event, 
seemed unsurprised by the question. Quite simply, he 
turned to look at the door, narrowing his eyes to think it 
over. Then he turned his head back toward the magistrate. 

“I’d kill him,” he said. “I’d kill him right away, with 
my own bare hands.” 

This time there was a startled buzz, and his mother 
tugged sharply at his hand: “Luigi!” she hissed, but 
without real conviction. 

He ignored her. His gaze met Colnaghi’s, and Col-
naghi understood that it wasn’t a challenge, but some-
thing much bigger and more complicated, the fate of an 
entire nation as it struggled to process a tragedy, a long 
history of wrongs and reciprocal lacerations. Because 
when all was said and done, it just came down to the 
usual, humdrum question: how do you explain a 
father’s death to his son? What good are reasons or 
causes in the face of such a loss? We’re raising children 
filled with rancour, he told himself. We’re raising or-
phans who are going to need new fathers, and there’s 
nothing I can do about it. 
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Then he drew a deep breath, and set forth the noth-
ing that he had to offer. 

“What you say is ... understandable,” he said. “It 
really is. How would I react if I were in your shoes? 
That’s something I always wonder. How would I react 
if I were in all your shoes?” He threw his arms wide. Ev-
eryone was listening attentively, by now. Colnaghi 
looked out at those people, caught between detachment 
and compassion, and he heard his voice flow, on its 
own, slowly: at first, they were isolated words, like a van-
guard of soldiers creeping forward in the night; then 
came the massed army of argumentations; and the rest 
of what he’d long been harboring deep inside. “Ven-
geance is the first solution that occurs to us. It is ob-
vious and natural: lex talionis, the old law of returning 
like for like, no? An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. 
But it doesn’t work.” He drew a deep breath. “I under-
stand that if I were in your shoes myself, I might not 
want to hear these things either, but vengeance is a use-
less tool; first and foremost for you yourself. Sure, of 
course, I know that a part of you has no interest in rising 
above these impulses, it just wants to seize the man who 
has hurt you so badly and destroy him, make it clear to 
him how much sorrow he has made you suffer. But then 
one of this man’s accomplices will want vengeance in 
his turn, and he’ll strike down another innocent man, 
and there will never be an end to all this: all that it adds 
up to, in the end, is death. There’s no room left for 
knowledge, for love, for a pizza, for a stroll: the world 
vanishes completely, that world that you wanted to save 
in the first place. All that’s left is an icy cold in your 
heart and vengeance. It’s an obsession you can never 
break away from.” He narrowed his eyes. “I can assure 
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you of this, as a father and as a Christian. I know that 
my job is done when I’ve obtained a just punishment 
for the culprits. But I also know that that’s not enough. 
That nothing will ever repair the wrong done to you. 
That nothing can restore your Papà to you, Luigi, that 
nothing will ever bring back any of the people that they 
have taken from us. It’s atrocious. It’s atrocious and I 
really don’t know what to do about it, I have no answer 
to your sorrow. You must be very courageous, because 
what has befallen you—what has befallen you in par-
ticular, Luigi—is something that transcends any and all 
explanations. I firmly believe that one day God will put 
everything right, every wound and every sin, but I real-
ise that here and now there is nothing more that I can 
say. I’m sorry that it happened,” he concluded. “I’m 
really sorry.” 

On his way out, Colnaghi shook a few hands and 
returned a few greetings. Some of those attending had 
burst into tears, and thanked him for his speech. Others 
seemed confused, or perhaps even irritated. They 
moved away as he approached, looking down and rum-
maging for something in their pockets. As for Luigi, he 
was separate from the crowd: from the far end of the 
auditorium he stood looking at him in silence. I know 
your anger, Colnaghi was tempted to tell him; I know 
it to a tee, I can decipher it as if it were a private lan-
guage. But my grief is better than yours, he also 
thought—and was instantly filled with shame. Then he 
shook his head and walked out of the auditorium: he 
was exhausted. 

Out on the street he put his jacket back on, in spite 
of the heat, polished his glasses with the tail of his tie, 
and walked to the tram stop. The tension still clung to 
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him, and now all he wanted was a passing glimpse of 
the city out the tram window. 

He looked up: eight in the evening, Porta Genova 
train station: amidst the drug dealers, the pimps, and 
the occasional homeless person, the last commuters of 
the day were running to catch their train. The sunset 
descended over them all and the air, who knows why, 
smacked of liquorice. Mechanically, Colnaghi lit his 
pipe, and the tram heaved into view after only a couple 
of puffs, just enough time to feel and taste the smoke 
as it filled his mouth. 

Once aboard, the magistrate looked around. Three 
women about his age, an old woman with a small pink 
hat, a couple of young men in jeans who laughed as they 
tossed a hanging strap back and forth: maybe it had 
broken loose on its own, or maybe they had torn it off. 

Colnaghi lowered his chin till it pushed against his 
chest. For some time now, he’d been imagining how he, 
too, might someday become a dead body like Vissani, 
or like other colleagues of his who’d been killed in the 
past few years. The transformation was under way, and 
it was strange—like carrying a second self around with 
him, a tiny sprout of death that unfurled as time passed, 
ready to bloom into full flower. Would it really happen? 
And where, and when? A few months ago, a colleague 
from Turin had told him that, by this point, it was their 
duty to learn to be good corpses. Colnaghi had rolled 
his eyes and replied that maybe, actually, there was no 
call for such a grim outlook. 

His boss had once suggested he get a police security 
detail, but he’d refused. He hadn’t reached the point of 
accepting that offer yet, and truth be told, after the 
death of Aldo Moro, he’d come to the conviction that 
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the only thing security details were good for was endan-
gering a greater number of lives. And for that matter, 
there was no solid evidence: no dossiers in the terrorist 
lairs that they’d turned upside down and inside out, no 
threats detected on the part of this or that organisation. 
And yet he made a good target: a brilliant magistrate, 
who’d been investigating the armed insurgency for the 
past three years: still young, open to dialogue, a demo-
cratic idealist, and what’s more, profoundly Catholic. 

The two kids in jeans got off the tram at the next 
stop, taking the hanging strap with them. The doors 
snapped shut, no one else had boarded the tram; Col-
naghi leaned forward to scratch the bare skin left un-
covered by his sock, where he felt a faint itch. The 
tram swerved around a corner and a cherry-red light 
suddenly illuminated the whole interior of the car. Try 
to come up with a good one, Colnaghi told himself. 
What’s the best name for a law firm? Dewey, Cheatham, 
and Howe. No, no, that’s not good enough: another 
one, Giacomino. You can do better than that. The in-
vestigator tells the defendant: We have three people who 
can testify that they saw you. And the defendant replies: 
So what? I can bring you a hundred thousand who can 
testify that they didn’t! 

He chuckled to himself. There, that one was so 
corny that he could foist it off on Franz or Micillo, or 
maybe at dinner with his family. The old woman with 
the little pink hat looked him up and down in baffle-
ment, and he put a serious expression back on his face. 
The tram rang its bell at an intersection: as it con-
tinued north, Colnaghi leaned his cheek against the 
glass and saw Milan open out before him like an un-
folding fan: the deserted streets crisscrossed by the 
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rails, two carabinieri standing outside a building, a stu-
dent with books under one arm: the shapes of the city 
as they slowly dwindled in the sunset. 

 
2 

They’d been sitting around Micillo’s desk for three 
hours, wading through stacks of paper and handing 
each other the lighter from time to time. Now Colnaghi 
was having trouble breathing, in the fourth-floor heat; 
it was Friday, and once again it had grown late: for more 
than ten minutes they’d been sitting in silence, as if let-
ting the fatigue on their bodies boil down and subside. 
He’d arrived in the office at dawn, on his bicycle, before 
daylight had illuminated the Hall of Justice: since that 
hour of the morning, he’d worked ceaselessly, with just 
a quick panino for lunch. 

He looked over at the two colleagues he had 
chosen to work with, colleagues he was actually super-
vising. Micillo, the assistant prosecutor, the scion of a 
venerable dynasty of jurists from the Caserta area, just 
outside of Naples, a bow tie invariably snug at his 
neck, even in the heat of summer, was fanning himself 
with his open hand. Caterina Franz, the investigating 
magistrate from Friuli, far to the north, on the Aus-
trian border, motionless and without so much as a 
drop of sweat, continued reading with a finger resting 
on her right eyebrow. 

“I feel nauseous,” Micillo said at a certain point. 
“Just nauseous.” Colnaghi focused on his jaw. Franz 
heaved a sigh and one of the sheets of paper she was 
holding slipped to the floor: it sort of swooped through 
the air in a flip before landing. She looked down at it, 
scratching her long aquiline nose. 
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“I think you dropped something,” said Colnaghi. 
Micillo chuckled, continuing to fan himself with one 
hand. She glared at him. 

“You blushed,” Colnaghi went on, with a smile. 
She bit her lip. 
“You blushed again. Shy people blush even more, 

when you point it out to them.” 
“Would you stop that?” she said. 
“There, look at you now, red as a beetroot.” 
Franz shook her head and turned to Micillo: “How 

do you stand working with him?” 
“Don’t worry,” the other man said. “He’ll go back 

to being serious.” 
The Friulian magistrate shook her head, huffing in 

frustration. Colnaghi leaned back, his chair balanced on 
its rear legs, and gazed out through the window at the 
sky above: then he let the chair fall forward and 
slammed both hands down on the desk. “All right, let’s 
recapitulate,” he said. “The latest statements by Berti 
seem to lead in a good direction, but there’s still some-
thing that we’re missing. What is it?” 

Anna Berti was a Red Brigades militant, twenty-
seven years old, who had agreed to become a cooper-
ating witness. She did it unwillingly and was riddled 
with a sense of guilt, but she had actually produced at 
least a few names: when she spoke, she said little but 
she spoke clearly. Colnaghi was one of the few magis-
trates who was in favour of the new regulations gov-
erning the use of cooperating witnesses, or pentiti. The 
regulations had been approved the year before. And 
he was in agreement with the strategy set forth by Col-
onel Bonaventura: cut off the dry branches but leave 
a few green branches on the tree, so that new leads 
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could bud and grow—other names, other suspects. 
His colleagues disliked striking bargains with crim-

inals and offering them protection, but Berti had given 
them information they wouldn’t have been able to ob-
tain any other way. Micillo and Franz handled that in-
formation only reluctantly, as if it were dirty money, a 
venom polluting the work they did: but for Colnaghi it 
was simply data. Sure, it wasn’t easy for him, either, to 
set moral considerations aside, and the word they 
used—pentito—sounded slightly wrong: he told himself 
over and over that there was no repentance at play here, 
it wasn’t a matter of conscience, these people were just 
making deals. 

But there was still plenty of work to be done: the 
kidnapping of Roberto Peci, for instance, had horrified 
him. Roberto Peci was the brother of Patrizio Peci, the 
first Red Brigades pentito, who a year earlier had handed 
over a considerable quantity of details about the orga-
nisation. In revenge, the Red Brigades under the lead-
ership of Giovanni Senzani had abducted him—and 
they would probably kill him soon enough. Why hadn’t 
anyone thought of the brother, while they were nego-
tiating with the pentito? Because they were all just a crew 
of idiots, Colnaghi concluded, removing the rubber 
band from a large file folder on the desk, almost break-
ing it as he jerked at it angrily. 

“I want to talk to her again,” Micillo said. “In the 
next week I’ll go back to San Vittore prison and hear 
what else she has to say. All right?” 

“That’s fine,” said Colnaghi. “And I’ll try again 
with Dell’Acqua.” Another young woman who’d been 
arrested more recently: according to the information 
provided by Berti, she was a member of the same group 
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that had claimed credit for killing Vissani. The two or-
ganisations had been on good terms for a while—they’d 
even exchanged weapons—but then they’d fallen out. 
It was something that happened frequently: and in-
creasingly frequently in that period, as the leftist armed 
struggle began to slide into chaos and disillusionment. 

“Dell’Acqua? She won’t tell you a thing,” Franz 
pointed out. 

“Because she comes from a good family,” said Mi-
cillo. “Those are the toughest ones. Someone like Berti, 
one way or another, you can find her price, even if you 
have to toss a little something extra onto the scale.” 

“I don’t like this line of pursuit.” 
“We can always afford exceptions, we can never af-

ford mistakes,” said Colnaghi, instinctively sliding the 
rubber band back over the file folder. That was his 
motto. 

Micillo rolled his eyes. 
“I still don’t quite understand what you’re trying to 

say with that phrase,” said Franz. She turned her chair 
to look at Colnaghi and folded her arms across her 
chest. “Will you explain it to me, once and for all?” 

“No, please don’t,” said Micillo. “I’m begging you.” 
Colnaghi smiled: “They once asked a world chess 

champion, Mikhail Botvinnik, to explain the secret of 
his incredible success. His answer was this: It may dis-
appoint you, but first and foremost, I try to make as few 
mistakes as possible.” 

“Do you play chess?” 
“No, I read it in a magazine. But it’s a great 

phrase.” 
Franz still didn’t seem convinced. 
“We all make mistakes,” she said. 
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“Of course, we do. In the past two years I’ve issued 
indictments for several members of the Milanese Auton-
omia Operaia, who turned out later to be absolutely in-
nocent. One of them, Professor Corno, even wrote me a 
long and indignant letter, urging me not to lump all the 
militants together, and to distinguish between those who 
had and those who had never made recourse to violence.” 

“What an asshole,” Micillo sniggered. 
“He had a point. I kept that letter, I still have it: and 

that’s exactly the point. When a cook gets it wrong, the 
pasta comes out a disgusting mess, but when we get it 
wrong, innocent people are sent to prison.” 

“Don’t indulge him,” Micillo hinted to Franz. 
“No, wait, I want to hear him out. What about the 

exceptions?” 
“The exceptions are all the little nuances we can let 

slide, in order to find the truth and bring justice into 
the world.” 

“Such as?” 
“I can overlook a mishap that’s befallen a friend or 

give someone a hand, even if it’s a violation of certain 
minor regulations or protocols—in the name of a 
greater good. Certainly, it’s necessary to employ great 
caution and make sure you act according to the utmost 
dictates of conscience, otherwise you might find your-
self justifying all sorts of things. But the mere fact that 
there is such a thing as an exception is a reminder that 
we can always make mistakes; that rules aren’t fixed 
once and for all, or carved in marble.” 

“That really is the way the Christian Democrats 
think, Colnaghi.” 

“My friend Mario, from Saronno, would use the 
phrase ‘in praise of doubt’.” 
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“And what does all this have to do with Berti and 
Dell’Acqua?” 

“I don’t know,” he smiled. “Nothing.” 
“Then why did you bring it up? Why did you say it?” 
“Maybe because deep down it’s not really a motto 

at all; it’s just an interjection that I like to toss in. What 
about you, why did you ask?” 

They fell silent for a while. Colnaghi lit his pipe and 
resumed tipping his chair back, rocking gently. The 
corners of the ceiling were blackened, though Micillo 
wasn’t much of a smoker: that was the legacy of the pre-
vious occupant, and the office hadn’t been repainted 
since. The meeting was on the verge of disbanding, but 
Franz was still thinking things over. Every so often her 
lips would twitch in a nervous tic, and her hands never 
stopped chasing after each other. But her eyes were fo-
cused on Micillo’s Olivetti Lettera 22 typewriter: “Do 
you know how to type?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 
“I’ve never met a magistrate who knew how to 

type.” 
“I know a couple,” Colnaghi said. 
“We all ought to learn,” she pointed out. 
Colnaghi looked out, broadening his gaze: it had 

cost him so much effort to put together that little team. 
From the very beginning, his investigative method—
sharing everything, collaborating as much as possible 
and freely exchanging information—had been viewed 
as the violation of a personal code of ethics, though of 
course there was no written law on the matter: there 
were no protocols concerning collaboration. There was 
nothing to refer to regarding the exchange of infor-
mation, and therefore, quite simply, no one did it. 
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And so Colnaghi had wandered for almost two 
years through the bowels of the Hall of Justice, strug-
gling to persuade his colleagues that the systems of by-
gone days had failed, that it was no longer the era of 
solitary investigations: that the network of connections 
underlying the wave of terrorism had to be met with 
another network, even stronger and more robust. How 
many times in that period, however, he had found him-
self running headlong into a wall of weariness, or even 
of complicit silence and fear. That is, until he’d found 
those two: Micillo, the bald magistrate born into a good 
family from Caserta, there because he’d been given 
highly placed recommendations, and therefore held in 
low regard by most of his colleagues (in reality, though, 
the man was endowed with a luminously logical mind, 
perfectly linear and rigorous), and Franz—the Friulian 
Communist without the slightest hint of irony, who 
seemed to have fallen to Earth from who knows where, 
her eyes constantly circled in bruises of sleeplessness. It 
wasn’t easy to get them to work together; but one way 
or another, he managed to do it. 

Down the hallway, they heard a door slam. Micillo 
got up and pretended to tidy up the papers: he put a ver-
dict away in the file folder, collected the transcript of the 
Dalla Bona deposition and banged the sheaf of paper 
against the desk to give it a neat, sharp edge. The fan was 
pushing around what little air there was between them. 

At a certain point, Franz murmured: “I don’t like 
working on these things. I know that I’ve said it before, 
but that’s the way it is.” 

Colnaghi and Micillo exchanged a glance. A leftist 
magistrate’s crisis of conscience: a classic trope neither 
of them could put up with. 
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“I feel uneasy, a sense of malaise,” she justified her 
angst. Micillo coughed twice in a row. He could sense a 
lengthy confession coming on. 

“Can we all agree that none of us has the energy to 
go on working?” Colnaghi said all at once. 

“Let’s agree.” 
“Then may we all go in peace.” 
They both stood up, while Franz remained seated. 
“You shouldn’t feel that way,” said Micillo, slapping 

her on the back. She took the gesture as an invitation 
to go on. 

“I know. I know. But I can’t help it.” 
“We’ve talked about this lots of times before, Cat-

erina. We shouldn’t talk about politics.” 
“No, in fact, we weren’t talking about politics. But 

in the end, there’s no two ways about it, we always wind 
up coming back to it.” 

“Well, these are private matters.” 
“Private matters, give me a break... They’re em-

inently public matters, actually.” 
“Not in this room.” 
“Shall we go?” asked Colnaghi, turning the pipe 

over and over in his hands. 
Franz looked at him: “It annoys you, doesn’t it?” 
“Excuse me?” 
“I get it, it annoys the hell out of you.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“You don’t like me, there’s no point beating around 

the bush. Neither one of you likes me, not one little bit.” 
She bit her lip. “You know, it’s a problem of ours, and... 
It isn’t easy, that’s the thing. And neither of you can un-
derstand it.” 

“My dear girl...” Micillo began. 
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“Don’t call me girl. You know I don’t like being 
called that.” 

Colnaghi sighed and butted in: “People, please. It’s 
late, it’s hot out, and we’re all tired. There’s no point in 
starting an argument now. Shouldn’t we all just go 
home?” 

The three of them sized each other up a little, again, 
with appraising gazes, and suddenly they saw them-
selves for what they were: three haggard, exhausted 
bodies. The whirring of the fan was the only detail they 
could focus on by now. Then they each shook their head 
simultaneously and left the office, one after the other, 
emerging into the hallways of the Hall of Justice, with-
out another word. 
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A mysterious ‘we’ narrates the story of Rivera, a snake collector 

who comes into contact with the unusual scene of pornography art 

through an amateur video. His initial explorations quickly lead to his 

descent into an abyss inhabited by obscure figures, private 

abjections and collective catastrophes, on the backdrop of an 

imaginary city, Fortezza, which retreats into its own den at night.  

As Giorgia Esposito has suggested, the voices of the characters of 

From the Ruins, who remind one of Roberto Bolaño’s ‘savage 

detectives’, seem to gush out from the ruins of spectral roads and 

empty buildings, mirroring obsessions that are brought to their 

extreme consequences, and choose to sublimate their own lives in 

a final, bloodthirsty artwork. 
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2 
That night, Rivera didn’t sleep. He poured himself 

a beer, opened up the dining room window overlook-
ing the public park, moved the armchair next to the 
window, and lit up a cigarette. 

We’d never seen him like this. Usually, he’d clutch 
at any straw of an excuse to go to his snakes, but that 
night he didn’t budge. He seemed like the old Rivera 
again, the twenty year old, just transferred to Fortezza 
and who’d sit at the window in the evening, charmed 
by the city view. That’s when he’d started working with 
the paper. He’d walk aimlessly during the day, wander-
ing down the unknown roads, memorising them. With 
time he’d started pushing himself a little further, in the 
sunny outskirt areas at first, then to the suburbs brim-
ming with people moving like sleepwalkers or spectres 
of slaves. Sometimes he’d keep walking after dark, too. 
He was far from home, he felt watched, he felt he wasn’t 
particularly welcome in those areas, but something 
stopped him from running off. In some ways, he felt like 
a witness to the life in Fortezza, the foreigner chron-
icling the life of the city, its self-digestion through its 
waste canals. When he’d finally make it back to his 
rented room, he’d stay at the window to count the dis-
tant lights trembling like thousands of torches.  

Then at some point, out of nowhere, all of it had 
ceased, and the twenty year old Rivera had turned into 
a new Rivera. Even the city, until then swimming in 
an endless drunkenness, seemed to shift into a later 
phase, one of illness and regret, but especially of am-
nesia of something it had done but no matter how 
hard it tried, it could not pick out of the cataracts of 
its own memory. 
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When the phone rang, it was very late. We were at 
that point in the night when time is just a formality. 
Rivera jumped. He got out of the armchair to go an-
swer. On the other end was the voice of the owner of 
the Orchidea cinema.  

‘You’re a genius. I watched your clip before dinner 
and now I can’t sleep.’ 

‘Oh,’ Rivera was able to say. He realised, at that 
moment, that he had never really entertained the pos-
sibility of a reply from the cinema’s owner.  

‘And you have nothing to say? This stuff is the 
bomb,’ said the man. ‘It’s the first time I jerk off with-
out thinking of a woman, believe me.’ 

‘It was my first time without a woman, too,’ said 
Rivera. 

‘Can you do it again?’ asked the cinema owner. 
‘What?’ 
‘Your act. I mean, the DVD is impressive, but it’s 

amateur. I can show it a couple of times, maybe three, 
but people will want more after that. You know, in the 
field, amateur material has a very short life. Only a 
couple make it and become classics. We need to do ev-
erything we can to employ your potential. You can’t 
stop here. You must evolve.’ 

‘What do you have in mind?’ asked Rivera. 
‘Don’t worry,’ said the man, his laughter like an 

agonised mouse or choir of mice. ‘I know people who 
would fight to the death to bag someone like you. We 
just need to be fast.’ 

Rivera said nothing. 
‘You still there?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘So? Do we want to meet?’ 
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‘Fine,’ said Rivera. 
‘Tomorrow. Come to the ten o’clock show, so we 

can take a look at how my cinephiles react to your 
work.’ 

The cinema owner’s sentence carried on into a re-
flection on fate, but Rivera had already tuned him out.  

‘Tomorrow. Goodnight,’ he said, and hung up. At 
this point he closed his eyes and let out a long cry. He 
sounded like an animal. We covered our ears to shut 
out the howling, but it was pointless, the cry had al-
ready lodged itself in our minds. As we begged him to 
stop, Rivera let himself fall onto the bedroom’s red 
carpet, pulled off his robe and pulled out his dick. He 
started masturbating, but his white penis remained 
flaccid. As much as he tried, Rivera couldn’t. He sud-
denly stood up and ran towards the case room, 
switched the lights on and grabbed two snakes. As 
soon as he moved them to his belly, the snakes slith-
ered away from his hands and started coiling around 
his penis, the grip more violent this time and their 
movements swifter. The snakes’ heads jerked in the 
dark as if trying to bite each other. Rivera clenched 
his fists and groaned. We saw Rivera’s toes curling on 
the floor, his nails scratching the marble, the white, 
silent spurt like snow against the glass of a window, 
before Rivera fell onto his knees. He lowered his chin 
and snatched the snakes off his belly. His hands tight 
on the reptiles’ heads, as their bodies thrashed 
around, whipping his arms, until they fell still, dan-
gling in the air. 

Snakes still tight in his hands, Rivera went to the 
window, pulled aside the curtain and saw that day was 
breaking. The sprawl of Fortezza looked like a horrific 
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dimension. He opened the frames and let the dawn air 
dry his sweat. Then he went to the kitchen, let the two 
lifeless snake bodies fall into the rubbish bin and 
cooked himself two eggs. We watched him in horror as 
he ate, slowly, as if nothing had happened, stuck in his 
isolation, as dawn came in through the window, white 
and cold like a dead thing. 

The following evening Rivera took the car and 
drove through neighbourhood after neighbourhood, 
without looking around, the lights of the city explod-
ing against the windshield and hitting him in the face 
like silent fireworks. That was the hour when Fortezza 
started closing back in on itself. Doorways swallowed 
the shapes of who was headed home and windows lit 
up only to go dark again immediately after, as if the 
permanence of those people in their flats were limited 
to a brief arc of time followed by nothing. Mixed in 
with the sounds of traffic, you could hear the thuds of 
fights, the wailing of sirens, the swaying music of the 
bars’ radios and stereos. Further out, at the top of a 
blackened tower, a bell was tolling. We were on the 
back seat, behind Rivera’s giant nape, behind his head 
full of hardened hair. He hadn’t slept in forty-eight 
hours. We reached the Orchidea half an hour early. 
The place was spectral at that time of day. Before 
going in, Rivera stayed in the car to watch the en-
trance. Every now and then a man would step out of 
the shadows and shuffled inside the cinema’s door. 
The red neon sign saying ‘Orchidea’ lit up those fig-
ures silently sliding  along the empty street and dodg-
ing into the building, as if its underground spaces were 
about to host the meeting of a clandestine group of 
men ready for anything. 
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When Rivera decided to head in, we followed. The 
inside smelled of disinfectant and burned carpet. Ri-
vera leaned over the ticket booth. No one was behind 
the glass smeared with fingerprints. 

‘You made it,’ said the owner, stepping out from 
behind the same curtain as the previous time. Rivera 
thought that maybe the man always waited behind 
there, in the dark, spying the entrance. ‘What hap-
pened? You look like you haven’t slept in a week. If you 
want to go into filmmaking you need be careful about 
that sort of thing. Taking care of your body is nec-
essary to taking care of your soul.’  

‘I don’t care,’ said Rivera.  
The man looked at him as if he was facing some-

one unstable. 
‘In any case, you should change your haircut,’ said 

the man with disgust. ‘That bush is horrible.’ 
‘Thanks, I’ll keep it in mind,’ said Rivera, glancing 

over at the posters hanging in the entrance to the 
cinema, the mouths open wide, the infinite throats, 
the golden stars placed between the open legs of enor-
mous women. 

‘Do you have any idea of the sort of celebrity that 
has been through here to present their films?’  

‘I like snakes. Cinema bores me.’ 
‘Suit yourself. Come with me. I set us up a spot 

for the show.’ 
The man led the way down a corridor with purple 

walls. At the end of the corridor they turned up a 
staircase lit badly by a buzzing neon bulb. At the top 
of the stairs the man pulled out a bunch of keys and 
opened a door. Rivera had to duck to fit through it. 
He found himself on a dais virtually identical to the 
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ones in a theatre, with the sole difference being that 
instead of the comfy velvet seats, the owner had set 
up some plastic chairs. Over the balustrade, Rivera 
could watch the pit and the screen without any effort. 
The screening would start soon and the room was al-
ready filled with over a dozen customers. The owner 
explained that for that sort of establishment, it was a 
hit.  

‘Have you ever filled the seating?’ asked Rivera. 
The man mopped the sweat off his almost bald 

head, a pathetic heap of straw-like threads pointing in 
all directions, and sighed. 

‘Twenty years ago, yeah. Because yeah, porn 
cinema was a real draw then. We only survive because 
of the name and a couple of donors,’ he said. 

Then he lit himself a cigarette and stared into the 
distance, as if trying to dissuade his eyes from crying 
or hoping to catch a glimpse of an actress from the 
good old days sitting in the seats below. 

Rivera said nothing, stretched his legs onto the 
balustrade and started smoking too. He liked that little 
man. He watched him surveying his kingdom, the 
light blue and worn down seats, the men walking in 
with their heads low, a hat covering their eyes or wea-
ring sunglasses, and scattering apart from each other 
in the lit screen room, waiting for the cinema to dim 
the lights and finally allow them to be on their own, 
in their sort of silent communion. 

‘How come all these people?’ asked Rivera. 
The man seemed to perk up again. ‘You really 

don’t know much about it do you. Did you not rec-
ognise her on the poster?’ 

‘No.’ 
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The owner had a short burst of laughter, slapping 
his thigh. 

‘You’re unbelievable,’ he said. ‘Tonight we’re 
showing a film by Thomas Rush with Linda Bonham. 
A jewel, believe me. It’s a shame that people doesn’t 
watch this kind of masterpiece any more.’ He looked 
at his watch. 

‘It’s time,’ he said. ‘Sorry, I’m going to tell the 
staff we can start.’ 

He stood up and started heading off the dais, then 
suddenly turned around to face Rivera. 

‘Oh, I almost forgot. If it’s not a problem for you, 
I wanted to say a few words to the audience to present 
your work. I mean, it’s not what they’re expecting or 
used to.’ 

‘Fine with me,’ said Rivera, ‘but don’t mention my 
name.’ 

‘Of course, my friend. Relax. Can I bring you 
something to drink?’ 

‘No, thank you,’ said Rivera. 
The owner shut the small door behind him and 

we took advantage of the moment to step out of the 
shadows. Rivera seemed at ease, even though inside 
him, in a cave dug out of his body, a small voice had 
begun whispering a prayer – or blasphemy. 

Someone dimmed the lights and we spotted the 
shape of the owner below clumsily climbing onto a 
stool in front of the screen. 

‘Gentlemen, if you’ll bear with me for a minute...’ 
he said after clearing his throat. 

From the shadowy seating someone said ‘The 
fuck does he want?’ 

‘Gentlemen,’ the owner continued, ‘some of you 
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have been coming to this cinema for years. Some of 
you are here for the first time. Since the first screen-
ing, the one that marked the inauguration of the Or-
chidea, I have always strived to bring you quality 
products, such as the film we will be watching tonight. 
Before that happens, however, I’d like to show you a 
brief clip. It is something I have no fear in claiming to 
be magnificent. I had to verify its authenticity myself 
before sharing it with you all. Its author comes, as we 
say, out of nowhere and yet he has befriended the likes 
of Jack Birmania and Klaus Traum, two names that 
need no further introduction. I therefore ask you to 
accept this new offering, in the name of cinema Or-
chidea and its glorious past. I assure you it will sur-
prise you.’ 

Rivera had never heard of those names and had 
the feeling that everything the owner was saying was 
part of a sad pantomime that had been repeated sev-
eral times before, and that the man, really, was closer 
to a crowd-tamer from a circus. 

A whistle from the seating area, followed by a cou-
ple of grunts and nothing else. 

‘Thank you, gentlemen. At the end of this pre-
view, we will enjoy Miss Bonham.’ 

He barely had time to climb off the stool as the 
lights switched off and the cinema was shrouded in 
darkness. Rivera lit himself another cigarette. The 
screen was hit by white light and electronic music 
started playing, the screen turned black again and 
faded onto Rivera’s abs, on Rivera’s body moving away 
from the camera revealing the wall of cases behind him 
and then Rivera taking the four snakes and adjusting 
them on his shoulders, all to that background music 
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chosen by someone else, similar to a female singing 
voice, but not human. Rivera watched himself be cov-
ered by the reptiles, his body whiter than he thought 
and the dark snakes at the centre of the shot. The au-
dience was silent. Rivera expected someone stand up 
to protest at any moment, but it didn’t happen. The 
audience had been swallowed by the darkness. The 
music had increased, the rhythm getting faster at the 
moment when that Rivera made of light let himself 
fall to the ground and the snakes slither across his 
torso. Someone in the seats shouted ‘Holy shit!’, but 
no one moved. Rivera was leaning over the balustrade 
and staring into nothing, his gaze floating in the dark-
ness. When Rivera’s penis, covered in snakes, ejacu-
lated, the audience started murmuring. Someone 
shyly clapped, but stopped almost immediately. Si-
lence accompanied the final seconds of the clip: Ri-
vera pulling himself up, putting the snakes back into 
the glass and moving towards the camera, his moist 
penis always closer, then the black screen again, the 
music slowly fading. When the lights came back on, 
they caught Rivera still holding onto the balustrade. 
Some of the viewers not expecting that pause between 
the two screenings were hurriedly doing up their 
trousers. Others were very still, staring at the screen 
and gripping the seats’ armrests, as if during the show 
they had been at risk of being thrown out of them. A 
slim, scarcely haired man stood up and ran to the 
bathroom. A handful more seconds passed then an un-
certain smattering of applause began, a misery of clap-
ping full of sweetness. We knew that in that moment, 
with that small triumph, Rivera’s heart was on a boat 
in a placid, clear lake of some remote wilderness.  



78 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

We clapped too, but Rivera didn’t notice. 
Once the applause was over, Rivera stood up from 

the chair, cast a final glance at the seating area below 
and left the dais. Us in tow, we walked downstairs and 
ended up in the purple corridor. At the other end, the 
cinema’s owner was running towards us. When he 
reached Rivera, he put a hand on his shoulder. 

‘That was incredible. Did you see?’ 
Rivera said nothing. 
‘I don’t need any more proof,’ said the man. ‘I want 

to launch you, Rivera. We need to strategise. If you’ll 
allow it, I want to try the clip on the internet. We’ll keep 
it up for twenty-four hours then zap! gone, like a hallu-
cination. People will be entirely lost after it.’ 

‘As you wish,’ said Rivera, ‘just cover my face. You 
seem to know these things.’ 

‘You just need some experience. But don’t think 
this is it. I’ll hand over your material to Birmania to-
morrow. You’ll see how big things get from here.’ 

‘Who’s Birmania?’ asked Rivera. 
‘My friend, Birmania is god personified.’ 
‘Okay,’ said Rivera, looking at the corridor over 

the man’s head. ‘You have my number. Let me know.’ 
The two men said goodbye, and we left. Before we 

reached the corridor’s corner, the owner shouted: 
‘We’ll do great things, Rivera.’ 
But Rivera heard nothing. He was thinking about 

the snakes. He missed them. All he wanted was to get 
home and kiss them, take care of them, feed them, get 
those clothes off him and settle in to read in front of 
his room’s open window, fall asleep and dream. A 
dream without humans or music, a dream taking 
place somewhere other than Fortezza, maybe a dream 
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without us, too, an empty dream that no one had 
dared to dream. 

In the three days that followed no one showed up 
or called. Rivera didn’t leave the flat unless it was to 
buy cigarettes. He left the snakes in their glass cases, 
he didn’t put them on himself, he didn’t sing for them. 
Only the first night did he stop for a handful of mi-
nutes to observe the two empty cases. Then he turned 
on the computer and wrote to his usual exotic pet 
shop to search around for two male horned vipers. 
The following morning he received a reply inviting 
him to drop by the shop to fill in the import forms. 
He got in the car, drove to the shop, all under a spring 
sun that warmed up the dashboard and made the 
other cars’ bodywork shimmer. Behind the Tropical’s 
counter was the owner’s daughter, mesmerised by the 
computer screen. 

‘Good morning Maria,’ said Rivera. 
Maria looked up, automatically taking off her 

glasses. 
‘Mr Rivera, you rushed! There was no need. The 

specimens you requested have already been ordered.’  
‘I have two habitats to inhabit. The Afghans died 

unfortunately. My fault.’ 
‘I’m sorry to hear that. You got them from us, 

right?’ 
‘Just the one. I had to go elsewhere for the sec-

ond,’ said Rivera. 
Maria laughed embarrassedly, as if to stop that con-

versation. Rivera watched her as she searched in the 
mess of papers on the counter. There was a padded si-
lence in the shop. In the cages piled up along the wall, 
the rodents were frozen still in their miniature houses, 
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the hamster wheels looked like ruins of an abandoned 
funfair and the guinea pigs were buried into their 
corners, a ball of fat and fur. 

‘Here we go, the usual papers,’ said Maria, 
handing Rivera the forms to sign. 

‘How long will it take?’ 
‘A week at the latest. I’ll send you a confirmation 

email.’ 
‘As I’m here, I’ll pick up some food too,’ said Rivera. 
‘Excellent,’ said Maria, smiling this time. She was 

thirty, but looked ten or fifteen years more. Rivera 
claimed that since he first saw her she’d been aging 
without posing any resistance. He knew that, had he 
made the first move, she would’ve cracked the door 
open a little, but that would’ve meant finding a new 
pet shop. Since his wife had left he’d decided he’d no 
longer mix love and women. 

‘How many do you want?’ 
‘Two hundred,’ said Rivera. 
He saw her disappear into the back of the shop, 

behind a white curtain, and return with an armful of 
cardboard boxes shining with a layer of ice. 

‘You’re still alternating their diet, right?’ asked the 
woman. 

‘Yes,’ said Rivera, and took from her the bag with 
the frozen mice. ‘They like it this way. I only switch to 
live mice when they want to play.’ 

He paid and left. As he stepped out of the door he 
felt Maria’s shortsighted gaze stab him in the back. He 
stepped faster to the car. A sunny day like that, he had 
to be quick and avoid the food defrosting. 

They called around ten in evening. 
‘Hello?’ 
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‘Mr Rivera?’ said a voice on the other end. 
Whoever they were they spoke slowly, with no accent. 

‘Who’s speaking?’ 
‘My name is Jack Birmania.’ 
‘Good evening,’ said Rivera. 
Birmania laughed. 
‘You don’t seem surprised,’ he said. ‘I suppose I 

should’ve expected it. I feel like you’re the sort of guy 
who’s hard to surprise, but I could be wrong. Did you 
know I’d call?’ 

‘Is your name really Jack Birmania?’ asked Rivera. 
‘No,’ said Birmania. ‘It’s just the name I chose for 

myself a long time ago, when I started offering my 
services to this small cohort of lost creatures.’ 

‘Why Birmania?’ 
‘I chose it because it had a certain gravitas. And 

exoticism. Eroticism is exoticism, Mr Rivera. Eroti-
cism is what we don’t know and that we try reaching 
with our imagination, and in exchange for a deep sad-
ness. You know, the world of sex is a world of sadness, 
even if we tend not to show it too much. We’re an ex-
tended family, and like any family we have our feuds, 
our generations, our mourning, but we’re still always 
family. Do you know Tod Browning?’ 

‘No,’ said Rivera. 
‘He was one of the first directors,’ said Birmania. 

‘One of the few people from the past that I would’ve 
liked to have as a friend.’ 

‘What’s so special about a porn film director?’ 
asked Rivera. 

Birmania laughed again. Rivera thought he was 
faking it. He was stalling. 

‘Browning wasn’t a porn film director, as you put 
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it. His was a cinema of solitudes. A refined type of 
cinema, Mr Rivera, but also cruel,’ said Birmania. 

‘I’m not a fan of cinema,’ said Rivera. 
‘We’ll fix that. In any case, if I’m calling at this 

hour it’s because I wanted to hear your voice. I’d like 
to meet you, Rivera. I’d like to do something for you. 
When our friend from the Orchidea forwarded me 
your clip, he was gushing with such enthusiasm that I 
thought he’d snapped, or that he was trying to scam 
me. Then I watched it. I made myself comfy and your 
terrible amateurish clip exploded before me like a 
masterpiece.’ 

‘Thank you, but…’ began Rivera. 
‘No excuses, come meet me next Saturday. Do 

you know the English quarter?’ 
‘Yes,’ said Rivera. 
‘I’m at number 270. I’ll see you after dinner.’ 
Birmania hung up without waiting for an answer. 

Rivera stood dumbfounded with the receiver still 
against his ear, as if waiting for a voice from the 
depths of the device. Then he delicately hung up, 
went to the kitchen, made himself a sandwich with 
slices of turkey that he proceeded to devour standing 
next to the fridge. Once he’d finished his meal, he 
headed to the room with the cases. He leaned over a 
small Plexiglas cage on the floor, next to the freezer 
stocked with food. He could see in the half light the 
mass of creatures crawling over each other. His pres-
ence made them nervous. To them, Rivera was the 
angel of death. One by one he caught the small white 
mice with a pair of long tongs and placed them into 
the snakes’ cases. One for each snake, twenty-eight 
mice. Once he’d finished, he stood at the centre of the 
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room to better take in the show. Observing the snakes’ 
simultaneous movements had always felt like a caress 
on his stomach. He watched the mice cowering in a 
corner and in the periphery of his field of vision he 
could sense the hypnotic dance of the snakes, because 
at that moment the twenty-eight snakes were a single 
snake, writhing and raising its head, invisible to its 
prey, employing an approach technique that made it 
akin to a lethal illness, a black shadow cast over the 
walls of the room. 

The meal lasted about thirty minutes. After hav-
ing checked all the reptiles one more time and having 
registered, one by one, the bump at the location of 
their elastic stomachs, Rivera switched off the lights, 
went back to his bedroom and got into bed. To help 
himself fall asleep he started listing all the things that 
her wife had taken away when she left. Each time he 
spotted something she’d forgotten, he wondered 
whether she’d made a mistake or done it intentionally. 
In almost every case it did not seem plausible that a 
mistake was made. 

The English quarter had acquired that name 
when, thirty years earlier, an aristocratic family from 
London had moved into it and occupied the largest 
villa in the area. Up to that moment, the quarter had 
been mostly uninhabited. Houses were left to ruin 
and the gardens surrounding them had taken over, 
swallowing the architecture, the vegetation had 
swollen, the villas’ parks – separated by three metre 
walls – had started merging into one. 

The English family had, not intentionally, brought 
the spotlight onto the area. Within a couple of years, 
the other houses had been bought and renovated, and 
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the gardens brought back under natural civility. And 
so an oasis of sorts for wealthy individuals was born, 
a small colony within the city that was disintegrating 
in the meantime, as it followed the unfaltering path 
of progress. It all lasted until the day when the police 
were called by a neighbour of the English who had 
heard worrying noises coming from their garden. 
What they found among the trees in the English fam-
ily’s garden was very close to a flower display. In the 
thickest part of the vegetation lay the bodies of the 
husband, wife, and their nine year old daughter, care-
fully arranged next to each other, facing the sky. Near 
them, face aghast, their eldest son, a hunting rifle by 
his feet. 

Despite the neighbourhood’s attempts to remove 
the episode from their collective memory, the ‘Eng-
lish’ name designation had stuck, casting a morbid 
light over the area. Gold had turned red, then black, 
and finally grey from the fog that pervades places with 
a bad reputation. The gardens had started growing 
again, the walls to peel, and the houses to be swal-
lowed by green. 

As he entered the quiet quarter, close to the 
closed gates of the villas, looking for number 270, Ri-
vera counted the years that separated him from his 
last visit to that place. On the phone, that afternoon, 
Birmania had suggested leaving the car somewhere 
near the villa and walk the rest of the way. The auto-
matic gate no longer worked, and he lived alone. He 
walked the twenty metres between the car and 
number 270. His footsteps echoed on the damp tar-
mac and anyone could’ve noticed their strange sound, 
as if Rivera weren’t actually walking alone. 
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Once he reached the gate, he leaned slightly to 
take a peek between the bars. A thicket of dark trees 
were in the way of the view behind the first bend in 
the drive. A single lamp post lit everything with its yel-
low circle of light. He rang the bell, recognized Bir-
mania’s voice asking him something, but the 
communication was unintelligible. Just to be sure, Ri-
vera spoke his name. The gate’s lock sprang open. 

We walked along the drive, which was shrouded 
in complete darkness except for the lonely lamp by 
the entrance. Only after a turning infested with thorns 
did we see the house and standing in front of it, the 
man’s shape. He was shivering, or looked like he was, 
almost a hologram. The building, for some strange ar-
chitectural illusion, looked compressed, closed in on 
itself like a shell. The exterior walls were covered by a 
moist layer. All the shutters – Rivera counted eleven 
windows on the two sides of the house he could see – 
were closed. 

When we had almost reached him, Jack Birmania 
stepped forward and smiled. He was an elegant older 
man, tall, his face calm and radiant. If he’d been sen-
tenced to beheading by guillotine, we thought, he 
would’ve stepped onto the gallows without hesitation, 
and even his severed head, at the bottom of the bas-
ket, would’ve kept that inscrutable serene demeanour.  

‘I saw an enigma move towards me. And when it 
finally reached me, it was no longer an enigma,’ he 
said. Then added: ‘Readings from my youth. The years 
have taken the name of the author.’ 

‘Thank you for the invite,’ said Rivera. ‘I don’t 
often come this way.’ 

The man chuckled: ‘I get it. Fortezza is so big. 
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After all, I myself chose to live here to avoid being pes-
tered. Can you hear how quiet it is, Rivera? Thank the 
trees. And that old story you definitely know. They 
protect us. In this house, you will never need to feel 
uneasy, and most of all, you’ll always be safe here.’ 

Birmania gestured to Rivera to follow him. We 
walked the three steps left to the main door and found 
ourselves in a badly lit lobby, quite large. It looked like 
a darkroom with no sense of proportions. At the end 
of it, a giant staircase started its shadowy ascent to the 
upper floors. Birmania pushed a door we hadn’t no-
ticed and a rectangle of light opened up on our left. 

‘Please,’ he said. ‘After you.’ 
Rivera stepped through alone and was swallowed, 

Birmania followed him. We came in last. We found 
ourselves in a bare room except for the black leather 
sofas around a short, rectangular table. The side walls 
were covered by wood panelling, while the one at the 
back was almost entirely taken up by a backdrop upon 
which figures were projected in black and white, per-
forming circus acts. Above our heads, a beam of light 
crossed the room from an opening above the door. We 
were in Birmania’s private cinema. Rivera stopped to 
watch the muted images from the film. The actors 
were all deformed, men with enormous bald heads, 
Siamese twins, dwarves, men and women without 
arms or legs that looked like seals, skeletal old men 
with a cigar in their mouths. Birmania observed the 
scene as if contemplating the result of a project he’d 
dreamed of for many years. 

‘Terrifying, isn’t it? And yet what you’re seeing is 
an absolute masterpiece in the history of cinema.’ 

‘I’ve never seen it,’ replied Rivera. 
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‘Browning is directing. I told you about him on 
the phone. This film ruined him. Up to this point his 
career had been incredible, but censorship broke him. 
Hollywood banned him for life, a dear price for his ge-
nius. Almost made him into one of his own characters, 
and when a man is exiled from humanity he can do 
nothing else but descend into madness.’ 

He stepped forward and stood between Rivera 
and the screen. His magnified shadow loomed over 
the crying face of a minuscule woman. 

‘After all, I always claimed he knew his fate from 
the very start. He ran away from home at the age of 
sixteen and joined one of those circuses that travelled 
up and down the United States. He met all sorts of 
people. Back then, a circus would host anyone without 
a home and willing to help. Many petty criminals 
ended up shovelling excrement, building stages and 
props, and dragging carts in the dust just to cover up 
their trail. Names lost their importance, as most would 
change their own into a nom de plume or a nickname, 
and so did the young Browning. He decided that from 
that moment on he’d go as Tod, with a single ‘d’, un-
like all the other Todds in America. Do you know what 
Tod means in German?’ 

‘No,’ said Rivera. 
‘Death.’ 
‘Do you think he knew when he chose it?’ 
‘I don’t think it matters,’ said Birmania. ‘But for-

give me, I went off on a tangent. We’re here to talk 
about you. Please, sit, make yourself at home. What’s 
your poison?’ 

Rivera shrugged. 
Birmania headed to one of the panels next to the 



88 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

sofas, opened it and pulled out a bottle and two 
glasses. He set them down on the table and sat in front 
of Rivera. 

‘I want to be honest with you,’ he said, pouring 
out an amber liquor with the scent of wet leaves and 
ash. ‘I’d like to work with you. What our mutual friend 
from the Orchidea has shown me is seriously impres-
sive and I have no intention of letting the only man I 
have ever seen capable of this get away from me.’ 

Rivera downed his drink in one. 
‘What does ‘working with me’ entail?’ he said. 
‘Enter in each other’s services, a gentleman’s 

agreement on something mutual,’ said Birmania. His 
blue eyes were sparkling with an unnatural light, 
pierced by the reflection of the projected images and 
several other movements without obvious source. 

‘Meaning?’ said Rivera. 
‘Absolute and complete dedication to our vision. 

Extreme involvement, and then, only later, rec-
ognition. In my field, recognition is a golden butterfly. 
You, Rivera, are a good person. What we will make to-
gether will be your gift to humanity.’ 

‘What you think we will make together is pornog-
raphy,’ said Rivera. 

Birmania gently closed his eyes, then stood up 
with a movement that felt eternal to Rivera. The smile 
he had on his tight lips spoke for itself. 

‘Nothing but pornography,’ he said with almost 
unintelligible voice. He was talking to himself, in front 
of a vast audience, an imaginary arena of hollow men. 

‘Allow me to show you something.’ 
As if he were lifting silk drapes to free a collection 

of immensely valuable sculptures, the producer  
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proceeded to open each and every panel covering the 
walls. They had been hiding metres upon metres of 
shelving which held, in impeccable order, hundreds of 
VHS tapes and DVDs. When the last panel had been 
opened, the producer sat down again. 

‘My essential universe, Rivera. My grave. My eter-
nity,’ he said with a smile. 

‘Is it all pornography?’ asked Rivera. 
‘Not simple pornography,’ replied Birmania. 

‘What you see are the films produced by my company, 
the Venere Birmana, from the very first to the latest, 
none missing. There is no oeuvre more perfect or 
complete in the world, at least from my point of view. 
Each film has its place in time, the time of the idea I 
started from and that I will pursue until my last day.’ 

To Rivera, the open panels displaying their 
contents made him think of an underground morgue, 
with the cells drawn out and the corpses on show, blue 
bodies of men and women of every age, with their 
bloated bellies and slick skin under the neon light, 
their ID tags tied to their big toes. The size of the villa 
loomed over our heads like a hospital over the silence 
and desolation of a morgue. Something in Rivera’s ex-
pression gave him away, because Birmania quickly 
asked him if he was feeling alright. 

‘A little claustrophobic,’ said Rivera. 
‘We can head back outside, if you want,’ said the 

producer. 
Rivera shook his head and raised a hand to de-

cline. 
‘What I saw in the clip looked like a man used to 

reclusion,’ joked Birmania. ‘Or maybe a man in cap-
tivity, taking care of other animals in captivity. Maybe 
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that’s the part that most drew me to you. Tell me 
about the snakes.’ 

Rivera stared at the old man as if weighing the risk 
he ran if he talked. Birmania’s clean shaven cheeks 
were hued slightly red, maybe from the alcohol or the 
stagnant air in the room. Only then did we notice 
there were no windows in there. 

‘They trust me and I trust them,’ he said, eventually. 
Birmania said nothing. He limited himself to a 

nod, meaning that all was understood, because there 
was nothing that he couldn’t understand. Rivera went 
back to watching the screen. A man crawled back-
wards in mud on all fours, his eyes wide before a 
chasm of horror lit up by lightning. A knife-wielding 
dwarf was moving towards him and with him a 
number of other creatures, all silent. A man with no 
arms or legs moved by rocking on his belly. 

‘Every time I watch this scene, I have the desire 
to be one of them. It’s a feeling I can’t fully describe,’ 
said Birmania. 

Before the calm expression that the old man was 
showing as he enjoyed the prelude to the massacre, Ri-
vera let himself fall back into the armchair and took 
another sip. His claustrophobia had vanished. 

We’d met Rivera by chance, during a gloomy, 
squalid night in which we were also wandering in the 
shadows, and he’d seemed to us the most untrusting 
creature on Earth. We were impressed, and started to 
follow him. Now, in the private cinema of Jack Birmania, 
we felt that there was no better or safer place for Rivera, 
than that house hidden by trees, the museum hosting 
the eternal archive of pornography, a world about which 
he knew nothing, where he wandered aimlessly, drank 
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Birmania’s liquor, and watched the final film by a director 
who had chosen to make real his masterpiece and suicide. 

They stayed until the finale, then until the conver-
sation ran dry. Then the producer said that within a 
couple of days he’d be in touch with a tangible offer. 
They parted ways in the garden, in front of the house 
that would fall back into silence or echo the voices of 
another screening. We followed Rivera as he crossed 
the green again, out of the gate and headed to the car. 
From the road, he looked up to the villa but saw noth-
ing other than the wall above which the trees grew 
fuller, black like ghost sails.
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Private Legend is a totally unique family saga. The story of the Mari 

family unfolds as it was perceived by Michele as a child and as an 

adolescent, within a fantastical, gothic frame, a homage to some of 

Mari’s literary idols, inhabited by ghosts and creatures that have 

multiple and unsettling names that mirror their own obsessions.  

Michele’s father is Enzo Mari, who comes from a humble family 

that emigrated from Puglia to the north. His mother is Gabriela 

(Iela) Ferrario, from a well-known bourgeois family, a relative of 

poet Eugenio Montale, and a close friend of author Dino Buzzati. 

Michele’s authoritarian father, devoted to dominating and belittling 

others (‘he occupied people just like a tenant occupies an 

apartment and refurbishes it according to extremely rational 

laws’), became one of the greatest designers of all time. The 

mother, instead, was inclined both to sublimation and to 

submission and pain (‘Is your mother Slav? I have heard this 

question infinite times. She is not Slav but she is a slave, the 

etymology of both words is the same’). It is hard to imagine a 

starker contrast.  

In an emulative, incredibly dense style – because the ‘private 

legend’ demands a private (rather than a family) language, 

reminding one of the stylistic tradition of Gadda, Landolfi and 

Manganelli – Mari narrates a painful story, occasionally cruel and 

occasionally funny. Its authenticity is proven by the precision of 

the recollections and the cross-referencing of documents: 

witnesses, drawings, and especially many family photographs. 

 

Michele Mari is the son of designer Enzo Mari and of illustrator 

Iela Mari. He teaches Italian Literature at the University of Milan. 

He has collaborated with the cultural sections of La Repubblica,  

Il Corriere della Sera and Il Manifesto. He has translated novels  

by Robert Louis Stevenson, Jack London, H.G. Wells and John 

Steinbeck. His books have won many prizes including Premio 

Grinzane-Cavour, Premio Berto, Premio Chiara and Premio 

Procida-Elsa Morante.

Michele Mari, Private Legend 
 
Translated by Antony Shugaar 
Pp. 20 - 27; 117 - 120; 130 - 136
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[…] 
Wintertime. Redacted. In town, there are three 

large houses, with grounds, vegetable gardens, or-
chards, and tall trees: our house, the one belonging to 
the Lanzas, and the Casa della Torretta. The Lanzas 
were actually the Lanza sisters, a sorority that had lived 
to extreme old age only to pass away many years later, 
three deaths bracketed in a short span of time; in 
town, they were known as “le signorine,” and it was an 
opinion shared by more than a few that the “misses” 
were of noble lineage: perhaps countesses. However 
large our house may have been, to hear the grandpar-
ents tell it the Lanza house was much larger: one need 
only allude to the vastness of our house and they were 
bound to come out with the words, “Ah, but the 
Lanza house…” a phrase that irritated me first of all 
because of its incomplete and allusive nature, and sec-
ond because I didn’t necessarily share that conviction: 
what need was there to harp on the matter, given that 
house’s virtual absence? All that could be seen of the 
Lanza property, in fact, was the outer wall and the 
front gate, which meant that the house, unseen, lent 
itself to all and any manner of interpretations, includ-
ing that of—if not actual diminutiveness—at least 
lesser-largeness, and that was precisely the way I liked 
to think of it: but my grandparents’ glosses stood 
ready to dispel my view, by generating a greater-large-
ness. Once, after they were dead, in conversation with 
my mother, eager to test my hypothesis, I made rather 
emphatic reference to the considerable number of our 
bedrooms and the expanse of our landholdings, and 
braced myself in Pavlovian fashion for the frustrating 
adversative proposition, but that response never came. 
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I understood, at that instant, that I could now venture 
anything at no risk whatsoever to myself, and in the 
years that followed, without fail, if anyone mentioned 
the Casa dei Lanza, I made sure to point out: “Well, 
it’s nothing in comparison to ours.” And so it is. 

With the other house, the Casa della Torretta, 
matters are more complicated. First and foremost, 
the tower that gives the house its name is quite vis-
ible, and it’s slightly but unquestionably taller than 
ours, so from that point of view the humiliation is in-
evitable. Perhaps the cement balls that are perched 
atop our four corner pillars are a bit larger than 
theirs, but however much I may have tried to reckon 
their diameter, I honestly can’t be certain. On the 
other hand, we have two gargoyles that they lack, and 
you’ll surely admit that that’s no small thing. What’s 
more, our tower, windowless as it is, has a certain 
military quality to it, like a Norman lookout tower 
from which to spot pirates, whereas theirs is lightened 
and embellished by a window on each side, or ac-
tually, more than one window: a two-light window! 
Once again, then, greater nobility there than here, 
though I like to console myself with the thought that 
all gracious nobility descends from an earlier warrior 
nobility, and that therefore in our very oafishness 
we’re actually the nobler of the two. (There might be 
another consolatory strategy, associative in nature: 
one need only venture a third of a mile away to see 
the town spread out at the foot of the two towers, 
which face off like the central towers of the Golden 
Gate Bridge: but the displeasure of having to share 
that eminence outweighs the pleasure of being caught 
flagrantly admiring it.) 
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As for the ownership, here we come to a mystery: 
never once, however incredible this may seem, were we 
able to get a glimmer of intelligence concerning the pro-
prietors. The front gate was invariably closed, as were 
the shutters as often as not, but the property was non-
etheless clearly not abandoned, as was proven by the 
well-tended grounds, and more importantly the pres-
ence of two enormous black Molossers that exploded 
in furious rounds of barking whenever anyone went by. 
Now my personal dignity would forbid me the thought, 
but there was a time, several decades back, when I 
didn’t hesitate to inquire and investigate, coming up 
empty-handed however, save for the shrugged shoulders 
or the outthrust lips (as an insignia of ignorance) that 
were the sole response from the bumpkin questioned. 
Nonetheless, to those who know me, it’s clear that this 
very lack of information conferred a dollop of prestige 
upon that house, to which I was forced to bow my head. 
Our house was more Gothic and more tumbledown, 
which objectively gave it a great allure: but that was a 
house inhabited by invisible tenants, a house of ghosts, 
a house of mystery, so we’d lost the match before play 
even began. There was only one feature I could count 
on to redress the balance: our library. I ran my gaze over 
our collection of Latin and Greek classics with their 
rounded, gold-embossed spines, the old botanical at-
lases, the volumes abounding with etchings and water-
colour prints, and I drew such a sense of superiority 
from the sight that I was almost tempted to glance with 
pity upon the Casa della Torretta: then a twinge of in-
tellectual honesty, or mere masochism, forced me to ac-
cept the possibility of unseen libraries there, too, 
whereupon I seethed inwardly. 
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Now of course matters stand differently, because 
now we have here not one but two Academies, and they 
are here precisely because I am. Across the way, it would 
seem, there is no one, and further evidence of that fact 
is offered by the disappearance, years back, of the Mo-
lossers. The grounds, however, continued to be tended 
and from time to time, no more than twice or perhaps 
three times each summer, the occasional window on the 
first storey has its shutters swung wide. Here, however, 
I must suspend my account and hearken back many 
years, to the time when I was fourteen or fifteen years 
old (it’s autobiography, with a dab of novelistic yeast, 
and even though the horror has yet to transpire, we’re 
moving in the right direction, it seems to me). 

Let us set the scene, then, in the late Sixties, when 
the town still enjoyed a modest commercial livelihood. 
Halfway up the mountainside, coming up from the val-
ley, lay the roof of the Trattoria Bergonzi, more often 
patronised for its bocce courts than for its cuisine. It was 
in fact a café/wine bar that would lend itself when nec-
essary to the purveyance of meals: provided “one let 
them know in advance,” which was hardly the same as 
making a reservation, but rather amounted to refound-
ing on each occasion the place’s standing as a dining es-
tablishment (it happened, from time to time, that if we 
arrived in town without provisions and after the closing 
time of the local grocery emporium, we might dangle a 
lure, so to speak, creeping in on tiptoes, with a sneaking 
sense of guilt, and venturing over to the tables where 
we’d tactfully push a chair or two across the floor, an-
nouncing our arrival, only to be joined by the youthful 
waitress, or one of the two older ones: and they would 
quickly disabuse us, mournfully shaking their heads: I 
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remember with a special pang of embarrassment the 
circumstances in which my grandfather pleaded for 
“even something cold, a piece of cheese,” to which the 
waitress continued to shake her head, every bit as sor-
rowful in her turn). If “you let them know” at least a 
day ahead, on the other hand, you’d be welcomed and 
served the agreed upon menu, which was almost invari-
ably bollito con il purè,7 where by bollito they meant 1) 
boiled tongue; 2) heavily fat-laden flank steak, also 
boiled of course; 3) (not always) chicken wings; 4) a liq-
uid that sloshed over the edges of the plate and which 
wasn’t exactly broth. In any case, I would always sub-
merge mine under a deluge of salsa verde, so that my 
foremost memory of those meals was the challenge of 
digesting all that raw garlic. 

As a rule, we were the only customers: everyone else 
was outside, in the courtyard, playing bocce ball or cards 
or else watching those who were playing, with a steady 
accompaniment of tots of white wine, shots of Cinzano, 
short bottles of Gingerino or Crodino. There arose, 
from that assembly, an indistinct muttering of voices, 
an ignorant and energetic buzz of animalistic energy: 
indoors, we would be chewing and swallowing in si-
lence, under the watchful eye of one of the women who 
ran the place, ready when it was time to “clear away.” 
They peered out, spying on us through those thin strips 
of colourful plastic that served as a curtain between one 
room and the other, and which in those years adorned 
the front doors of shops: hence, obliging the customer 
to push them aside with their hands, though never quite 

7  Here the author is doubly false, too timid to adopt the correct but 
pretentious spelling of “purée”, nor having the heart to reproduce the 
unseemly Italianate form actually employed in that trattoria: “la purea.”
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able to avoid shoving through the somewhat greasy strips 
directly with their head, whereupon they’d feel the plastic 
ribbons slide along ears and neck with a disgusting rus-
tling whisper. Creatures of habit that we were, each of us 
had our regular place at the table: mine allowed me to 
scout the aperture covered by that dangling expanse of 
oversized fringe, whereby the ascetic squalour of the meal 
was overtopped by the stress of a two-fold mirroring, me 
espying whoever was espying us. But there is one time … 
a time when I discern behind the plastic bands a different 
figure entirely, slenderer, more… more… as I, already 
pre-overwrought, in that aura, I prefigure… my grand-
father, mouth still full, gestures for me to call for the bill, 
and I mechanically raise my left hand, forefinger pointing 
at the ceiling, the ribbons of plastic opening like the waves 
of the Red Sea letting a creature emerge as if out of a 
dream: a girl! My same age, at least to my eye, and im-
possible to determine then and there whether a blood re-
lation of the Bergonzi clan or simply a hired hand, she 
steps forward awkwardly, turning upon us that specific 
look that signifies, “Anything else?” immediately prompt-
ing in my grandfather a hasty and panicky rebuffal, the 
bill, the bill! Whereupon the girl turns around to go back 
to the kitchen, and it is then that, unseen, I am able to 
contemplate her legs, not terribly long, and somewhat ro-
bust in the calves, but rising atop a pair of high-heeled 
clogs that put on display her blood-infused heels, bright 
pink in contrast with the milky candour of the legs. Her 
skirt, moreover, hung to mid-thigh, so it wasn’t strictly 
speaking a miniskirt, but still, the volume of her derriere 
lifted it just enough that, compared with the front, it did 
seem like a miniskirt in the back. Alackaday how that vi-
sion stamped itself into my mind, taking it prisoner for 
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years and years to come! From that day on, treacherously, 
I began suggesting that we go and dine at the Trattoria, 
but since my opinion counted for nothing, I developed 
the habit of going there from time to time on the pretext 
of buying myself an ice cream or watching the men play 
bocce: most of the time, to no profit, but occasionally with 
success, taking the Mottarello ice cream bar directly from 
her hands, hands that, in one case, semi-involuntarily, I 
brushed with my fingers: and I perceived that they were 
sweaty, so that it was inevitable that I then, eventually, 
would extend in my fantasies that patch of sweat on her 
hand to her legs, and in particular to her plantar arches 
and the inside of her thighs, with consequences that 
proved devastating to me. While on those sorties I also 
had opportunities to observe her face, albeit out of the 
corner of my eye, drawing the impression of an obtuse 
spirit, perhaps due to the watery expressionlessness of her 
eyes which, however, being bovine and opaque, proved to 
be interesting as well, to someone contemplating them as 
pure form rather than as a mirror of the thoughts within. 
She kept them slightly narrowed, like someone near-
sighted who has to exert themselves to sharpen their eye-
sight, and yet they seemed large nonetheless. She had 
thick but well-defined eyebrows, without any wild hairs; 
a straight, slightly Grecian nose; plump fleshy lips tending 
naturally to the scarlet hue, to such an extent that they 
gave the impression they were lipsticked; dark, almost 
black hair, slightly wavy and attractively tousled. Her gen-
eral demeanour was one of indolence, when it wasn’t en-
livened by awkward embarrassment; still, though, in 
flashes, there was an undercurrent of mischief, as if out 
of an awareness of her own body: I said nothing of her 
own allure, a concept around which I doubt she could 
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wrap her mind, but rather of her own fungible body, as 
the only young woman in a congregation of gamblers and 
winos who, it didn’t take much to imagine, must have 
made her feel the burden of their gazes on a daily basis: 
so, in fact, I imagined, even though I have to confess that, 
when I was there, I never intercepted any of those all too 
likely glances, and it was as if she passed unseen among 
all those men, and was to them no more than She who 
brought the wished-for Crodino. Whereas I… I went there 
expressly to warehouse a few more images of her, the flex 
of the joint behind her knee, the arch of her foot bent un-
naturally from her sublime heel, the faint halo of sweat 
on her T-shirt around her armpits… all-powerful images, 
images of the divine, as I then elaborated them in my fan-
tasies into exhausting situations, which I selected at the 
very same instant that I captured them, epiphanies whose 
hierarchy I decided instantly, then and there, forcing my-
self to flee the minute I judged the plunder to be com-
plete, with no room for so much as a single shard of an 
icon more. Passive, a veil of obtuseness in her gaze, she 
allowed herself to be mapped, unruffled, as if encouraging 
me: nonetheless I was so aware of the unseemliness that 
I alone was enough to censor myself, feigning disinterest 
or exploiting, for the purposes of savouring the visual 
array, only those moments in which she looked elsewhere 
or was otherwise occupied. The entire session for that 
matter necessarily had to be exceedingly brief, even 
though I experienced it with the spirit of a film editor, 
scrolling through a scene frame by frame. 

I never knew her name, so she dominated my fan-
tasies as an anonymous or polyonymous figure. Nor did 
any of the names that I ventured satisfy me in the slight-
est: with the passage of time, however, it became clear to 
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me that the names which best suited her were those typi-
cal of a lower middle-class lake-dwelling proletariat: for a 
long time I thought of her as Donatella, then Ivana, and 
for a while even Loretta (“La Lori”!). Since I had no in-
volvement whatsoever in the everyday life of the town, I 
ran no risk of seeing her in any other male’s company (in 
the evening!); only once, on the occasion of a charity fes-
tival/fair that my grandparents had required me to attend, 
did I see her at a distance, in a small knot of girlfriends. 
In other words, the situation was as follows: I was the 
prince of our/my library and the depositary of a growing 
body of knowledge; beaten-up and tattered in real life, I 
gleamed in the aristocracy of the spirit; in terms of falling 
in love, I fell in love solely with incorporeal little angels, 
of whom I thought strictly in terms of eye and smile, an 
orthodox stilnovista; and therefore, during my vacation, 
there, accidentally exposed to the temptations of the real 
world, I could easily allow myself to slide downward, into 
the concupiscence of all that which had value as a body, 
a mere and exceedingly thoughtless body: which already, 
leaving aside rank and status and level of education, leav-
ing aside shortsightedness and dull-wittedness, conferred 
upon that creature the stigma of inferiority: an inferiority 
before which I prostrated myself with the bliss of those 
who are humiliated, their arousal growing the more they 
are humiliated. She thus became the Dominatrix, de-
manding precisely in her passivity and indolence; indeed, 
the fact that she was unaware of my dynamic was all the 
more thrilling, because that gave my adoration the extra 
boast of a gratuitous sacrifice. How much did I officiate, 
before that altar? How many offerings did I make? Natura 
naturata, I couldn’t offend her: she was a body. If I had 
attributed a spirit to her, my desire would have abased 
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and dirtied her: but this way, with her as the straightfor-
ward and honest girl of the people, there was no abuse. 
There was no abuse. 

The following summer I saw her again: her breasts 
were a little larger, it struck me, but above all she had 
started to apply polish to her fingernails and toenails: the 
nails of those feet. Two weeks after our arrival, a revealing 
incident: my grandfather proposes a lunch at the Tratto-
ria, but my enthusiasm is quenched by my grandmother’s 
scowl, and at first she dances around the matter, then she 
comes out with it: she just doesn’t like that waitress, she 
says—that waitress is “so vulgar”! My grandfather acqui-
esces and the matter is laid to rest: but in the meantime 
it has become clear to me that what bewitched wasn’t 
merely a body, but also the fact that that body was vulgar. 
How wonderful, the vulgarity of it! A spectacular and ir-
resistible oxymoron: Goddess, but Vulgar! As if you had 
discovered that there is no such thing as baseness, because 
anywhere you turn, whether upward or down, you always 
find the divine! And the fact that what especially inebri-
ated me of that divine creature were her lowest extremities 
made it all add up and gave a meaning to the universe. 
And what’s more, she was nearsighted, as if to establish a 
vocation to be looked at rather than to look, and therefore 
to be an object: but a dominating object, like a fetish, which 
is not an imago of the god, but the god entire, at least for 
someone like me who tends toward the pagan. Therefore, 
everything slotted into place; even fetishism was no longer 
an aberration to blush about, but rather a chapter worthy 
of mention in the Einaudi Collana Viola or in the Boring-
hieri Universale Scientifica, distinguished and learned 
book series. And so, having lost all inhibitions, I rampaged 
through the halls of idolatry, turning my body into an 
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organ for adoration, as sacred and powerful as the one in 
the St. Thomas Church in Leipzig. 

After a few Mottarello ice cream bars, I noticed that 
the fingernail polish on her hands was all chipped and 
flaking, but that neglect only subjugated me more 
deeply: to be enslaved to the will of a slovenly tyrantess, 
sheer bliss! And the time that one of the old women up-
braided her for the noise that she made with her clogs, 
“Oh ti, semper cun quej sòkkol!” the old woman said in 
dialect, and as if she’d only then realized, she looked 
down at her clogs, turning her gaze downward to the 
red buckle and the instep of her left foot, which she 
lifted slightly, twisting it back as if to observe it more 
closely, and I sat uncertain whether to look at that foot, 
so unnaturally hoisted or instead look at her as she 
looked at it, oh vertigo, oh oblivion! 

 
[…] 

Concerning the relationship between Klaus Mann 
and his father Thomas I’ve previously spoken at some 
length: here I can only add that, mutatis mutandis, we are 
still in the presence of the faggotty nightmare (Stockholm 
1929, Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Klaus in the au-
dience, while Thomas looks in his direction and manages 
to condemn the Homosexuellen-degeneration). The mistake 
that Klaus, son of the Greatest German Author, made 
was to choose to be a writer in his turn: I at least showed 
greater wisdom. July 1974: right after my graduation 
from high school, my father summoned me to his studio, 
more or less the way he had summoned me for the La-
vorini case. I come in, he speaks to me: I’m going to have 
to choose my path, and here my path lies, all around me, 
he’s offering it to me now as it unfolds and wings across 
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deserts and mountains, twisting and turning, long and 
glorious. His leadership, his studio, his name: Design. I 
had a great passion and a great propensity for graphics, 
and the tools of that trade (poster board, semitransparent 
vellum, India ink, burnishers) gave me a sensual pleasure: 
nonetheless, then and there, I was overwhelmed by a cos-
mic dismay: I envisioned myself rolled flat as a lasagna 
noodle, that’s right, I had a medieval vision of what 
would be my life to come, and I dug in my heels, clinging 
inexorably to the negative aspect. Aghast, baffled, he 
asked the reason why, doing his best to help me see how 
economically advantageous the choice would be: he’d al-
ready made the bulk of the effort (a scholarship awarded 
out of five hundred candidates, the leap upward from the 
lumpen-proletariat in the countryside around Foggia to 
the Milan Triennale), all I had to do was savour the fruits 
of his labours, enjoy the good luck that befalls any heir. I 
was on the verge of giving in, if only out of sheer nervous 
tension: then, like some guardian angel, my uncle Elio 
stepped in for a moment to turn something in, and he 
smiled at me. I don’t think that my uncle even knew what 
we were discussing, but in that smile I read a single ur-
gent phrase: “Get out!” My uncle was a man of few 
words, tough and intense (if you’re interested in getting 
an idea of him, just think back to James Coburn’s first 
action scene in The Magnificent Seven): he had been 
working with my father for about fifteen years at the time, 
and you could often see (I’d been witnessing it ever since 
I was a child) the way he had to restrain himself and in-
wardly count to ten to keep from snapping in the face of 
his elder brother’s persistent abuse, a brother who treated 
him like a slave: a few years later, in fact, Elio cleared out 
one day without a word, and refused to come back even 
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when my father, suddenly aware that he’d lost not only a 
brother but the finest graphic artist in circulation, prom-
ised to treat him “better” in the future, starting with his 
salary. This is more or less how the conversation with me 
wound up: 

“You’re the usual knucklehead.” 
[silence] 
“So in what are you interested instead?” 
“Literature” (with a gulp). 
“Literature!?” 
“Yes” (in a small, faint voice). 
“Oh sweet Jesus…” (shaking his head). 
[silence] 
“It seems like a fucking stupid decision.” 
“Why?” 
“What kind of work is Literature? If you like to read 

and write you can do it without going to university.” 
“Yes, but… in the meantime, I could spend a few 

more years around books…” 
“It strikes me as a frin-frin.63” 

63  Frin-frin: a polyvalent idiolectic usage, by which my father expressed 
his contempt for anything that is ineffectual and fundamentally 
onanistic. I read in the Dizionario milanese-italiano col repertorio italiano-
milanese by the Scapigliato author Cletto Arrighi (pseudonym for Carlo 
Righetti), Hoepli 1896: “frin frin – Onomatopoeic, mocking the sound 
of a violin” (NB: mocking). In a similar sense, but without the mockery, 
the expression can also be found in the song Frin frin frin composed by 
Alberto Testa (words) and Tony Renis (music) for Dalida, who 
however refused to perform it on the TV show Canzonissima (1969), 
because she thought the title too frivolous and disrespectful to the 
memory of Luigi Tenco, who’d committed suicide the year before 
(second verse: “how sad, that frin frin | now that you’re no longer with 
me | but that sad frin frin frin | is my sweetest memory of you”). And 
as early as 1964, Enzo Jannacci (Per on basin): “Per on basin mi soo no 
ma quella sera | avria daa la vita intera proprio insci’ | per on basin frin 
frin, | per on basin mi saria parti’ soldato | sarei andato a Como in moto | 
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“But what if I wanted to do it precisely because it is 
a frin-frin?” (with the pride of desperation). 

[he shook his head, silence] 
“Do as you please, but afterwards don’t come back 

saying I didn’t warn you.” 
“No, you warned me.” 
On my way back home, I felt like Brutus after the 

twenty-third stabbing. My grandfather Gino had died 
two years before that: according to the duress of the vin-
dictive Apulian way, he ought to have wished for me to 
be my father’s heir down to the last penny (buckets of 
Golden Compass awards): but he actually hoped I had 
a future as a writer, and therefore I believe he would 
have approved.64 

(For that matter, my father wouldn’t hesitate, ex 
post facto, to insert himself, in overbearing fashion, into 
the genesis of my vocation. This is the way things went: 
it was Christmas of 1964, the last Christmas my family 
would ever spend together. Having no idea what to give 
my father, I wrote a short book for him in a small for-
mat (8 x 6 cm), which I then bound by stitching the 
pages into a black cardboard cover.65 

 
 

poeu saría tornaa a ca’ a pee” (In Milanese dialect, For a little kiss, I can’t 
say, but that evening | I’d have given my whole life just like that | for a silly 
little kiss, | for a little kiss I’d have joined the army | I’d have ridden my 
motorcycle to Como | then I’d have walked all the way home). 
64  In his acceptance address for the literary award, the Premio Bari, 
the author publicly dedicated the honour to his grandfather, and 
when he stepped down from the stage his eyes were glistening. 
65 L’incubo nel treno (The Nightmare on the Train), in the “Libri neri” 
(Black Books) series (the title page reads: “This book, written in 
December 1964, is the sole copy and is dedicated by the author to 
his father – All rights reserved”).
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That Christmas I couldn’t figure out whether my 

surprise had pleased him: it only became clear in 1995, 
when for my fortieth birthday he returned that gift to me 
in the form of a facsimile edition of eighty copies (Arti 
Grafiche Lucini):66 here, in a brief foreword, the long-
ago event that led to the book was reconstructed in back-
wards terms: “I recall that, all at once, he asked me: ‘… 
now what am I going to do?’ In that period I was design-
ing the first Adelphi series, and I automatically replied: 
‘You could write a book.’ In the meantime, I was folding 
and cutting small sheets of paper I planned to use to 
make a little notebook. Within easy reach, a piece of black 
cardboard, used for the cover, suggested a name for a hy-
pothetical series. In silence, off to one side of the table, 
Michele wrote in no more than half an hour, at a single 

66  My father had turned, as he so often did, to the prince of 
Milanese printers, Giorgio Lucini (1941), the son of, and artistic 
heir to, Ferruccio Lucini (1913-2003), in turn the son of Achille 
(1881-1951), who founded the printing establishment in 1924.
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sitting, L’incubo nel treno (The Nightmare in the Train), fill-
ing all the pages in the book. […] Now it is my pleasure 
to publish it, unbeknownst to the author, in commem-
oration of the first manifestation of his destiny.” 

 
[…] 

I caught my parents in two jigsaw puzzles. As a boy, 
I was given a small metal machine: a die cutter to make 
jigsaw puzzles at home (Meccano Jig-Saw Puzzle Maker, 
fire-engine red). With it, for Christmas 1969, I cut two 
large sections of cardboard into small pieces; on that card-
board I had used felt-tip pens to draw portraits of my 
father and mother, and those jigsaw puzzles were meant 
as gifts for them. The following Christmas I did portraits 
of my two uncles, Ippo and Elio; thereafter I die-cut var-
ious drawings of animals. But those two puzzles remain 
unique and fateful. Even as I was drawing them, I had the 
sensation that I was defining my parents (defining them, I 
mean, ne varientur): and then, as I cut them into pieces, I 
felt I was a ruthless dissector: finally, as I reassembled 
them, I was a sorcerer bringing them back to life, and a 
scientist reducing chaos to a ratio. But of course, I only 
reassembled them once, and then transferred ownership 
to the recipients of the gift. All the same, several years ago, 
in my father’s home, I stumbled upon the light brown box 
that contained his puzzle: it had turned up after lying for-
gotten for decades, and seeing my name on the box (FOR 
PAPÀ, FROM MICHELE) my father had set it aside for me. 

“It’s yours,” he said. 
“Yes, but it was for you.” 
“But I don’t do those things any more.” 
[those things] 
“As you wish.” 



Michele Mari, Private Legend 109

“If you’re not interested in it, give it to your mother. 
She used to do those things.” (Just to get rid of it: as if 
she, forty years later, would want to spend a day recon-
structing the image of her ex-husband). 

And so after all those years, I found myself reassem-
bling that jigsaw puzzle, anxious to discover what I had 
drawn (since I had no illustration to refer to). And I thus 
had a chance to see exactly how I envisioned my father in 
1969, and the impact it had on me was by no means 
minor. 

His half-length portrait dominates imperiously: the 
broad bearded face occupies a considerable portion of the 
whole, with the effect of Stromboli from Disney’s Pinoc-
chio. Around him, along with the tools of his art, a couple 
of his creations: The Goose79 and The Apple, a pencil 
holder, a calendar, a vase, a sugar bowl, another pencil 
holder, an ashtray, the spines of books published by Bor-
inghieri, a number of tin soldiers that he had purchased 
from a junk man and for which I envied him deeply; 
below that, two cabinets with sliding doors that he had 
designed, and two rolls of plans. In his right hand he al-
most coyly holds a pencil as if stylising the gesture not of 
drawing but rather of being about to draw; from the breast 
pocket of his shirt protrude a number of pens and pen-
cils, as was his habit. 

79  The silhouette of this famous Goose was established only after a 
maniacally thorough scrutiny of thousands of goose profiles, not 
unlike the stories told of Zeuxis of Heraclea (and later of Raphael), 
who in order to depict the perfect woman’s face summoned and 
sketched the most beautiful models of their times: in keeping with 
the platonic ideal of the archetype. While I glimpse my father’s mind 
behind that devoted research, in the final design I see the hand of 
my uncle Elio, who in the end couldn’t wait to clear all those fine 
feathered paragons out of the studio. 
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On the other hand, I found my mother’s jigsaw 

puzzle in a wardrobe after her death. I reassembled it 
that same evening, impatient to see her again as she’d 
been to my eyes before a succession of collapses and 
decay, too many (“but I want to remember you the 
way you were”).80 

She too is depicted at half length: she’s staring 
straight ahead, her gaze lost in the middle distance, and 
she is simultaneously drawing and cooking. Both opera-
tions are being carried out without her needing to look 
down at her right hand as it draws or her left hand as it 
stirs a pot on the flame: most likely a pancotto, or Tuscan 
bread soup. The chaste but springlike blouse dotted with 
tiny flowers portrays her as serious and girlish. Behind 
her can be seen her very first children’s books and one 
of the more than a hundred silk scarves that she designed 

80  Line from the song Canzone per un’amica (Francesco Guccini 
1967, sung by Guccini and I Nomadi).
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for Fiorio.81 Behind and above her hair you can see, in 
the position that would normally be occupied in any 
holy image by a halo, a ruler and a drafting triangle; 
lower down, to her right, the jars of pens and pencils 
are partly covered up by a broom and a scrub mop with 
a rag draped over it: a further senhal, after the stove, of 
the inseparability, in her daily routine, between her work 
as a graphic designer and her work as a housewife. The 
thing that moved me most deeply was her absolute ex-
pressionlessness, her virtually catatonic impassiveness, 
the only way she had of tolerating her existence. What 
is she thinking, as she stirs the wooden spoon and draws 
on the graph paper? I want to believe that she’s not 
thinking. (Saw).82 

 
81  “The Fiorio brand originated in Milan in 1946 thanks to the 
creative instincts of the Fiorio family, already the proprietors  
of a luxury leather goods boutique, and it attained its reputation 
particularly because of a collection of silk scarves. The renown of its 
creations led Fiorio to work with the finest Parisian fashion 
designers: it was the Seventies, and before long the celebrated floral 
foulards made by the Milanese House of Florio could be found 
wrapped around the necks of princesses or tied around the handles 
of First Ladies’ handbags […]”: that is what we read on the 
company’s website. The italics added by the writer, her son, refer  
to his mother’s vast and refined work of creation, so ungenerously 
elided by the copywriter.
82  Title of the incredibly bloodthirsty film (directed by James Wan, 
2004, and called in Italian Saw, l’enigmista, literally Saw, the 
Puzzler), which was followed by a series of seven sequels. In order 
to understand the reference, an Italian reader must know that  
1) in English, saw is a cutting tool (in this case intended more as 
an instrument of torture and death than merely of woodworking); 
2) that jigsaw is a tool with a reciprocating saw blade, and that the 
phrase jigsaw puzzle originally described a sawn puzzle, not a die-
cut one; 3) and that on more than one occasion my mother told 
me that she drew particular benefit from her puzzle because, when 
she worked on it, she “didn’t think.”
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I can’t help but point out that, while the “Merry 
Christmas” for my father is inscribed within a little car-
touche, the one for my mother unfurls as ostentatiously 
as if it were a painting itself, and it is further reinforced 
by the meaningful dative “to you.” (To you, yes, to you 
who think of Christmas as nothing but a pain in the 
neck, to you, unaccustomed to affection as you are: dal 
tuo bimbín—from your little boy). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A further observation: they both have their necks 

snug in the noose of the top button: according to the 
practice I reserved to myself. 

An accomplished English speaker, a short time after 
she went to live with her new partner Donald, my 
mother stopped pronouncing “puzzle” with the nomi-
nally correct Italian spelling of pàsol: instead she now 
said “puzzle” exactly as it’s written to the Italian eye, 
“pootz-leh,” and, in some instances, with a further dis-
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missive twist, “púsel.” A “casimira” sweater for “cash-
mere,” “uno bello filmo,” “Lavrénce d’Arabia,” “via 
Vàsington,” and other childish terms, more evocative 
for their sound than their meaning, like pimperepette-
nusa, or cussita cussí. One summer she decided to re-
read Manzoni’s The Betrothed, I imagine to recover it 
for herself after the novel had suffered so much scho-
lastic abuse. In the end, her comment was this: “Really 
a bel romanzètt,” dialect for “nice little novel.” (Brigici). 
Another of her dialecticisms was “catíf” (catíf, ma catíf! 
—like the Italian cattivo, meaning nasty or cruel): 
which was used first and foremost in reference to my 
father, but also to me, who had appeared to her, upon 
my birth, as she loved to repeat, chuckling to herself, 
“like a sort of Farouk,83 brut e catíf”; “catíf” might also 
describe her own father, when for instance he had 
forced my grandmother to sell the house in Varazze 
(because it was 1975, and Berlinguer’s smile had filled 
him with terror that the Italian Communist Party 
might win the election and decide to tax second and 
third homes to death: that is, when they didn’t just 
outright requisition them), “catíf” was also Jack Pa-
lance in Shane (“l’è propi catíf, l’è vera?”), and so on. 
But my grandmother, cattiva, never. 

The topic of course focused on the matter of 
beards. My father had a beard, Elio had a beard, and 
as soon as I was able, I grew a beard. Being a Mari 
meant this, among other things: resembling each other  
 
83  Farouk (Faruq) I, King of Egypt from 1936 to 1952; after being 
sent into exile, he moved to Rome, where he died in 1965. In 
popular lore and language, he soon became synonymous with the 
“uomo scuro” or “bogeyman,” much like the Negus, or rulers of 
Ethiopia, among them Haile Selassie.



114 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

very closely, provided that each of us played to the best 
of his ability his own tragic uniqueness. For my grand-
mother, ça va sans dire, a beard was an “unrefined” fea-
ture: when it wasn’t actually a mark of cruelty and 
iniquity. Since she had no power over my father and my 
uncle, she tried to convince me: in her view, my beard 
in fact “mi incattiviva” (‘made me wicked’), giving me 
a “harder” appearance (“when instead you’d have such 
a lovely sweet face”). At a certain point, and if I’m hon-
est I can’t say that she’s wrong, she got it into her head 
that the beard made me look exactly like Renato Cur-
cio, founder of the Red Brigades, the carbonaro rev-
olutionary.84 “What if they stop you in the street and 
take you for him?” I explained to her that Curcio was 
already in prison, but she was still uneasy: in fact, she 
started pestering my mother, who asked me, if only to 
put an end to the barrage of requests, if I’d do her “this 
favour.” I refused indignantly and, taking for my own 
one of my sister’s favourite refrains, I scolded her for 
this excessive indulgence of my grandmother’s whims. 
Whereupon, forced into a corner, she confessed that she 
too had a small personal interest in the request: she 
yearned to have a “somewhat less identical” copy of my 
father in her home, to keep from having Donald con-
stantly stumbling across a young Enzo Mari at every 
moment of the day. Nonetheless, I persisted in my re-
fusal.  

(Oh that boy, what a pity, he had such a lovely sweet 
face).  

 

84  A reference to the song by Fabrizio De André, La domenica delle 
salme (1990).
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Domestic Animals is a family saga where love relations intertwine 

with bourgeois homes (particularly those of the Parioli, the 

Roman haute bourgeoisie’s neighbourhood), family and social 

rituals, and their ambiguous residues in the lives of the 

characters.  

The female protagonist narrates the transformations of her own 

relationships in the first person: her relationship with the 

sardonic and unpredictable journalist and writer Edi Sereni; with 

Simonetta and Chiara, the companions of her teenage outings; 

with her first and elusive husband Luca, and his perdition with 

heroin; with her intellectual yet dull current partner Marco; with 

Almas, the ill-tempered and misanthropic Eritrean servant who 

has lived with her family for thirty years, stretching a thread of 

resentment from the family’s story to Italian colonial history; and 

many more. 

All the characters, whether major or minor, leap off the page with 

extraordinary ease. Unlike many ‘civil’ novels, the bourgeois 

setting is neither repudiated nor demolished here. It is rather the 

protagonist of the composition of ‘beautiful pages’, full of 

counterpoints, rapid and precise, that construct with a refined 

technique ‘spaces that are beautiful to look at whilst reading, as if 

they were landscapes’. 

 

Letizia Muratori is a writer and journalist. Her work focuses 

mainly on cinema and she writes for various newspapers. She 

made her literary debut in 2004.

Letizia Muratori, Domestic Animals 
 
Translated by Johanna Bishop 
Pp. 13 - 30 
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1 
What a great pleasure 
Shortly before one, Vittoria would knock on the 

door that separated me from the rest of the flat and 
come in to dust everywhere with a cloth she kept in the 
pocket of her yellow apron. I would often take advan-
tage of her entrance to leave the room for a minute, not 
usually going much further than the kitchen, where I’d 
open a packet of pretzels. There were dozens of them in 
the bread basket, pretzels, but also wafers that seemed 
to come from the same source: the Trenitalia snack cart. 
Edi Sereni, the owner of the flat, hoarded snacks. Pro-
bably because he never went grocery shopping, was al-
ways away, and only ever bought kiwi fruit for breakfast. 
The night before he would lay them out in a row on the 
metal dish drainer. He approached kiwi fruit, like many 
other matters, in a methodical way, and wherever he 
went, never failed to line up that little platoon. In hotel 
rooms, the kiwi fruit would be marshalled on the 
shower tray. They sometimes took the place of the 
shampoo bottles that Edi would immediately slip into 
his suitcase, adding to his endless collection. The items 
he had gathered over the years were organised by scent, 
colour and consistency. So Istanbul’s Kempinski might 
end up next to Asti’s Hotel Palio, due to the whiff of 
patchouli that linked them. Edi cared a lot about sham-
poo, because—he said this as if it were logical—he had 
gone bald early. Loaded down with bottles and sou-
venirs, he travelled a lot. And if, like me, you had reason 
to keep track of where he went, he seemed almost om-
nipresent. From Thursday through to Monday he’d be 
at conferences, lectures, round tables on history and 
politics. His real home base was Rome, but every other 
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week he’d come back to empty his pockets at that flat 
near the Corriere della Sera headquarters in downtown 
Milan: Via Solferino was a street he knew well, since 
he’d always been something more than a journalist, but 
also something less. 

I was about a year old when Edi Sereni was sent to 
cover the Yom Kippur War. Then he concentrated on 
Eritrea, and also pestered people in Angola, I think. 
Somewhere in the late ’80s he stopped, he’d had his fill 
of certain undertakings: they made for good stories, but 
since he’d turned out to be allergic to almost all spices, 
the task of staying alive in the world’s hotspots was 
starting to take a personal toll. His private life was a 
constant alternation of gastrointestinal problems and 
devastating migraines, but it wasn’t down to nerves, his 
ailments were pretexts to avoid risking another kind of 
pain. The sufferings of the soul—he said—weren’t 
something he’d ever experienced, but given that he be-
lieved only in the soul and not in the spirit, they scared 
him to death. So with spices as his excuse, he quit work-
ing for the weeklies. Since his name was already well 
known, he quickly landed a place at a daily paper, but 
decided not to go the natural route of the foreign desk, 
let alone focus on writing, and embraced his true cal-
ling: management, of people and of news. It didn’t take 
him long to work his way up at that paper, because cal-
ling aside, Edi had the temperament of a true chief: pa-
tient, mild-mannered, unbelievably curious, but also 
firm and even steely when he had to be. The kind who 
won over doormen and bossmen alike. During the day, 
no one was ever sure where he was. Maybe some 
shoddy reporter would swear he’d seen him lingering 
over lunch with a relic of the monarchist party, one of 
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those lapel-pin people, or maybe some other time Edi 
would be spotted with the widow of a Bank of Italy 
bureaucrat. In short, just when everyone thought he had 
vanished into the secret corridors of power, he always 
turned up elsewhere. And so there are two hypotheses: 
either power skulks where you least expect it, or Sereni 
was always good at pulling one over on everybody. In 
any case, around seven pm, come hell or high water, 
he’d show up at the paper. Waiting for him there was a 
senior editor, kept on pins and needles: before letting 
him speak a word, Edi would take off his shoes, then his 
socks, and barefoot, would trot out his own news. By 
sowing doubt and discord, winning gambles many 
thought were impossible, he’d built quite a career for 
himself, until in 2008 he had a heart attack. While he 
was on the mend, his enemies seized the chance to get 
rid of him. He didn’t even blink. It was in his nature to 
go with the flow when the time came to shed his skin. 
And so Edi left the newspaper, only to pop up again 
here, there and everywhere in the guise of a weathered 
pundit. He would often be asked to weigh in on the 
country’s inscrutable political affairs, and was special-
ised in giving even-handed prognoses in light of his-
torical precedent. He hardly ever got a single prediction 
right, but knew how to play the role. In the wake of the 
heart attack he never got discouraged; if anything, he 
regained the old verve of the sardonic vagabond he’d 
always been at heart. If you write ‘sardonic vagabond’—
he warned me recently—you’ll sound ridiculous. Wising 
you up, bursting your bubble, warding off derision, 
those were the keystones of the constant training he 
would put you through if he liked you. He liked most 
people, no one could call him selective. And if you were 
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struggling, having a hard time, then you could count on 
his moral support, and that was all. Edi worshipped tal-
ent, and would give you the right tools each time to put 
yours to the test. He’d never played favourites, no one 
could accuse him of ever being unfair. Yet he spent all 
day caught up in tactical minutiae, and always turned 
out to be a very reliable source of gossip, sometimes 
bombshells and at other times trifles, which he treated 
as equally important. Out of the spotlight, but per-
petually on the move up and down Italy, Edi Sereni was 
still Edi Sereni: the king of secrets. 

I found my way to his Brera-district flat, with its 
pretzels and kiwi fruit, after running into him at the 
award ceremony for a literary prize. For reasons that 
may have had little to do with literature and plenty to 
do with the subtle games of diplomacy which are a hall-
mark of Italian competitions, he was chairing the jury. I 
knew that if I was shortlisted it was his doing: to spite 
somebody else, so I was told. But as always, the truth was 
much more straightforward and predictable than the 
version you get from those purportedly in the know. One 
June morning, Edi had found my fifth book lying on his 
desk, with an inscription: ‘Warm regards,’ it read, fol-
lowed by a scribbled signature. He took it as a message, 
given that I’d never sent him anything before, and al-
though I’d spent the last seven years pretending he was 
invisible, I’d known him forever. Intrigued, he flipped 
through the first few pages. Almost unconsciously grab-
bing one of his sharpened pencils, he started underlining 
certain passages, because to his surprise, that book be-
longed to a genre that commanded his attention: auto-
fiction. After a careful reading, he got the sense that I’d 
crossed an unacceptable line: to write about your life you 
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have to invent a new one, sure, but not from scratch. Out 
of all the characters in the story, there wasn’t a single 
one who even vaguely resembled him, but it wasn’t just 
him: those hundred pages contained no trace of my par-
ents, or of his first wife, Lia, who was like a sister to my 
mum. Moreover, my supposed childhood memories did-
n’t include Chiara, his firstborn. A rather suspicious mis-
take, since Edi was certain that somewhere among his 
papers was an old Polaroid where mum and Lia were 
standing face to face, showing off their bellies as if to say: 
who can put asunder what we have joined together, even 
in the womb? Back in the early 1970s, in some circles, 
an aesthetic ideal of equality was still in vogue: siblings 
would be dressed alike, often in denim dungarees. And 
the stronger the bond, the more it was to be underscored 
in duplicate. The world Chiara and I grew up was dif-
ficult to grasp, and no, it was no use ducking the problem 
by replacing it with a gang of horseback-riding idiots. That 
book felt phoney to him, and felt phoney to anyone 
whose picture of the Italian bourgeoisie went an inch 
beyond what you’d get from some silly film that failed 
to coax a laugh by the second viewing. Out of laziness, 
I’d turned the characters in my book into stock figures, 
and to cover up my own shortcomings, I’d even started 
putting on airs, so something had to be done as soon as 
possible. In short, he got the itch to see me come in last 
for that award. After the ceremony, skipping all prelim-
inaries, Edi told me, ‘Let’s bury the hatchet! Come over 
to dinner some time, I’ll make you some instant soup, 
it’s great, I stock up whenever I go to Switzerland.’ 
Caught off guard, I tried to shoot him down, but he shot 
back: ‘What is it, you think I want to rip your clothes 
off?’ ‘Keep it down, are you nuts?’ I answered, glancing 
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around in sudden fear that someone might be eaves-
dropping, and to avoid one of those pathetic literary 
prize scandals, I accepted the invitation. But I regretted 
it by morning, on the train back to Milan. I remember 
calling him several times, suddenly desperate to wriggle 
out of that tête-à-tête even though it was my doing, but 
no dice. ‘I know you’ve got a boyfriend, if that’s your 
point, but I already know I like your boyfriend, I love 
the young man,’ he reassured me. I hung up from these 
conversations feeling dazed, and only wondered in pas-
sing why Edi had nothing better to do than keep me on 
the phone for half an hour at a stretch. He must be in a 
bad way, I thought; and that’s more or less how, with 
feigned reluctance and pointless airs, I ended up with 
the keys to his flat in my pocket. After that very first 
dinner of Swiss soup, Edi gave me free use of the guest 
room on the lower floor, next to the sky-blue staircase 
that led to his bedroom. Marco, the man I’d lived with 
for years and Edi insisted on calling my boyfriend, or 
even my beau, couldn’t stand the smell of smoke in our 
curtains. That was the first thing I let slip to Edi, the 
thing about the curtains: a dumb fixation, I vented. Not 
only did Marco smoke as much as I did, he knew better 
than anyone that you couldn’t ask me to take my ciga-
rette outside on the landing instead of lighting up in 
front of the laptop when I was trying to pin down a 
slithery story that kept changing shape, size and point 
of view. ‘Then get back at him by coming over here to 
smoke,’ Edi suggested. ‘I’m almost never around, you’ll 
make the place feel homier.’ ‘What am I,  a cat?’ was my 
miffed reaction, but I also thought that getting revenge 
on Marco for his dumb fixations, at no personal cost, 
was an idea worth pursuing. 
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One October morning, after I’d been writing in the 
guest room for a couple of weeks and felt like I’d 
achieved some decent results, I found the door of the 
flat unlocked. At first I was alarmed, because Vittoria 
wasn’t supposed to be there on Tuesdays. ‘Hello? May 
I?’ I called, and a cool, calm voice, the kind you quickly 
learn to just put up with, replied, ‘Don’t even ask, you 
moron, it offends my hospitality.’ 

‘Oh, you’re home, how come?’ I said, not batting 
an eye. Edi would often call me a moron out of the blue. 
After getting the keys, I readjusted to his terms of en-
dearment: I was a moron, I was a darling, often enough 
I was a kittycat. Not once, not even by mistake, did my 
name cross his lips. 

‘I’ve got a temperature, I’m laid up for the day,’ he 
told me. Instinctively, I moved for the door. 

‘No, don’t even think about leaving, now you have 
to nurse me and catch this bug yourself.’ He got up off 
the black sofa. Although there was almost nothing in 
the flat that betrayed any personal taste—the furnish-
ings were a cross between a dentist’s waiting room and 
an old PR girl’s boudoir—Edi had added that one touch 
of his own: the deep, wide lair of a tall man who always 
dressed the same way. 

‘You need anything? Medicine? Food?’ I enquired. 
‘Open my suitcase for me, my back hurts too much 

to bend over. There’s a plastic bag inside, bring it over 
here.’ He pointed to the wheeled carry-on in the foyer. 
So I rummaged through his clean, neatly folded under-
things. The men I’d been with, especially the current 
one, never let me touch their stuff this way. My mother, 
sure, I’d seen her open my dad’s suitcase hundreds of 
times. Maybe it was a generational thing: Edi, like them, 
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was born in the late 1940s. Or actually, he was a bit 
younger, but you’d never have guessed it: youth was 
never his strong suit, anyway. He went straight from the 
role of grown son to that of distant father and husband. 
Lia was always left on her own with Chiara. The only 
proof of Edi’s existence came from the postcards he 
would send his daughter: covered in cramped handwrit-
ing, incomprehensible jottings. Lia suspected, and said 
as much, that this was edited-out scrap material from 
his news stories. But there was no point in accusing 
him, Edi wouldn’t have seen where the problem lay: he 
had been the child of separated parents back when no 
one else was, which had made him allergic to couple-
dom, and at the same time, gave him such an abstract, 
sacrosanct vision of the family that to avoid tainting it 
he preferred to stay at arm’s length. The confirmations 
of Edi’s existence always ended the same way, reassur-
ing Chiara at the bottom of the card: You mean every-
thing to me, daddy loves you. 

‘What’s with the suspicious look? Don’t you use 
plastic bags? I always do. I think the smears of tooth-
paste and shaving cream in toiletry cases are depressing, 
I hate white stains,’ he said. 

‘Oh, please! Knock it off,’ I retorted, disturbed by 
the image of white stains, since I’d never given much 
thought to their nastiness. 

‘You’re so squeamish. I remember, you know: you 
douse bathroom fixtures in rubbing alcohol. Then do 
you light them on fire? People used to do that, in iffy 
hotels the bidet always got flambéed.’ 

‘Ok, but I... that’s not true,’ I objected. Actually, 
Edi remembered right: I’d picked up the habit of giv-
ing questionable toilet seats a quick swipe with a  
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cottonwool ball full of alcohol back in 1998, at the end 
of an unhappy marriage. After that early upheaval, 
everything suddenly seemed contaminated. But I’d 
never gone as far as torching them. 

‘You always leave me these sticky pink halos, they’re 
adorable. It’s like no time has gone by at all,’ he went 
on, delving into the bag for an aspirin that looked well 
past its use-by date. 

‘Chiara is obsessed with expiration dates, too, but 
what do you think happens after they expire? Nothing 
at all, you know.’ 

‘The aspirin stops working,’ I said, heading into a 
lecture on pharmaceuticals that was immediately cut 
short: ‘How’s the story coming?’ he asked. 

‘Good.’ 
‘You feel at home here? You sure?’ 
‘The room’s quiet.’ 
‘Has it got a title yet?’ he asked, trimming an extin-

guished cigar. He would chew them on the thicker end, 
backwards, lifting them to his lips with those stubby 
fingers of his. It was hard to believe that all through his 
childhood and beyond he’d studied piano like mad. 
Edi’s father was a polyglot cosmopolitan who naturally 
knew a thing or two about music. So he had immedi-
ately rejected the notion that his son had a future in 
piano, but Edi’s mother, a headstrong violinist, had her 
heart set on that future. This mother had been quite an 
influence, her photo was enthroned on a bookshelf in 
the foyer, to look at it she seemed like the only flesh-
and-blood woman ever to have walked the Earth. That 
may have been because the rest of the apartment was a 
warehouse of worn-out images. Audrey Hepburn lurked 
behind a pile of magazines in her doll-like pose with a 



126 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

long cigarette holder between her lips, and turned up 
again in the kitchen by the tea towels, pinned there with 
a drawing pin. This omnipresence of the Breakfast at Tiff-
any’s star was due to Edi’s passion for Annalisa Gigli, a 
shift worker who would show up at RAI headquarters at 
the crack of dawn armed with hard-shell handbags and 
Swarovski crystal pendants, the kind of woman that 
aging men think they can aspire to without hangups. Ever 
since I set foot in that house, I’d planned on ripping her 
to shreds. For the time being I just averted my eyes from 
poor, innocent Audrey, murmuring: scum. 

‘Of course I have a title: Like Brother and Sister,’ I 
told him. 

‘Sounds interesting. Why don’t you read it to me?’ 
It was obvious that Edi had time to waste that 

morning, and wanted to waste mine too. But I jumped 
at the chance. I’d been reading my elusive, constantly 
changing story to Marco, but he was fed up with hear-
ing dozens of retouched versions of what he saw as the 
retelling of a dying love affair. Sometimes he said, 
wouldn’t it be easier to write me a letter? I’d written the 
letter, actually, but never had the heart to pull it out. 

‘Come on, sit down, I’ll make some tea,’ Edi sug-
gested. 

‘Not for me, thanks, I don’t drink tea.’ 
‘Care for a coke? Pineapple juice?’ 
I’d had a look at the fridge in that flat, it was packed 

to bursting with beverages and nothing else. 
‘I’m not thirsty, maybe later.’ 
‘What’s the title of the story? Do you have a title 

yet?’ he asked me again after a while. Edi tended to ask 
you the same questions over and over, he was interested 
in discrepancies between answers, it was in the tiny 



Letizia Muratori, Domestic Animals 127

shifts, even slips of the tongue, that he glimpsed the 
true, fresh, original element that always comes out in 
fragments when people are busy trying to hide some-
thing else, to hide the falsehood they think is true. 

‘Like Brother and Sister, and if you ask me again a 
minute from now, I’ll tell you where to put it.’ 

‘Was that the title from the start? Was there another 
one before that?’ he counterattacked. 

‘I must have gone through a dozen.’ 
‘But you don’t throw them out, do you?’ he asked, 

worried. 
‘I’ll recycle them, maybe. That happens, with titles.’ 
‘Give them to me, I’ll hold onto them for you. I also 

want the other versions of the story, there are others, 
right?’ the proposal of a perfect, scrupulous editor. Too 
bad he had no idea what he was about to hear. 

‘Mind telling me what you’d do with them?’ 
‘Compare them, to get inside your head. As a 

writer, I mean.’ 
‘As a writer? I can imagine.’ 
‘No need to get sarcastic. I’ve been out of touch for 

a while, and I want to catch up. What would it cost you 
to give me the whole lot? It would be a nice present. I 
won’t let anyone read your drafts, cross my heart.’ 

‘We’ll see,’ I said, and swearing oaths that way 
seemed ridiculous and childish to me. Still, a few min-
utes later, I started reading him the story of a couple. 
The two of them were feuding for the pettiest of rea-
sons, all they did was get more and more irritated, until 
their recriminations finally turned into background 
noise, and a strange arousal gripped those two bodies, 
so close to each other. 

‘I’m writing it on commission, for an anthology. 
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The theme is love,’ I hastened to explain, since Edi 
seemed to be thinking, that’s it? 

‘Why are they fighting?’ he said after a while, but I 
could only sputter in disbelief. 

‘Look, there’s no point in getting defensive, because 
it’s unclear,’ he assured me. 

‘How so? Arguing becomes a substitute for the 
act... Come on, are you kidding me?’ 

‘Let me finish: they’re fighting because they’re liv-
ing like brother and sister, right? That’s it? They aren’t 
sleeping together.’  

I looked down at the plastic bag, wishing I could 
vanish into it. How could I have read that story to Edi 
Sereni without considering the inquest that would fol-
low? 

‘Same old story? Is this a recent thing?’ he asked. 
‘Books aren’t meant to be read the way you read 

them, they aren’t about dishing the dirt.’ 
‘Dishing the dirt? Since when do you talk like a 

fashion magazine? Tell me, when you buy a pair of 
shoes, is it retail therapy? Dear heart, you’re enchanting, 
you can’t get a single thing right today,’ he told me. 

‘Never mind, if you say it’s unclear, I’ll think it 
over.’ 

‘You’ve gone back into hibernation? You’re the one 
shirking it, of course,’ he continued, unflappable. 

‘That’s enough!’ 
‘And what does he do? He bugs you for it every 

day? So that’s why you’ve run away from home.’ 
‘I haven’t run... what do you mean?’ The expression 

run away from home got me laughing. Laughter was al-
ways risky with Edi, he leapt on it right away: ‘Why are 
you laughing? Just tell me, isn’t it quicker to tell me?’ 
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‘I don’t want to be quicker.’ 
‘But I just don’t get this story, why is it like brother 

and sister? Couldn’t they actually be brother and sister?’ 
‘Incest? Very original,’ I scoffed. 
‘Forget about sex, isn’t the theme supposed to be 

love?’ 
‘Yes, and I can’t seem to write about it.’ 
‘And why’s that?’ 
‘I give up,’ I told him, exhausted. In the space of 

two hours, he’d stripped me bare. 
‘If you like, I have a story that might work, I’d be 

happy to give it to you, but I think we’d have to change 
the title.’ 

‘No, thanks,’ I was quick to reply. We, he said – was 
he daring to use the plural just because he had a fever 
and time on his hands? 

‘Advanced age and financial misfortunes force 
Cesare and Ivetta, brother and sister, to live out the last 
years of their long existence like husband and wife... well? 
Do you like the new title? Shall I go on?’ he asked. 

‘Who are they? Do they really exist?’ I asked. Actually, 
more than the new title, I was hooked by the names. 
Cesare and Ivetta were definitely a promising couple. 

‘Oh yes indeed, and I was their sole heir, so they 
would ring me up every time they got their knickers in 
a twist.’ 

On one occasion, it seems, their caregiver re-
peatedly pestered him on the phone when he was at the 
presidential palace. Back in Cavi, a brawl had broken 
out between the pair, and Edi had no way to get there 
for a while. When he did, he was told: About time you 
showed up. Just listen: Ivetta here is saying we should eat at 
half past seven instead of eight. 



130 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

Cesare and Ivetta Sereni, Edi’s uncle and aunt, 
were his father’s older siblings. They left Alexandria in 
January of 1952. The monarchy had fallen in July and 
anyone who knew which way the wind was blowing 
could sense the rise of Nasser, hostile to the European 
minority. Fears and forebodings prompted them to 
move back to Italy, which their grandparents had left 
nearly a century before. Ivetta never married, she 
looked after their mother all her life. Ines, Edi’s grand-
mother, was one of those Levantine termagants who, at 
about fifty, take to their beds for no reason. By the time 
she relieved her daughter of the task of nursing her, it 
was too late. Not that Ivetta had entertained many 
dreams of tying the knot, since her love life had been 
compromised by a grave error of judgement. She had 
wasted time, quite a bit, on a married tapestry mer-
chant, but the error came long before the tapestries, 
back when Ivetta was barely eighteen, and her beautiful 
body had attracted an English officer. He courted her 
shyly in an Alexandrian café, and that lovely feeling of 
being desired could have gone on forever, but being a 
pragmatic girl, Ivetta decided to invite him to lunch, 
presenting him with a portion of tinned beef. It hadn’t 
been easy to lay her hands on, she’d even paid a lot for 
it. She thought she was being up-to-date, Edi told me, 
but the officer took her for a lazy slob—in part because 
Ivetta, trusting in the beauty of her body, didn’t pay 
much mind to grooming, and a hair seems to have 
ended up in that fatal dish, frizzy and as tasteless as the 
rest. The Englishman may have even wondered if Ivetta 
was trying to mock him, try his patience: at the officers’ 
canteen, which was on a very tight budget compared to 
brighter days, they’d had nothing but jellied beef for 
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months. And so while Cesare got married to a fetching, 
sophisticated cousin, Ivetta, for trying to be modern, 
found herself doomed to caring for their mother all her 
life. This take on the story, which contrasted the begin-
ning of his certain happiness with the beginning of her 
unhappiness, was a little too simple, in Edi’s view, and 
couldn’t be the true source of that frightening senile ac-
rimony, a reciprocal exasperation that was often too 
strong for words: to both of them, it was perfectly im-
plicit. Cesare would point at a TV that was sitting there 
turned off, asking Edi, ‘See what I mean? Now you 
understand?’ Whereas Ivetta would show him an alarm 
clock, set for a quarter to eight: ‘Need I say more?’ 
They’d gone mad, is what Edi thought, since as far as 
he could tell his aunt and uncle had always loved each 
other. He remembered them being so close at family 
get-togethers, those ceremonious gatherings of Alex-
andrine exiles where people often told you not to bother 
with hanefud, formalities. Whereas hazirud was the old 
junk around the house that Cesare wanted to give away 
because his mother and sister could use less clutter in 
the place, but Ivetta would object, telling him to be 
galud: more discreet in front of the help, even though 
by then there was almost no help left, part-time and 
barely lasting a season, with little interest in their em-
ployers’ chit-chat. There was no longer any hint of 
eavesdropping in their silence, but Ivetta couldn’t ac-
knowledge that because she herself had never changed, 
and no matter how her surroundings did, it was un-
thinkable to stop being galud. 

‘Perhaps it was the seaside that got them on edge,’ 
I hazarded, a weak explanation for the conflict. ‘Why 
were they in Cavi?’ 
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‘The house was hers, at some point she bought a 
little villa to retire to, and I was foolish enough to install 
him there, too, after his wife died. It seemed like a sen-
sible plan, but it wasn’t,’ he told me. 

The thing that still amazed Edi, looking back, was 
that neither Cesare nor Ivetta realised what an effort it 
took for him to get up there every time they staged one 
of their melodramas. He wasn’t a person with nothing 
better to do, but his aunt and uncle expected their sole 
heir to always be on call. Edi was respected, he was 
somebody, but he was somebody who could be 
bothered, whereas the same couldn’t be said of his 
father, for instance, the brother they adored: a reserved 
man, perhaps a little dour, but with a mind as lithe as 
his hands. When it came to the gracelessness of Edi’s 
hands, the two of them suddenly found themselves back 
in agreement, their former harmony restored. 

‘I could have killed them both, but they saw to that 
themselves.’ 

Edi couldn’t refuse Ivetta her last wish: to see Alex-
andria once more. Cesare had no last wishes, or at least 
no sentimental ones, but didn’t want to miss out on a 
nice plane trip. As a specialist in labour law he had served 
as counsel to various trade unions, and was particularly 
fond of flight assistants. If he’d had his preference he 
would have been a steward, he was good-looking enough, 
knew four languages and wasn’t exactly the picture of 
machismo. But Cesare had missed his chance at that 
gregarious profession, aside from the fact that as the first-
born son of one of the three or four leading families in 
colonial circles, a job like that would have been off-limits; 
if he really wanted to be a flying waiter, let him dress up 
as one on a rendezvous with some boy. 
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The three of them landed in Cairo, where Ivetta, a 
few hours later, had a brain haemorrhage in the hotel 
room. The cabin pressure up there had weakened her. 
Away from her brother at long last, with a TV set of her 
own and the freedom to eat at any hour she liked, she 
began to die. As Edi rushed about organising a flight 
home so as not to be saddled with the complicated 
transport of a corpse, Cesare sat for the whole time in 
the hallway outside her door. He was reading some 
newspaper, and seemed calm. 

‘Don’t you worry about us, just leave us here. I’ll 
take care of her,’ he told Edi, who kept running back 
and forth from the front desk, where a wearisome bar-
gaining process about the ambulance was underway. 
Maybe it was the Cairo air that did Cesare good: he had 
gone back to normal, or to how he used to be, as people 
sometimes do towards the end. 

‘I can’t leave you here, what are you thinking?’ Edi 
said. 

‘So what do you want to do, take us back to Cavi? 
In Cavi they treat us like husband and wife, you know.’ 
And finally, Cesare revealed the source of all that ten-
sion: since, as we all know, a little accident can happen 
to anybody at that age, the Ukrainian women who took 
shifts looking after them had decided to put the pair to-
gether in the double bed, to cut down on laundry. It 
wasn’t just a problem of appliances, as Edi thought, of 
TV sets and alarm clocks, the Ukrainians would tuck 
them in so tightly that their bones ached, the two old 
people couldn’t even turn over, trapped in that near-
death state like mummied pharaohs. He wouldn’t even 
have minded that much, Cesare said, but Ivetta, she’d 
never spent the whole night in bed with a man, and 
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being forced to do it that way had made her mean-
spirited, vindictive. She wasn’t angry at Cesare, but like 
Cesare, she was angry at life. 

‘You see why they argued?’ Edi asked. 
‘I guess so,’ I told him. 
‘The exact opposite of... what was that rubbish you 

said? Oh, right: arguing as a substitute for the act. Even 
if that were so, you’d have to show it, oblige the reader 
to get into that bed with them.’ He mortified my story. 

‘I’ll admit you know your stuff, is that why you’ve 
started doing literary awards? I thought they were a fall-
back thing, but no, you’re really into this,’ I told him. In 
those seven years of silence I’d seen his name on a number 
of juries, and even knew he’d gone out of his way to sup-
port some iffy novels, debut works by emerging authors 
with back tattoos. From the heights of my new life as a 
sophisticated writer I pretended to ignore those games of 
his, but didn’t always manage. In bookshops it was hard 
to keep up my front, and faced with the blurbs on some 
covers, I’d blurt out: ‘God, how loathsome.’ ‘Who are you 
loathing?’ Marco would ask, and I’d say, ‘The reading 
public.’ I’d leave the bookshop and everything would go 
back to normal, I’d forget about Edi, the back tattoos, the 
blurbs, but as my new life started to get old, more and 
more often, I’d feel the temptation: tomorrow I’ll ring him, 
I’d tell myself, who knows how he’s doing? I’ll ring him up, 
after all, what have I got to lose? How can Edi Sereni hurt me 
now? Bit by bit, those inner conversations became an al-
most uninterrupted dialogue, and at night, before giving 
in to sleep, I’d whisper: help me. In the end I sent him that 
book with the inscription. I didn’t go further than ‘warm 
regards’ for fear that someone at the publisher’s might 
take a look at my pile of signed copies and get weird ideas. 
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‘I started doing awards just to get close to you,’ Edi 
mocked me, then grabbed the cigarette I was holding, 
lit it, and took a few drags before handing it back. A 
thing I hadn’t seen him do in ages, and the next day, 
when I found myself alone again in the guest room be-
cause that fever was baloney, I was surprised by my de-
sire, a clear desire, to see him do it again. 



136 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

In this collection of ten short stories, Antonio Pascale outlines a 

middle class of ordinary, distracted southerners, sketched out with 

a writing style that combines anthropological analysis and oneiric 

digression. The brilliance of the detail is the glue that binds 

together the two souls of the book, blending its civil vein with its 

extremely rich narrative fantasy.  

In southern Italy the term ‘controra’, that gives the title to the story 

of the same name and is here translated as Afternoon Heat, denotes 

the first few afternoon hours in summer, the hottest time of day, 

during which people withdraw to the coolness of their homes to 

rest. In Pascale’s short story, the controra lends itself to symbolise 

an entire southern condition of decay, disease and loss of identity. 

Masked by a strong humorous colouring, interrupted by the 

seemingly idle chitchat about the weather and the seasons, these 

short stories record the dramatic destinies of a society almost like a 

prophecy. The sign of a controra that by now is generalised, and 

withers and corrupts everything. 

The Maintenance of Affections has been translated into Spanish 

(Tempora).  

 

Antonio Pascale has won numerous literary prizes (including the 

prizes Premio Brancati, Premio Bergamo, Premio Onofri and 

Premio Procida-Elsa Morante). He collaborates with newspapers 

and magazines such as Il Corriere della Sera, Il Mattino, Limes, Lo 
Straniero and Nuovi Argomenti.  

 

Antonio Pascale, Afternoon Heat  

(from The Maintenance of Affections) 
 
Translated by Ann Goldstein 
Pp. 17 - 29 
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I began to get fat one summer in the middle of the 
controra, that period of the hottest hours of the after-
noon, and from then on I didn’t stop. Before, I was a 
scrawny, gangling kid who went after the ball. And I 
showed promise. 

But for several days I’d been persecuted by the heat. 
I protected myself as well as I could, then one night I low-
ered my defences and it reached me. It was as if a dagger 
had been inserted into my ears, inflaming them, so that 
every sound or word, even the smallest breath of air, was 
transformed into a kind of harsh jangle, booming. 

Then the dagger got bigger, began to throb, and fi-
nally exploded in snakelike threads that wrapped my 
arms, bound my wrists, and squeezed into my fingers. 
So my hands swelled, and every object that I tried to 
pick up slipped away from me, and there’s more: all the 
things that fell boomed (besides, my hands are still like 
balls today, the way they seemed that night, and objects 
continue to slip out of them, the only difference that 
they no longer boom: now I watch them fall to the floor 
without a sound, not even a small vibration). 

My mother woke me. But it’s not right to say that. I 
didn’t awaken completely until long afterwards. Other-
wise I remember a wet handkerchief on my forehead, my 
mother’s hands in my hair, and, speaking of my mother, 
I remember her muttering something, something that I 
didn’t even try to understand because I was too absorbed 
in looking at my hands. Later the doctor came: “It’s a 
nasty sunstroke, but nothing serious.” 

The one who seemed most deeply asleep was my 
mother. She was sitting on the chair, her chin sunk in 
the palm of her hand, and she repeated, like a lullaby: 
“It’s all your father’s fault, your father, your father.” 
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And in fact it was just that: for several days she 
had been saying not “papa” but “your father.”  

If everything has a beginning, for me that night 
was the beginning of the end: it was a kind of osmosis, 
the heat that had seized and invaded me would day 
after day summon other heat: so I would get fat, my 
chest would expand, then my stomach would form 
layer upon layer, all rolling over on one another, like a 
cumulonimbus cloud that, swelling, turns black on the 
horizon or a sausage that coils coming out of the mix-
ing machine. 

But the strange thing was that, while my body ex-
panded, the conversations between my parents under-
went a process of contraction. Thus eventually only 
monologues were left, superimposed on quarrels, and, 
even if they were sharp and stabbing, and forced me 
to cover my ears and clack with my tongue, in the end 
they were always better than the silence, which would 
come afterwards. 

In that silence of the tomb only the sounds of 
movement remained, which had different tones, and 
then gradually, over the months, the years, they took 
on the function of marking the boundaries of the ter-
ritory. When my father said with a sound: I’m arriving, 
my mother responded with a different note: I’m leav-
ing. So my father began to produce dry, sharp, disqui-
eting sounds. He suddenly scraped a chair, he opened 
a drawer for no reason, he leafed through the news-
paper as if he wanted to hit it, or he shuffled in his 
slippers and then, when it was time to go out, hurled 
them against the wall with a toss of his ankle. My 
mother responded with gentle, mellow, almost reflec-
tive sounds, and so she ran the water for the dishes 
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longer than necessary, rinsed the clothes in the basin 
and rinsed them again. Or she tapped the pencil on 
the table, because she was doing the crossword and 
couldn’t think of the answer. 

But all that would come later. 
Before that afternoon, I was a scrawny, gangly kid, 

and I was thirteen. I played football with my friends 
in the building. In summer, I went down to the garden 
around five. You couldn’t go earlier. My father forbade 
me: “The controra has to pass.” Because the controra 
was a boundary: crossing it meant venturing into a 
dangerous territory that I wasn’t supposed to enter. 

Besides, I still remember days spent at the beach as 
a child, when, in the early afternoon, my father hooked 
the tent around the umbrella, leaving only two small 
holes to let in the breeze: “The sun is very strong here.” 

My mother and I stayed under the tent, while my 
father went to the pergola at the beach club. The wind 
arrived, swelled the tent, and carried the voices to us: 
all broken and jagged. Surely there was a world out-
side that lived during the controra, but I really couldn’t 
imagine it. 

Also because afterwards, when the air had cooled 
and my father took down the tent, I ran along the 
shore and saw the dead jellyfish, all white and ragged, 
and heard my father behind me saying: the heat killed 
them. Or I picked up the ball and it felt more inflated 
(and my father always explained: it’s the heat that in-
flates it), so I thought that the controra must have to 
do with decomposition, distension, and explosions. 

And I thought that my father was right to protect 
me from that heat, and I didn’t make a fuss to go out. 
Besides, none of my friends came down, and those 
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few who could be seen on the street were considered 
to be from bad families, unacceptable companions. 

At home in the summer during the controra, when 
the heat was very strong, the shutters were pulled 
down in order not to let in the light, partly because it 
was a strange, fluorescent light that in an instant 
flooded the rooms, you had to hurry to tidy the 
kitchen, clean everything up before going to sleep, 
otherwise the leftovers would spoil and the flies would 
invade. 

I went to sleep. Rather, sometimes I really slept, 
other times I pretended, but I almost always got up 
before my parents. Without leaving the room, I’d raise 
the shutter a little and stick my head under it: I looked 
at the garden. There were only a few trees, mostly 
confined to the corners. With sticks on the ground 
we’d designated the perimeter, the center field, the 
penalty area. 

Beyond the wall that surrounded the garden (I 
must have climbed that wall hundreds of times: it got 
easier every time, I felt bigger every time, I was less 
short of breath every time, and from the top of the wall, 
where I stood without getting dizzy, I looked at my 
friends who were struggling to pull themselves up, and 
how proud I was; I would never have imagined that a 
move like that—which came more easily every time, and 
which I connected to the ease with which I would con-
front life—would later become, on the contrary, impos-
sible) the countryside extended in all directions: it was 
uncultivated, stinking, and full of rubbish. 

There were construction sites and hints of foun-
dations. And there were also dogs. We boys were for-
bidden to go there. I looked at the garden and the 
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countryside, then I listened to the crickets. And I 
waited for four o’clock, when my father got up. I heard 
the door of the bedroom open, the shuffle of the 
slippers, then the bathroom door, the sound of the toi-
let flushing, and then again the door. He was making 
coffee. Before it was ready, he shouted from the 
kitchen: “Elisabetta, do you want coffee?” My mother 
was still sleeping, and it wasn’t the moment for coffee. 
It was never the moment, but he loved waking my 
mother. 

At five I heard my friends’ steps coming down the 
stairs. They were noisy, cheerful. I waited till they 
knocked at the door. Here they are, knocking. I looked 
at my father, he said to me: “Go, go on, it’s cooled off, 
go on, I’ll come down later and take a few kicks.” 

And then he really would come down, when the 
game was nearly over. He stayed on the edge of the 
field, almost at the wall, in the thin cone of shade of 
the trees, until the end: only then did he come onto 
the field and take possession of the ball. He ran with 
the Super Santos between his feet, he wanted to drib-
ble the ball past my friends, who took no notice of 
him, because they were happy in victory or suffering 
in defeat, and so none of them paid attention. But he 
didn’t care, he would dribble past anyone who was 
about to leave the field. Someone stuck out a leg to 
steal the ball, just a second, then pulled it right back, 
and he, finally, alone in front of the goal, kicked the 
ball with his toes: it slammed against the wall, making 
a strange boom. 

They all turned, laughed, then looked at me, and 
so I went to play with him. It’s true, it annoyed me to 
pass him the ball, I knew that he wouldn’t kick it 
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properly, but I felt it wasn’t right to leave him alone 
with the ball between his feet, he didn’t know where 
to begin. I stayed with him until he said That’s 
enough; he took me by the hand and led me to my 
group of friends. He looked at us and after a while 
went away. 

During the game, my mother came to the win-
dow, called me, and lowered the orange juice in a bas-
ket. I drank it in one gulp. The sugar remained on my 
lips, I left it there, smeared on my mouth, and licked 
it only before dribbling around an opponent.  

Now how many times have I thought of the period 
that preceded that afternoon, how many times have I 
tried to recall occasions when I must have laughed, 
joked, occasions when I must have stretched out on 
the grass to breathe in the odour of earth, or bent 
double after a sprint with a stitch in my side: all those 
things I must surely have done, and even if I think 
back to the days before that afternoon only one thing 
comes to mind: I’m running towards the penalty area 
licking the sugar off my lips. 

All the rest is nothing, as if time had accelerated, 
in a hurry to get to the end, and everything had be-
come a blur of confusion in its wake.  

The movements that marked the change were so 
swift and clear, so unexpected, that I thought they 
would be born and die there, precisely because of 
their acceleration, dissolved by excessive speed. In-
stead they came to the same end I did, swelling up out 
of all proportion. 

It happened that my mother hit my father: while 
he’s on the telephone laughing, my mother passes by, 
back and forth, several times, the last time she gives 
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him a slap. And then she also calls him a shit. 
To be more precise: between my parents, every-

thing that could be called love ended suddenly, right 
after that word. 

They began to argue and went into the bedroom. 
They talked about a woman, my father defended himself: 
“You’re crazy, you really think that after fifteen years of 
marriage I’m going to fool around with someone else?” 
My mother answered: “Oh sure, you couldn’t.” 

In the series of glances that followed between my 
father and my mother and between them and me, that 
was one of the last times my father and I looked each 
other in the eye. I expected from him a definitive ex-
planation, at which my mother would say: “Well, all 
right, if that’s how it is, all right.” 

I don’t know what he said to my mother, to me he 
said only: “Go down to the garden, go and play ball; I 
told you, you have to go down!” 

That was how I began to enter the controra. Not 
only that afternoon but for the whole summer. Be-
cause my parents would argue every day, and so after 
lunch my father ordered me to go down to the garden. 
I will never forgive him, because it was his fault that I 
had no protection. The thin shade projected by the 
wall wasn’t enough, nor that of the trees—there was 
no shelter in that garden. Nor was there on the stairs, 
because the windows didn’t have shades, and the light, 
once it entered, lengthened along the steps, inflamed 
them, a kind of fan blew over the walls, saturating 
them with heat, a heat that rose from the floor, I could 
almost see it when it separated from the walls and 
headed towards the windows, and could no longer get 
out. It was like a big fly whining at the glass. 
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And it was then that that garden and that heat be-
came an illness. I sank into the controra, where the 
shadows lost their shape, swelled up, and I with them. 

I thought the first day would also be the last, it 
was supposed to be like that: I didn’t at all imagine 
that everything had yet to begin. 

During that summer, sitting at the foot of the gar-
den wall, I invented a game: I pretended to be invisi-
ble, I entered the house, I watched my mother while 
she pressed down hard with her hand to squeeze the 
oranges, or my father, who, getting ready to go out, 
passed by my mother and pinched her bottom, and 
she said, “Come on, stop it!” but she was amused, he 
let her go, smiled and was content. 

The game was a success until the voices of my 
parents reached me through the window: they started 
softly but within two minutes they had always started 
shouting. So all I could do was get up and make more 
noise than they did. 

I kicked the ball against the wall. I kicked so hard 
that the whole building rumbled, and sometimes Si-
gnora Izzo, who lived on the fifth floor, looked out. 
But she didn’t say anything, she stared at me for a 
while and then went away. Signora Izzo wasn’t well 
and maybe that’s why she didn’t say anything, it was 
plain that at that moment she considered me sicker 
than she was. 

Other times, instead, someone in the building 
looked out and shouted at my head: “Hey, people are 
sleeping at this hour, what’s wrong, don’t you know 
that?”  (It was around that time, or thereabouts, that 
I began to hate people’s gazes: with their clean, calm 
faces, indifferent and neutral, they look at my inflated 
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face as if it were a danger to their happiness.) 
Then, starting the night of the sunstroke, when I 

dreamed that my hands swelled up, and all summer 
long, I began to get fat, as if leavened by the heat of 
the controra. 

But it didn’t end there: my friends demoted me 
first to midfielder, then to fullback, and finally, skip-
ping the position of goalie, they wouldn’t let me play, 
I was no good even at watching anymore. So gradually 
they began to avoid me. The parents started saying 
that I was a little strange. One strange thing was my 
aimless, ceaseless wandering in the garden, during the 
controra and until late in the evening, as I kept putting 
off the time when I went upstairs. 

And the other strange thing was that I discovered 
the speed of lizards, the way they darted towards a 
hole in the wall. A velocity that I hated from the first 
moment, and that I wished to put a stop to forever. So 
I captured them, and then if I felt like it I tortured 
them. That is, I let them live but first I tied their legs 
tight, then with a syringe I pumped them up with 
water and left them like that. I learned to predict their 
end: you just had to measure the frequency of two 
nervous movements of the head or the feet, the only 
body parts that didn’t get distended by water, until the 
interval between one quiver and the next became 
longer. And just when it seemed they had no intention 
of dying I hit them with stones: they were so distended 
it didn’t take much to make them explode. 

I went on killing lizards until one day, inflating 
one, I put in so much water that, instead of bursting, 
its stomach opened with a hiss, a kind of leakage. A 
shiny bag came out. It was pulsing. I looked at it more 
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carefully: it was a placenta that like a sheet of paper 
covered a lot of baby lizards; I could make out their 
heads and little limbs. 

So there was life. It was like a hope. I felt happy 
about that discovery, I looked for someone to talk 
about it, but it was early and the garden was deserted. 
I waited for the controra to pass, but no one came 
down. My friends wouldn’t come down, not the next 
day, and not the one after. 

Then it got dark and I stayed in the corner of the 
wall where I’d killed the lizard, eventually the ants de-
voured it and the embryos lost their lustre. The ad-
vancing shadow did the rest, hiding me and the 
lizard’s carcass. From the window of my house my 
father’s shouts surged; I remember it clearly, because 
he said: “I’m going, I’m leaving you and your son.” 
Soon it would be my birthday. 

I’d been deceived, there was no hope in fat bodies. 
The next day I emptied the medicine chest, I swal-

lowed a bunch of pills and left the house. I climbed 
over the garden wall. The action that a few months be-
fore I’d done naturally, sticking one foot in a hole and 
pulling myself up by the strength of my arms, cost me 
a lot of effort. I set off in a hurry towards the coun-
tryside, because I was afraid that the pills would start 
to have an effect and I wanted to die in peace, without 
inquisitive looks, so I walked amid tin cans, plastic, 
papers, pages from porn magazines, nails and wire, 
weeds, amaranth and scutch grass, flies and wasps. I 
lay down or maybe I fell on a patch of grass that 
seemed uncontaminated, I wanted to die clean. 

It was thanks to the dogs. Their howling woke me, 
they circled around me, they were hyenas: and then 
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for the second time I felt a sense of hope. All right, my 
body had become large but it was important, I would-
n’t let them take possession of it. I got up and dragged 
myself away. I ran until I stopped a car, in it was Si-
gnor Citarella, I said to him: “I’m about to die, take 
me to the hospital.” 

My mother was there waiting for me when I came 
out from having my stomach pumped, not my father, 
later they told me he had left the family. Now they 
were looking for him. 

Signor Citarella stayed, though; he gave me a nice 
smile and caressed me. A rapid thing, like a pinch, but 
the kind that start on the cheek and end in the air with 
a snap. I started to cry. 

My father came home. He, too, caressed me when 
he saw me but without smiling. And then he ran his 
hand through my hair and stopped to squeeze it at the 
nape, where it was a kind of mop. I welcomed that ges-
ture without being moved. I wanted to be strong, I 
knew that that would be the final gesture of contact, 
and it would be sharp and decisive. I wasn’t wrong, 
soon our movements would be conclusively separated: 
I would get even fatter, while my father got thinner.  

And if my gestures were impeded and slow, his re-
mained quick and mechanical, reminding me of the 
haste of those who hide, the speed of those who follow 
the perimeter of a wall only to slink away. 

In the end the gestures of my father and mother 
parted conclusively as well. The more reflective my 
mother became, solving crosswords, anagrams, and 
other puzzles, looking silently and in the same way at 
the blank page and at that son who had become some-
one else, whose signals had to be guessed at, like a 
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rebus, the swifter and simpler my father’s thoughts be-
came, as if he were saving his strength for other and 
more important questions. 

Those gestures were united only by remorse for 
having hurt me, remorse that out of spite I was careful 
not to deny. 

Many years passed, it seems to me, because I’m 
so round that I seem the same as before, as always. 
And yet years passed, certainly: my mother died. He 
moved to his lover’s. He waited until I got a little 
older, for my good, he said, then he left. 

I rarely see him. Almost never. 
I eat a lot and I eat everything, food is the only 

thing that doesn’t slip out of my hand. Because ever 
since that night of the dream many years ago I’ve been 
unable to hold on to things, and in my life I’m always 
struggling to climb into cars, getting stuck in chairs, 
gasping brokenly for breath as soon as I’m about to 
grab something. 

Now I’m an accountant, I’m not rich yet but I’m 
on the right path. I live in the house that was my par-
ents’. It’s even more silent, but I’ve learned to tolerate 
silence, and then the noises are my noises.  

I have few friends; I acquire them because I’m 
good, I lose them because I’m envious. In the end I 
know how to welcome their words, I know how to in-
flate them to flatter them, until they start looking at me 
strangely, then I set them against one another. There is 
a controra for everyone, I know it, that’s my advantage. 

In time I could no longer endure other people’s 
gazes. They can look only in the wrong places: if your 
stomach is a weight on you, they stare at your stomach, 
if your legs feel heavy they force you to run. Then I feel 
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the hatred that expands and fattens me. Many years 
passed, perhaps. 

I bought a telescope. That’s my hobby, I know every 
round form in the sky by heart. But sometimes when the 
sky is cloudy I aim the telescope at the people passing 
on the street: I like to focus on them, all those self-con-
fident bodies, then I switch to the wide-angle lens and 
transform them, I can stop them as if they were lizards, 
I just have to increase the focal length slightly to make 
them explode. 

But this afternoon everything happened wrong. I 
wanted to focus the prism, so I aimed the telescope past 
the garden, where the countryside used to be, and amid 
the cars and the traffic and the people I recognised my 
father: it was him, Michele Gigliofiorito, he had grown 
fat, it wasn’t an optical distension. He’s been sick for a 
while, he has trouble walking and is always cold; occa-
sionally I go and see him, but I don’t stay long, just the 
necessary. 

No, this time it was his body that had changed: his 
steps were tired, his mouth was open, the tongue hang-
ing out, like a dog, a whipped dog. But the strange fact 
was that he was bent over, touching the street: he 
seemed to be searching for something. I stopped looking 
through the telescope: he was there, near the wall sur-
rounding the garden, I don’t know what he was search-
ing for, he was bent over, almost walking on all fours. 

I felt a sense of uneasiness, and went down to meet 
him. I approached slowly, keeping at a distance, then I 
hid behind a car: he was still looking, and I didn’t un-
derstand for what, until he shouted: “Giampiero!” 

My name is Giampiero, and my father is searching 
for me, he is searching for me right there, where so 
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long ago there was that untouched patch of grass 
where I lay down or maybe fell, because I wanted a 
place to die clean. 

Many years have passed, and now I realise: my 
father is fat, he suddenly got fat, it must be illness or 
the controra, he’s fat like me, and yet something still 
separates us. 

He is dying and I am alive; but meanwhile in these 
hot hours he continues to call me, he’s even looking 
under a car, while the people around start laughing or 
pretend not to notice, he’s looking for me and it seems 
that he’s moving the grass, the amaranth and scutch 
grass that were once here, just in the place where the 
sidewalk is. He’s looking for me and he calls me, until 
I say: “Papa, papa, I’m here!” 

Then I see him straighten up and run toward me, 
but with unsteady steps, almost trotting: with my steps 
like his I go ahead a little distance to look at him more 
closely, and as I spread my arms to welcome him I meet 
his eyes, and his eyes go through me, or maybe I’m de-
ceived: it’s mine that penetrate his, but what is abso-
lutely certain is that he goes on shouting: “Giampiero, 
come here, where are you going in this heat?”
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The party  
His mother was coming back. After over a month 

in hospital, everything at home was ready to welcome 
her: Mattia and his father had seen to every detail. 

It was Tuesday 1 March 2005 and the air was 
chilly although the sun was out. Everything felt as 
light as a feather. 

Outside the room of a small-town hospital, 
porters – volunteers (perhaps marked by personal 
grief) who donate their time those in need – stood 
still, waiting. Their job is to prepare the trolley to 
transport the patient from home to the hospital (and 
that’s a sad journey) or, as is now the case with Mat-
tia’s mother, from the hospital back home (and that’s 
a cheerful journey). They move strictly in pairs – one 
of them usually more experienced than the other, who 
is trying to learn. 

This time, the porters were a young and an elderly 
man, and Mattia thought that even the bright colour 
of their uniforms seemed intent on celebrating the 
end of his mother’s hospital stay. With great care, they 
had wrapped her in a thick blanket, coarse to the 
touch. She mustn’t catch cold. 

The ambulance would drive to the home of the 
recently discharged patient. A mirror image (although 
in slow motion, Mattia thought) of the act that had 
brought her here. 

Having checked the room one last time – nothing 
of her must remain there, not even a handkerchief – 
Mattia followed his mother. Her trolley pushed very 
carefully by the young man in uniform, they walked 
together down the corridors, got into the lift and fi-
nally reached the exit. 
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He would never forget the precision with which, as 
soon as the sliding doors closed behind them, the sun’s 
rays hit his mother’s face. The light was perfect, multi-
plying the blonde of her sparse hair and illuminating her 
features like a caress; she smiled then said something for-
gettable about that day. 

The celebration continued back home. Mattia’s 
father had invited a few friends: couples with whom over 
the years he and his wife had shared experiences – like, 
for instance, having children, because there were a couple 
of people there the same age as Mattia. And his girlfriend 
was there, too, of course. 

They were all in the kitchen, around the table on 
which stood glasses brimming with spumante (the special 
occasion set, the one his mother never wanted to use be-
cause the occasion never seemed special enough) and a 
cake with her name in chocolate letters, followed by a 
WELCOME HOME inscription. A name some would 
mispronounce by putting in an “o” instead of the “a”.  

Mattia’s grandmother – the only one he had left, full 
of aches and pains but still lucid – came with her carer. 
Her state of health had allowed her to visit her daughter 
in hospital only a couple of times, and she now sat 
proudly at the head of the table: she was tormenting her 
scarf with an unsteady hand and the carer kept rearrang-
ing it and uttering in her gravelly voice something that 
sounded like friendly chiding. The young woman who 
had been looking after her for the past couple of years al-
ways made sure the old lady looked presentable. Blowing 
her nose after the emotion of hugging her daughter again, 
she had slightly smudged the light make-up she had in-
sisted on wearing. And now she had to take care not to 
get cake all over herself. 



Marco Peano, Inventing the Mother 155

After a while, his parents’ friends gradually left, so 
did his girlfriend, and even his grandmother went back 
home, escorted by her carer.  

It was just the three of them left, amid half-empty 
glasses of spumante and dirty plates. Father and son 
standing, the woman sitting in the armchair. 

Even the engineer came, she said, though they wer-
en’t sure who she was talking to. 

Because they’re fond of you, her husband replied a 
little too readily. 

Mattia nodded. 
Then his mother tried to get up but could not man-

age it. 
That’s when Mattia darted forward, practically 

pouncing on her: Be careful, he said. Perhaps we should 
– He fell silent, struck dumb by his father’s look. 

They took her under the arms, one on her left, the 
other on her right, and, with inexhaustible patience – 
one step at a time, the chair within easy reach for when 
she said she was tired – took her over there. 

A couple of hours earlier, when the guests had ar-
rived, they’d found his mother already sitting in the 
armchair. What with the chit-chat and the harmless rec-
ollections, everything had given an impression of nor-
mality. 

And yet nothing would ever again have the com-
forting frame of a family party: the light-heartedness ex-
pressed that day was forced, with Mattia and his father 
being the principal culprits of this and so many other 
farces that were to come. 

Because although it was true that Mattia’s mother 
had come home from hospital, it was equally true that 
she had come back home to die. 
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She’s still asleep 
Mattia wakes up every morning with the certainty 

and fear that what has become their everyday life – an 
everyday life he would once not have tolerated – is 
about to vanish. 

If he has slept in his bed, there’s a moment in 
limbo that allows him to pretend as though nothing ex-
ists. However, once he puts his feet down, the contact 
with the wooden floorboards of his childhood bedroom 
brings him back to the present day. He deliberately ig-
nores his parents’ bedroom – empty – and as he goes 
downstairs he first meets the cat, which rubs itself af-
fectionately against his legs to say good morning; then 
he sees himself in the bathroom mirror. Lastly, he finds 
his father in the kitchen: a half-drunk cup of coffee, the 
TV on with the weather forecast, and a cigarette, al-
ready extinguished and stinking out the ashtray. 

(When he wakes up, a few seconds after he opens 
his eyes, Mattia wishes he could close them again and 
ignore the day ahead. But all it takes is a hint of pro-
gress – an unexpected flicker from that metastasised 
body, for instance – and the day is immediately classed 
as pleasant. So much so that in the evening he does ev-
erything he can to postpone sleep: he eats biscuits, ex-
changes texts with his girlfriend, or puts his countless 
videotapes in order.) 

How was last night? Mattia asks. 
His father raises his shoulders and pulls a face. 

He looks like an aged, heavier Jean-Paul Belmondo, 
Mattia thinks. Then he corrects himself: it’s nothing 
to do with physical resemblance. He looks like a man 
who, when young, would assume the air of Jean-Paul 
Belmondo.  
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Mattia eats his breakfast in silence while the 
weather forecast man says that the spring is temper-
amental but one shouldn’t despair. 

I’m going over there, he then says, putting the cups 
and spoons into the sink. 

Only then does his father resolve to utter the first 
words of the day: She’s still asleep. 

“Over there” is the conventional name Mattia and 
his father have given the single-storey building which, 
since the latest discharge from hospital, has accommo-
dated his mother and her illness. It was built ten years 
earlier in the large courtyard: standing next to his 
father’s workshop, the place that used to be a henhouse 
is now a kind of guest house complete with kitchen and 
bathroom. As a teenager, Mattia would throw parties 
there and this way – under the gentle surveillance of his 
parents, who were reassured at having their son on 
home premises – managed to carve himself an area of 
freedom and fun. It was in this building that Mattia 
began to discover the world. 

His mother, unable to tackle the three flights of 
stairs to the master bedroom, is now confined to the 
guest house. As though by putting a distance of a few 
metres – is it ten or so? – from the actual house, the 
pain can be contained. Over there. It’s almost another 
way of saying that they’ve got used to thinking of her 
as “Not here”. 

The single-storey building has become the place 
where father and son spend alternate nights on the sofa 
bed next to the orthopaedic mattress on which the 
woman lies. They watch over the mother, the wife, for a 
time which, although it might seem to, will not go on 
for ever. 
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(There is evidence of burial sites dating back to the 
Stone Age: the dead were kept far away for fear they 
would return.) 

No sooner does Mattia leave the house than he runs 
into people who ask after his mother. Since that brief 
afternoon when they all celebrated her return, nobody 
– except for the female friends who visit her every now 
and then – has seen her, so people inevitably speculate. 

Like a well-prepared schoolboy, her son tackles this 
little siege by providing a specific account. What he 
doesn’t realise, however, is that every time he adapts his 
reply: he counters his interlocutors’ expectations and 
throws them off track. The more scepticism regarding 
any possibility of survival Mattia reads in the eyes of the 
person standing before him, the more he tends to mini-
mise the aggressiveness of the illness and list the prob-
abilities of the treatment being successful. The more the 
other person appears not to realise the nature of the dis-
ease, the more he stresses the dwindling of hope and 
the decreasing possibility of her being saved. 

Over time, he has acquired increasingly sophisti-
cated strategies for concealing the truth. He lies to his 
mother, his girlfriend, his grandmother – perhaps the 
only one who believes that everything can still turn out 
well – and even to himself. 

(Mattia is twenty-six years old. He was seventeen 
when his mother realised she was ill. Nine years – over 
a hundred months – have passed since that day. She is 
now fifty-four, and always will be.) 

 
The long final year  
This evening, they’re having dinner together, 

mother and son, over there: two plates set on the shelf of 
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a serving trolley. A trolley just like the hospital ones, 
bought from a shop that sells orthopaedic supplies. 

During the meal, his mother stays on the bed but 
sits up.  Her legs – swollen because of poor circulation 
– dangle against the side of the mattress as though she’s 
about to get up and suddenly start walking, to every-
one’s surprise. There’s a bib tied around her neck to 
stop her from soiling herself or the sheets. As usual, 
she’s propped up on four pillows, which, wedged thickly 
against the support bars, give her the illusion of sitting 
on a proper chair. 

(They will watch each other eat every evening for a 
year. Their ordinary dinner rituals will undergo at first 
imperceptible, then increasingly obvious changes.) 

It’s time for the medication. Mattia has created a 
file called Medicines.doc, where he’s copied the direc-
tions for use and names of all the drugs his mother takes 
in the morning (many), throughout the day (few) and 
before going to sleep (many). He printed the page and 
stuck it next to the medicine table. 

If read aloud, it sounds like the recitation of a rosary 
of horrors: Ms Contin, Laevolac, Lasix, Xeloda, Mega-
cort, Tapazole, Limpidex, Osteofos, Fosamax, Levop-
raid, Dissenten, Mycostatin, Diflucan, Katoxyn. Next 
to every name – tablets, mixtures, drops, drugs that help 
tolerate other drugs – there’s a timetable, a dosage and 
an alternative in the event a specific medicine is not 
available at the chemist’s. This list of names is con-
stantly updated as his mother’s health changes or the 
body of this woman at a terminal stage develops a re-
sistance. Then Mattia always opens the file again and 
saves it under a different name – Medicines2.doc, Medi-
cines3.doc, Medicines4.doc (he’s secretly hoping to cheat 
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death by updating it ad infinitum) – and makes the nec-
essary changes, fine-tuning the directions according to 
the new prescriptions. 

Now he and his father are settling his mother for 
the night. They have an entire cabinet with all the ne-
cessities: bandages, incontinence pads, disposable bed 
pads, sterile gauze, plasters, hydrogen peroxide. There’s 
also a small bottle of methylated spirit Mattia finds un-
pleasant, though: it has a smell he just can’t think of as 
a disinfectant, an insistent smell. 

First, they change her: following a tried and tested 
script, the woman lies down on the bed, grabs the sup-
port bars firmly (they’ve become indispensable because 
in the beginning his mother was terrified of falling off 
the bed) and turns on her side, exposing her back. 
Then, well aware that this is far from a comfortable po-
sition, Mattia quickly pulls off the adhesive tabs of the 
incontinence pad, slides it towards him and throws it –
 heavy with urine – into a blue bucket. He applies a little 
ointment to the sore his mother has on her tailbone (an 
obscene scar that’s luckily healing because of extremely 
painful lumbar punctures), and spreads it with concen-
tric movements over the new skin which, until a few 
days ago, was exposing red, throbbing flesh. 

Then he sprays on her back, buttocks and calves a 
practically miraculous product that prevents bedsores. 
A burst of chilled air which – with a temporary brush-
stroke of life – keeps the skin elastic. 

Meanwhile, his father has already filled the yellow 
bowl with warm water and soap. 

(The family cat shifts the litter in its tray with its 
paw, sniffs its own smell, then crouches and does its 
business, which Mattia will then have to throw away.) 
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Now, the son holds the bowl while the father dips a 
soft sponge into the soapy water before holding it up 
and squeezing it slightly over his wife’s belly button: 
worming its way through the folds of flesh, the water 
will give short-lived relief. He moves the damp sponge 
over the skin, wiping off sweat, traces of urine and any 
breadcrumbs that may have fallen into his wife’s most 
intimate regions. 

After dabbing her with a towel, Mattia completes 
the operations with a generous dusting of talcum pow-
der. He takes another incontinence pad from the 
packet, unfolds it and, once his mother has it on, se-
cures it (every incontinence pad has double adhesive 
strips, in case the first one doesn’t stick properly). His 
father, who has already thrown away the first disposable 
bed pad, unwraps another one and, with his son, 
spreads the soft, waterproof fabric on the bed. 

At this point, Mattia’s mother turns to the other 
side – the support bar has been lowered to allow this 
manoeuvre – and clings to her son’s hips, saying: Don’t 
let go of me. 

(There’s a scene in Pedro Almodóvar’s Talk To Her 
that shows the ceremony of a bullfighter’s robing: before 
the corrida, they dress with care before inflicting or re-
ceiving death.) 

After turning the handle energetically until the mat-
tress is totally horizontal, Mattia and his father take his 
mother under the arms and drag her firmly but gently 
towards the headboard. 

However, patients aren’t always able to control 
their bodily functions. It can happen that, right in the 
middle of getting ready for the night, an involuntary 
spasm triggers a jet of warm urine – the pungent smell 
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of medicines manifesting itself in the fluids is something 
Mattia has learnt to recognise – nullifying all that work. 

In that case, there’s nothing else to do but start ev-
erything all over again. 

 
The origin  
Mattia and his girlfriend were in the car, at the side 

of the road: he was in the back seat, she, in the pas-
senger’s. They were discussing the evening they were 
about to spend together, and their breaths formed little 
comic strip bubbles around their mouths. They were 
waiting for a friend who’d got out to buy cigarettes from 
a vending machine. It was autumn 2004, just a few 
months before the hospitalisation that would make it 
necessary to prepare a new place for when his mother 
was discharged.  

Mattia’s mobile suddenly rang: a call from the 
home number. He was about to answer casually, neither 
annoyed nor especially curious. However, he kept still, 
as though something was stopping him. 

The engine was running, the heating was trying to 
infuse a little warmth into this car in the heart of the 
province and of the night of the world. The ringing was 
growing insistent, filling the space with its preset tone. 

Mattia’s girlfriend turned to him, stressing with her 
eyes that the mobile was ringing: what was he waiting 
for? But right then someone knocked on the glass with 
her knuckles: it was the friend who’d got out to buy cig-
arettes, the owner of the car. Mattia’s girlfriend rolled 
down the window and he barely heard the friend’s voice 
ask to borrow twenty cents; he was mesmerised by the 
sound of the mobile he was clutching in his hand, and 
which would shortly stop ringing. 



Marco Peano, Inventing the Mother 163

The window had come down thanks to the simple 
push of a button – a guillotine in reverse – and some 
warm air slipped out, replaced by a chill that immedi-
ately sneaked in. 

Mattia’s girlfriend rummaged in her bag and gave 
her friend the change she was short of and, in the 
meantime, he answered. At the other end of the line, 
his mother’s voice asked him (with a hint of concern 
Mattia didn’t sense or pretended not to) what time 
he’d be back. And, having got a vague response from 
her son, she added – feigning increasingly wavering 
calm – apparently absent-mindedly, that it had hap-
pened again. 

And so without any need for his mother to say 
anything else, he understood: she had fallen down 
again. Nothing serious, she assured him gently, I 
didn’t hurt myself: I was coming downstairs and must 
have taken a wrong step. 

When Mattia hung up his girlfriend pinned him 
down with her eyes. He knew that look well. It ad-
mitted no beating about the bush – he could tell only 
the truth. And so, as though confessing a betrayal, 
Mattia told her of an episode he’d kept from her. 

The week before he had been in his room, at his 
computer. He had just downloaded, through one of 
those programs that allow you to have all the music 
you want, free of charge, a silly song that was the 
summer’s hit, and was listening to it. 

He wasn’t thinking about anything in particular, 
but part of his brain was aware that his mother was in 
the next room. He could hear the sound of doors 
opening and closing, and her light footsteps on the 
wooden floorboards. 
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The summer song had reached the chorus part 
when Mattia heard a noise from his parents’ bedroom 
– a wrong kind of noise. He turned down the volume 
just as the song was launching its message, made up 
of words like “dream” and “sea”, and stretched his 
neck towards the room next to his. He called his 
mother once, twice, then got up. 

He found her lying on the floor, her hands on her 
head, a deep, bleeding gash on her shoulder. He was 
scared but she seemed all right: she had knocked her-
self against the corner of a chest of drawers and hurt 
herself. 

Only, she said, I don’t know what happened. I sud-
denly got a headache and fell down. 

(There’s a mirror in his parents’ bedroom: tall, 
rectangular – if one stands a couple of metres away, 
it’s possible to see one’s entire body in it. As a child, 
Mattia would hide and watch his mother as she stood 
in front of that mirror, getting ready to go out. He re-
members the make-up she used to colour her cheeks, 
and especially the one she used to highlight her eyes: 
a black mark around that strong blue which, in that 
shell of a mother tossed on the bed in the time that 
was to come, he would never again be able to find.) 

That first fall was the start of back pain that no-
body in Mattia’s family – possibly out of superstition 
– had connected with his mother’s previous two inci-
dences of cancer. 

Cancer. A word that has been repeated so many 
times by them all over the years that its terrifying power 
– which would make their voices tremble when they ut-
tered it – was now a distant memory. Mattia had con-
vinced himself that cancer was something that (if 
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discovered in time, and that’s why people died: there 
wasn’t enough prevention) could be cured. Because 
that’s how it had been for his mother up to now: the 
ruthless power of that absolute word had been defused 
at least twice in the body of the woman who had given 
birth to Mattia. 

That evening, however, as someone was knocking 
at a car window and it was being rolled down – some 
warm air slipped out, immediately replaced by a chill –
even before answering the mobile phone that was grow-
ing cold in his hand, Mattia finally glimpsed the exact 
picture of what had happened. 

It had been no more than a slight drop in tem-
perature: and yet that’s how the death of every organ-
ism occurs. 

 
A guide to death in the provinces  
Mattia lives in a town where everything stands still. 

From a bird’s eye view, it looks like a scale model with 
well-defined edges. On one side there’s an imposing as-
bestos quarry – a reclaimed mine, now in disuse, where 
in earlier decades all the male residents would find 
work. On the other side, there’s the foundry – the town’s 
industry and currently the only place for young people 
who have no parents with a commercial activity to hand 
down to them.  

As in all small, provincial towns, the roads all lead 
to the square with the church and the market. Huddled 
together, like animals trying to keep warm, there are the 
houses; seen from above, the roofs are a faded agglom-
eration that suggests fragility. 

If anyone ever came up with the idea of making a 
documentary about the topographical evolution of this 
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town by using time-lapse technique, the result will be a 
static effect. They would realise that in the valley where 
this place is so deep-set, shielded by watchful moun-
tains, every family has been on the same spot for gen-
erations. Those who can, repeat the profession of their 
parents and grandparents: the butcher, the farmer, the 
school teacher, the newsagent, the milkman. Along 
these poorly-paved roads there are characters hanging 
around who ruminate, as mild-mannered as the animals 
they raise, while others attack, frothing at the mouth 
with anger like the guard dogs they keep in their court-
yards. Further north, where houses are more scarce, 
there is land protected by wills and land registry deeds; 
there are vineyards where grapes are grown that yield a 
sharp, tart wine. 

Mattia’s grandfather – who chose to support his 
family thanks to his job in the asbestos quarry – was one 
of the first people in the town to get ill and die of pul-
monary  mesothelioma, an illness caused by exposure 
to asbestos. 

(Almost none of the residents dares to venture too 
far out, as though this place were an unshakeable curse. 
If any of them – Mattia has seen it happen to a few of 
his friends – decides to leave in order to study or work 
and moves to the neighbouring cities, he or she is 
viewed with suspicion. And, after a while, if ever they 
decide to come back to live in the town, they can no 
longer be a part of it: accused of high treason, they are 
rejected by the community and labelled as failures.) 

Mattia’s parents have been supportive, half-
heartedly, of his passion: he has studied film. He’s never 
graduated (the file Thesis.doc, abandoned halfway, has 
been sleeping for years in his computer’s belly, next to 
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the constantly updated Medicines.doc file.) He’s dilly-
dallied, thinking he could turn his passion into some-
thing that would make him look like a talented 
individual in other people’s eyes. He has directed a 
couple of shorts – self-produced and never distributed 
– and has tried entering them for a few festivals, but 
without success. 

Unable to break out of his status as son, his big 
break could have come from a Master’s degree from 
the most prestigious film school in the country. Except 
that he kept postponing the entrance exam: what would 
his girlfriend think if he had to move eight hundred 
kilometres away? And where would he get the money? 
In any case, he would first have to type the word “end” 
in that damned thesis. And now his mother’s illness is 
the perfect excuse for more procrastinating. 

Some time ago, he found a refuge just three kilome-
tres away, in the neighbouring town, in a video club 
where he now works as a sales assistant. Of course, now 
that videotapes seem destined to become antiques it 
makes no sense to call this DVD shop a videoclub. Ac-
tually, ‘sales assistant’ is also a word that’s hard to handle 
and it makes Mattia smile whenever he utters it – he 
can’t help thinking of that successful film, about ten 
years ago – and he thinks it sounds better for a woman. 

The truth is, he doesn’t really care about his job. 
He spends all day sitting on a stool, looking 

through magazines that deal with the latest novelties. 
Constantly sitting on that stool, he absent-mindedly 
watches one film after another on the large TV that 
stands on the counter. People walk in and out of the 
shop, ask various questions, customers joke with him 
and he with them. 
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Mattia also enjoys his boredom in the shop. He 
knows he can’t stay there for ever, he knows this is just an 
interval in his existence: a cowardly way of wasting some 
more time. Filling his time with nothing is still living. 

(The word living now seems more precious than 
ever. He wishes he could put it in his mouth, knead it 
with saliva, crumble it with his teeth, then swallow it, 
make it his own, absorb it – and never give it back to 
the world.) 

 
If he smoked, this would be the ideal moment 
The summer that’s drawing to a close is the last one 

Mattia has to tell his mother everything he wants to tell 
her. A time that is simultaneously sweet and fierce, that 
summer of 2005. 

It’s nighttime when he suddenly wakes up. He’s left 
the window open because it’s very hot, and he can hear 
a dog barking in the distance. 

He cannot remember what he was dreaming, or, ac-
tually, yes, he does. He was in an ice-cream parlour and 
was picking a huge tub of lemon ice-cream. Except that 
by the time Mattia left the shop the surrounding houses 
had burnt down and been destroyed: there were part-
charcoaled human and animal carcasses lying in the 
middle of the road, on the balconies, next to cars. 

Mattia plunged the plastic teaspoon into the soft 
ice-cream mixture: he wasn’t afraid, and an almost re-
laxing silence was spreading around him. There were 
two bodies fused together on a bench. The end of the 
world had caught them kissing. It was like visiting the 
ruins of Pompei, Mattia thought in his dream. But when 
he looked down he noticed that the tub had vanished 
from his hands. 
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He gets up from the sofa bed, breathless, his eyes 
searching for reality: his mother is next to him, sleeping 
the sleep of disease. He watches her in the moonlight, 
breathing, wrapped in her blankets. Her hair, made so 
fine by chemotherapy, traces interrupted pathways over 
her small head.  

Mattia goes into the bathroom: if he smoked, this 
would be the ideal moment for a cigarette, but he’s 
never smoked in his life. He just needs to pee a little but 
sits on the toilet bowl and looks through a gardening 
magazine. He’s lazy and chooses not to stand up even 
for those few seconds; he isn’t even aware of the fact 
that he’s replicating his daily posture at work. 

His face (even though he’s had plenty of sleep) is 
always twisted just after waking up, and he thinks he 
looks horrible when he sees himself in the bathroom 
mirror: his eyes are swollen, as though he’s hung over, 
and his skin has an unhealthy colour.
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Milk is the collection of eight short stories that revealed Christian 

Raimo as one of the best debut authors of the last few years, 

successively turning him into an affirmed and influential figure in 

the intellectual and literary debate in Italy.  

The short story Anniversaries is split into two narrative levels.  

The first one contains the account of a car trip of the protagonist-

narrator Giuseppe during his adolescence, with his parents and 

twin brother Davide. The second one narrates Giuseppe’s current 

life. By now he is a PhD candidate, and is waiting for a phone call 

which he does not know how to manage.  

The first narrative centres around Giuseppe’s parents, who 

move to Rome from the provinces, and Giuseppe’s symbiotic 

relationship with Davide. The second one focuses on the friends 

of his adult years: the cyclothymic Silvia who speaks only 

through questions, the cinephile Eleonora and finally the 

enigmatic Aura, Davide’s ex-girlfriend and Giuseppe’s current 

partner. The phone call at the end of the story links the two 

moments in time. 

Milk marked Christian Raimo’s literary debut, and won the 

prizes Premio Tondelli and Premio Settembrini.  

 

Christian Raimo has worked in and written for cinema, radio 

and television. He has collaborated with magazines, 

newspapers and blogs such as Il Manifesto, Il Sole 24 Ore, 
Nazione Indiana, minima&moralia and Internazionale. He has 

translated works by Charles Bukowski and David Foster Wallace, 

among others. 

Christian Raimo, Anniversaries  

(from Milk) 
 
Translated by Shaun Whiteside 
Pp. 7 - 30
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‘Because we are the discourse and the fog’  
 
In 1986 I moved from Potenza to Rome with my 

whole family. It was one of the last journeys I took in 
the car with my father and mother. And the last one I 
took with my brother. It was 12 May and one of those 
great days of travelling, of ineffable, celestial atmos-
pheres, of incomprehensible smells in the air, with 
which the most developed countries in Europe, in 
North America, in western Russia, were beginning to 
be increasingly filled. I was sitting in the back of the car, 
and in spite of the excessive lucidity caused by an early 
rise, fed intravenously with agitation, all fibres on a state 
of alert and hot drinks, my mental processes during 
those moments were coming to precisely nothing. I reg-
istered the trajectory and the landscape, but I couldn’t 
understand whether I had to keep in mind an overall 
image or some detail or what. The road signs indicated 
every passing kilometre, every tiny village welcomed us 
and said goodbye a minute later, but some essential 
form of cutaneous nostalgia which is typical and per-
haps necessary in these cases was fermenting only very 
very slowly, and soon it would assume such unexpected 
shapes that calling it nostalgia even today may prompt 
at most the briefest of smiles, and one which might, 
even today, be slightly defenceless. 

 
We joke, Lucio called me yesterday morning and 

summed up the reasons for which he lives: there are two 
big concerts in mid-March, and then he needs informa-
tion, his zeal and meticulousness require it, he needs to 
prepare to leave at dawn, before dawn, the curtains, and 
the fights and the dogged struggle to get hold of the 



172 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

tickets. He needs to draw close to ecstasy, even now, he 
told me. Repeating to ourselves the ecstatic joy of the 
notes we will hear, revelling in the multiple possibilities 
of execution. Saying to yourself magnificent, magnifi-
cent, never stopping, not even when you were asleep. 
Happiness will c–  

Yesterday, after Lucio, Obo called me. Obo’s been 
missing a leg for twelve days. He had a tumour on his 
knee and they had to amputate. Obo. He’s slimmed 
down by ten kilos, and without his leg he’s lost nearly 
twenty-five. He’s still in hospital, and he’s told me that 
all the time he spends in there he finds himself thinking 
of the taboos that a conversation with a one-legged per-
son might involve. On his last legs, it cost an arm and a 
leg, to mention only the easiest ones. And then in the 
background everything you say: walking, feet, balance, 
running, jumping, sitting down. Everything is a mine-
field in a sense, everything is tarnished. At least for the 
first while it would be better for people to say: my dear 
cripple, listen… like that, to get used to it.  

 
The reason why we had to move from Potenza to 

Rome lay entirely in my father’s pineal gland. In the 
pineal gland, he said, there lie all the choices over which 
you have no control. The things you have to do and 
that’s that. And as for Rome, you had to take your stuff 
and go, first we left and then we took our thoughts away 
with us. Having done so, my father gave few explana-
tions even to himself, as if up until a certain age he had 
been obliged to give them and now, at the age of thirty-
nine, he was completely exonerated from doing so. With 
regard to his few friends in Potenza, who were all mirror 
images of each other, his personal goal, which he shared 
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only with us, was to manage to tell them apart, to en-
sure that his body too, his accent too, no longer had 
anything to do with the places where we were born and 
where we were growing up. To me as a child, and per-
haps also for my brother, my father was a mysterious fig-
ure, who tended to wrap himself in a kind of myth made 
at home with his own bare hands. He tried to mould 
around himself the figure of the hero, the village mad-
man, the patriot, the pirate, and in that way he inclined 
towards the extremely personal forms of idealism. 

In his field, funerals, he said that Potenza and its 
people were a world with an ultra-provincial mentality 
on the brink of paganism, which saw funerals as tribal 
rites, and that if he had been allowed to he would have 
buried the dead by digging the earth with his bare 
hands. Funerals, for my father, were a true mission of 
man. Taking care of the dead, being in contact with pain 
and disfigurement, with inexplicable death, was the best 
way to deal with the truth. He had explained this to me 
and my brother since we were children. 

We had to go to his office with him. Waiting for 
phone-calls. We had to spend long afternoons, in that 
unnatural state, waiting for someone to call to avoid 
boredom, and to avoid anyone calling, trying to become 
intimate with boredom. In this state of waiting, warmed 
by an electric stove that our father wanted us to keep at 
maximum heat at all times, my brother watched me 
there watching a little black-and-white television set on 
which we could pick up only the first two RAI channels. 
And I watched him doing homework for both of us. The 
agency, even in childhood memories, was a small place, 
eighteen or twenty square metres at most, and there was 
room for a single lamp standing on a meagre desk fixed 
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to the wall. That was how we had divided up our turns 
at studying, and he started first; but in the end, given 
that the homework we had to do was the same, I 
adapted my own work to what he had written; what I 
managed to do was only a reworking, not even es-
pecially committed, of what he had written, subjects in-
cluded, of what my brother left for me in full view on 
the desk. It was a kind of tacitly accepted agreement or 
habit or brotherly love.  

 
I should be expecting a phone-call. Or rather, I’m 

expecting a phone-call. But I don’t live in a waiting state 
as perhaps I should. I should wait. Sit here and reflect, 
articulate what I need to say, calculate the reactions, dis-
embowel impulses. 

Before lunch I heard my mother yesterday. I haven’t 
told her or my father anything about the phone-call that 
I’m waiting for. My mother told me again about the new 
cleaning woman who visits their house twice a week. 
She’s a year younger than my mother. Her husband left 
her, and for a few months she’s been cleaning people’s 
houses. She’s only been a few times, but she’s already 
told her her whole life story, and my mother doesn’t 
know if it’s right to be so familiar with her. In these cases 
she always asks me. I tell her what I think, and she con-
vinces herself of her own opinions. The next time, she 
said she was going to invite her to a meeting of Alco-
holics Anonymous. I tried to make it clear to my mother 
that she can’t invite everyone she knows to Alcoholics 
Anonymous, particularly if they aren’t alcoholics, but I 
saw I had a call waiting and had to say goodbye. 

Silvia. Silva asked me if I wanted to join her for 
breakfast. I looked through the biggest window of the 
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house. The outlines of the buildings in my district don’t 
look like anything. I said everything was fine. Then I 
started telling her the story of the two frogs. One of 
them wants to become a fish and every day he plunges 
himself under the water, and the other one wants to be-
come a mammal and takes long walks in the woods. But 
then she saw that she’d had a call and we arranged to 
meet in the bar. 

 
A few days before travelling, my brother Davide 

and I had had the results of our school-leaving exam. 
Of course I got failed miserably, and my brother 
scraped 52. Last year I’d completely lost the will to 
study, I’d realised that I wasn’t inclined towards dealing 
with people. At least not at that point in my life. School 
was a distant creature which I could bear if I was told 
about it, by my brother, by my friends, but for a while 
at least I couldn’t go near it. 

I went to visit my uncle who was in hospital. A her-
nia that they couldn’t (didn’t understand whether to, 
didn’t know how to) operate on. Two minutes a day, just 
for the sake of getting out there. Then I wandered like 
a weary spinning top along the corridors of the other 
departments. I tried to see the faces of the people there, 
who was treating them, who was being released, who 
was dying and first there was a bed with flowers and 
then a free bed. I asked what illnesses there were. What 
people usually fell sick with, what kind of flu was doing 
the rounds. I took deep breaths. I tested my anti-bodies. 
If they were stubborn enough I wouldn’t fall ill. Instead 
I developed mononucleosis, with a very high fever, a 
risk of meningitis, and a greater detachment from 
everything than ever. When my brother felt like it he 
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told me about school, what they were doing, how the 
study schedules were coming to an end, that the subject 
lists were out, that I too was to choose what subjects to 
take exams in. Latin or history or physics? 

My father said he’d had it with Potenza. Leave! 
Leave! he yelled at my mother, and she agreed, so she 
didn’t say anything. My mother was forty-three. The 
best age she had ever been, forty-three years old. It, how 
can I put this, really suited her. She was born in 1943. 
And I thought she had reached her prime.  

Being ill, I lived in a state close to quarantine but 
that way, luckily, I managed not to infect anyone. I was 
terrified of passing on my illness to someone and mak-
ing them spend months in bed, sweating and delirious. 
It made me feel even worse than the fact that I was ill 
myself. And the only one I was to blame for making ill 
was, once more, me, suffering a relapse, with an even 
higher fever and ten days’ recovery in hospital.  

 
While I’m waiting I do an exercise to pass the time. I 

take a cigarette, open it up and start building sentences 
with the filaments of tobacco. So only yesterday on the 
little table in the bar on Via Montesomething I was writing: 
‘Happiness will come, and it will not come on a mped– 

‘Is there an O missing?’ Silvia said. 
‘What did you do to your face?’ 
‘An accident, I cut my whole cheek open.’ 
‘What kind of an accident?’ 
‘On a moped, a car went into me and– 
‘And when did that happen?’ 
‘Ten days ago.’ 
‘And why didn’t you say so?’ 
‘I thought I’d told you. But apparently we’re not 
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getting through to each other. You–’ 
‘We got through to each other about Andrea’s pres– 
‘I’ve spent the last ten days talking about this on 

the phone, about stitches and pain. Now if you like I’ll 
give you the coded version. What would you like?’ 

‘A cappuccino.’ 
‘That’s it? My treat, story and breakfast. An acci-

dent, a cappuccino and?’ 
‘How did you cut yourself?’ 
‘On the glass from the mirror of the car that went 

into me, which came off. So, a snack of some kind, a 
slice of cake, a pack of cigarettes?’ 

‘Nope, just two cappuccinos. A double cappuccino 
if possible. In a milk shake glass.’ 

 
Car journeys with my family had almost always 

passed in silence. Not that we had any problems com-
municating. It was more that all four of us preferred 
looking out the window. A radio was out of the ques-
tion. Davide and I had tried to argue for a portable 
radio: news, bits of music, chat, but my father said it 
stopped him concentrating on the road, and my mother 
cited sudden migraines. Everyone watched the rows of 
vines running past like geometrical boxes, and it was as 
if it were almost a form of Taoist relaxation. Vines, olive 
trees, fruit trees arranged one after the other. Or the 
sketched line of the road. Or the hectometre marks on 
the edge of the guardrail.  

In 1986 I was nineteen years old, a few minutes older 
than my brother. And apart from that, he had a mous-
tache which had grown, just as mine had grown, when we 
weren’t even thirteen, and he looked like a caricature of 
a gaunt southern playboy. He had curly hair, and he 



178 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

spoke in an accent barely different from mine, more as-
pirated consonants, or sucked really, which he went and 
watered in some canal in Bologna on the trips that he 
took every two or three months to go and see a girl 
called Aura. 

My brother didn’t talk about Aura: he sometimes 
kept me awake until daybreak shaking tiny weights off 
his shoulders, but Aura remained a name, a photograph 
and that was that. In the photograph Aura was shot 
from above, and her eyes and the hands she held above 
her head looked enormous. All the lines of the veins on 
the back of her hands were clearly visible. 

 
Silvia. She turned up wearing a dress. And she was 

holding some sheets of paper. Which I never asked her 
about. I knew she wanted to ask me questions. 

‘So?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘How’s your life going?’ 
‘Fine. Yes.’ 
‘And what have you been up to lately?’ 
‘I don’t do much, I’ve still got my brother’s money, 

and for now I should be looking into doctorates, but I 
don’t know if I’m up to it. It’s not a great time right 
now, but I don’t know if there are great times. I’m start-
ing to understand why people trust horoscopes.’ 

Silvia. And Silvia smiles more and more, she 
learned that trick as a hostess at trade fairs and confer-
ences, as a young girl, and it stayed with her like an al-
most pathological tic, she laughs. 

And says, ‘You know, I’m no longer ciclothymic.’  
I didn’t reply. So time for the next round of  ques-

tions: ‘With Aura?’ she asked me. 
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‘Aura’s asleep.’ 
‘She’s asleep?’ 
‘I only call her at night, and usually she’s asleep, she 

doesn’t hear me and she doesn’t answer. When she does 
answer we chat for a bit. She tells me about Bologna, in 
the summer, in the autumn, it depends, she tells me if 
I go to see her. She has a new boyfriend, I think, or a 
man friend even, older than her, quite a lot older, but 
she doesn’t live with him.’ 

Silvia smiled, took a sip and told me again that she 
was no longer cyclothymic: ‘I’m done with all those 
fits, you remember when I used to collar people in the 
street just to get to know them and take them home, 
to fuck them, like a madwoman.’ She smiled and I 
smiled, and I said ‘Yeah, I remember, but that’s a long 
time ago now.’ 

‘Now I’m writing a play, a musical. It’s called The 
Ex and Lexotan. Cute title, don’t you think?’ 

 
In the car my brother read, I couldn’t because I got 

car-sick. It was one of the things that surprised me most 
about the fact that we were twins. The difference in or-
dinary attitudes. Why did I feel nauseous reading books 
while moving? What worm-eaten gene couldn’t re-
member how to work in me or in him? Sometimes, when 
we were younger, he read out loud to me on car journeys. 
So almost without noticing, at the same time much of 
the classical discovery of things and the world swept over 
us. The meaning of fear, the meaning of desire, the mean-
ing of the absurdity were suggested by Stevenson and the 
guys on Paul Street, and some worn-out book for 
children with some kind of ultra-hard cover and pages 
almost as thick as cardboard. My brother read and made 
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pauses all of his own, he stopped when he saw the re-
appearance of a character who had disappeared a few 
pages before, he broke off when he didn’t know a word, 
and if some scene was particularly frightening, he started 
speeding up so as not to reveal that his voice was tremb-
ling. He didn’t cry. He had learned not to cry precisely 
because he had to read out loud and not get the words 
muddled or skip a few important lines. He let me cry as 
if here once again we were dividing our roles, he going 
on with the story and me being moved. Sometimes I 
really felt I was crying on the instructions of someone 
else, like the dummy of a ventriloquist who can control 
the clarity of his eyes, and stops when he feels that the 
audience’s involvement is ebbing. 

 
Today I woke up late with a sore throat, prepared 

to spend a day not telling any stories at all except to 
someone interested in the tiniest metabolic details of 
your moods. But almost like a legacy I have this phone-
call I’m waiting for. So I had to stay at home, grazing 
on myself. Watching the milk boiling, the news at 
eleven, the news at 11.30, with the same film clips and 
the same recorded commentaries. 

I got a call from Toni, who had just woken up, he 
said he’d been looking for me for days, because he 
wanted to get Fra’s number. 

‘Fra who?’ 
‘Francesco we used to play five-a-side with.’ 
‘We played five-a-side together, you and me?’ 
‘Course we did, on the university pitches.’ 
‘Toni, you’re getting me mixed up with someone, I 

haven’t played five-a-side for yonks, since I tore my liga-
ments.’ 
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‘Maybe you came to see us, maybe that was it. Yes, 
you and Aura.’ 

‘Toni, I’m sorry, but it sounds like you’re still on 
drugs. I’m Giuseppe. You remember Giuseppe? I’ve 
never played five-a-side with you, and I never came to 
see you either.’ 

‘Well then I don’t know why I have this image of 
you in shorts and a jersey.’ 

‘Cocaine?’ I asked, joking. 
‘Maybe. But what time is it now?’ 
‘We fell silent for a moment, and I had the bitter 

sense that in certain moments in the conversations that 
I have with people I start needing call notifications, 
somebody turning up the radio, the signal coming and 
going, something being broken, to give a rhythm, or a 
parody of a rhythm, to our sentences. 

 
‘Shall we stop?’ my mother said. This seemed to be 

the residue of a long maternal interpretation. Telling my 
father to stop, perceiving in that motherly way that her 
two little boys in the back seat needed to go to the toilet 
and have something to eat and move their legs. To tell 
my father to stop, while he, almost transcendentally fix-
ated on the road to be travelled, continued with the 
stubborn audacity of his tiny myths of ‘all in one go’, of 
‘hang in there’, of ‘not long to go’. The destination 
would free us, relieved of everything, and half-reliefs 
meant nothing to him. But this too had now become a 
game of two sides, and my father no longer even shifted 
from the degree zero of the script. 

‘But do we really need to?’ he said. 
And my mother would reply: ‘Let’s stop and buy 

something for this evening, let’s get some water and–’ 
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My father had already indicated, pulled over and 
braked with the gesture of someone braking and inter-
rupting all the dreams of Potenza-Rome in only three 
and three quarter hours. 

‘Are you getting out?’ my mother said to us. 
But I (perhaps I wanted to read a bit) asked my 

brother if he would go and get me something to eat. 
‘Whatever they’ve got, a sandwich, a piece of cake.’ 
My brother had got out of the car with an ex-

pression that I can’t absolutely define, it was without 
meaning, without a means of access, and this ex-
pression, rather than staying in my head, stirred in me 
the sensation of something happening for the first time. 
Perhaps it was the first time that I had seen such an in-
definable expression, without any kind of intensity, as 
empty as only something that you can’t fill up can be, 
which makes you plunge your gaze inside it.  

My mother had gone with him to the autogrill, she 
had also tried to hold him by the hand, and it was 
another of those leftovers, those automatic fantasy ges-
tures that rose to the surface leaving her unable to pre-
vent them in any way. Then, while they were already 
quite far from the car, my mother had stopped by the 
tacky stall selling cheap gifts. 

 
Before lunch I got a call from Eleonora. I hadn’t 

even put my socks on, and my brain was running in 
neutral about something or other. Is it morally correct 
to pick up the phone without your socks on? 

‘Hi, Peppe.’ 
‘Hi, Vale.’ 
‘What do you mean, Vale, Peppe?’ 
‘Sorry, hi Eleonora, how are things?’ 
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‘What are you doing, are you mixing me up with 
one of your many women?’ 

‘Sleep.’ 
‘And who’s this Vale?’ 
‘Somebody I took to bed the other day.’ 
‘Wow, you’ve been keeping yourself busy since we 

split up.’ 
‘Eleonora.’ 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘I’m not really in the mood for this.’ 
‘A bit irritable, right?’ 
‘I’m waiting for a – 
‘A woman, I know, I know.’ 
‘No, a phone call.’ 
‘Ah. An urgent phone call from a woman! Even 

more important than me?’ 
Ehhhhhhhh ‘How are you doing, you ok?’ 
‘Fine, fine, yesterday I called you to go to the pic-

tures: we saw Trainspotting again at a film club. You 
could have come.’ 

 
When I reply, I’m sitting close to the telephone 

table. On a squared notebook the size of the ones you 
use in your first years at primary school I have recorded 
the definitions of the vocabulary that I copy out during 
long calls, the words I like best. 

Spell: n. Some aspect of behaviour which, via 
magic, contrasts in a disturbing and marvellous way 
with a real or assumed normality. Or: some content of 
individual or collective experience which reveals itself 
as capable of attracting lastingly in an atmosphere of 
admiring and exclusive complacency. 

Aura: n. In a poetic sense, air, breeze, light wind. 
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Or: atmosphere, expressive emanation of intimacy. Or, 
in neuropsychiatry: a forewarning symptom of an epi-
leptic convulsion. Or: radiation which, according to oc-
cultists, emanates from the human body, and which 
some clairvoyants are able to perceive.  

Sleep: n. Periodic phenomenon of more or less 
complete suspension of consciousness and will, indis-
pensable for the restoration of physical and psychical 
efficiency. Or, in a figurative sense, a state of silence or 
motionlessness. 

Insomnia: n. Impossibility, difficulty or unusual 
brevity of sleep, a fundamental symptom of depressive 
or anxious states. Or: a painfully or feverishly protracted 
waking state. 

 
‘Sorry, I got back late yesterday,’ I say: ‘Who was 

there?’ 
‘Me, Massimo, Giorgio and Meri, and Lucetto. 

What have you seen recently?’ Eleonora asks me. 
‘What have I seen?’ 
‘At the cinema? What film have you seen?’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Just you know, what film would you recommend 

that you’ve seen?’ 
‘Pff, I can’t remember.’ 
‘Have you seen the new Spielberg?’ 
‘No. Haven’t seen it.’ 
‘It’s good. Go see it. I saw it the other day on this 

amazing screen, really awesome, it looked like a video 
game.’ 

‘A video game in what way?’ 
‘Don’t you ever go out, don’t you go to the cinema? 

Would you rather watch films on video cassette?’ 
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‘N– 
‘The other day I rewatched the Star Wars trilogy 

again, almost the whole thing, we did it at four in the 
morning at Viviana’s house, with her falling asleep in 
front of the TV. Did you see the new Star Wars with the 
remade monsters?’ 

‘The first.’ 
‘And not the others? Not Empire or Return? They’re 

the best ones! Aren’t they the best ones?’ 
‘How– 
‘If you want I’ll lend you the VHS and you can 

bring it back?’ 
‘No, thanks, today and tomorrow I haven’t t– 
‘You have to wait for your phone call!’ 
‘Yes, I really do, and then I should study.’ 
‘You have to study which is your best side?’ 
‘You seem to be on good form, Eleonora, you 

sound skittish.’ 
‘Yeah, not too bad. On a scale of nought to ten I’d 

say about a seven.’ 
‘Seven.’ 
‘And what about you, nought to ten, what would 

you say?’ 
‘What?” 
‘What mark would you give your mood? Nought to 

ten?’ 
I think about it for a bit and then, laughing like 

somebody who’s about to get on stage and has to relax 
his nerves by laughing, I say: “There’s a story by Fitzge-
rald called ‘Three Hours Between Planes’, about a guy 
whose plane lands in a town where a former girlfriend 
from school, or college, lives, so he calls her and tells 
her he was passing through this town on a plane and he 
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has a bit of time, and if she likes they could see each 
other. She says yes, he goes to see her, and she’s in a 
state of depression, divorced, a bit sad. They remember 
the old days, but the bare minimum, and so, we don’t 
really know how, they kiss. Then they start looking 
through photographs, and she says he was cute at 
school, at college, and points to him in the photograph. 
Then he tells her he isn’t the one she’s pointing at, that 
that was a different Donald, that he’s called Donald, but 
with a different surname. So they stay like that, not 
knowing what to say, and by now it’s late and he leaves 
because he has to catch the other plane. That’s what 
happens.’ 

‘And who wrote it, Fitzgerald?’ 
‘Yes, it’s a short story, maybe six pages.’ 
‘I think I saw a similar story in a film with– 
 
The call came in at half-past eight. I say hi, and at 

the other end I recognise the voice that I barely know. 
It says hello I’m Maurizio Ferrari, they guy you were 
looking for on the phone. I don’t move. I drop the 
phone and it makes a sound of bouncing plastic. He 
asks me if everything’s ok, he talks in a nasal accent, 
Puglia mixed with the intonation of some undefined 
Roman suburb. I say hello my name is Giuseppe Libèri, 
as you know. I spell out the letters as if I was my own 
ventriloquist. I am Giuseppe Libèri, I correct myself. 
What time is it? I ask. Half past eight, he replies. Listen, 
I say to him, can I call you back in five minutes. He’s 
probably a bit startled, I hear him coughing. It’s just a 
moment, I say. What? he says. Nothing, I said it’s just a 
moment. I don’t understand, he says. Just five minutes, 
I say, because I have to do something, I have to see… 



Christian Raimo, Anniversaries 187

Five minutes and I’ll call you back. Fine, fine, he says 
and hangs up. Very slowly I hang up too. 

 
Once when we were little my brother told me he 

studied me every now and again to see if I had some 
sort of defect, some tic, and compare them with his own 
and maybe even correct them. From the moment he 
told me that I started doing the same. I was particularly 
close to him in situations of tension, curious to see his 
reactions. I ended up drawing a map in my mind: a sys-
tem that associated a state of mind with each of his ges-
tures. I managed to imagine the answers he might give, 
and assembled a vague treasure trove of all the things 
in him which might concern me. Sometimes, when we 
noticed that we were both carrying out this perverse ex-
ercise at the same time it was as if we were both sus-
pended in a state of alert. 

When Davide got out of the car I watched after 
him. I knew perfectly how he walked, with careful and 
controlled steps, heel and toe resting solidly on the 
ground each time, arms gliding through the air as if to 
cool him down. In one hand he held some poems by 
William Carlos Williams. 

Then I had thought about what my brother’s bot-
tom called to mind. What? And the first thing that ran 
through my head was an aeroplane. I had never flown 
in a plane, at the age of nineteen, which is what I was. 
And my brother’s bottom might remind me of an aero-
plane. And without any kind of analogy, just like that, 
in a purely inexplicable way. As if to be able to say, at a 
distance of one year, two years, three years, what was 
the last thing you noticed about your brother? His aero-
plane bottom. 
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His? 
His aeroplane bottom. 
 
According to the reconstruction reported in the 

local newspapers, which were more detailed in terms of 
their account, Davide had zigzagged his way through 
the minimarket and was preparing to pay. In his hand, 
still according to the local papers, although they were 
mistaken in this, he was carrying only a newspaper, two 
bags of biscuits and a bag holding two sandwiches. The 
cashier, Andrea O., a minor, had blanched as he saw be-
hind Davide, running, a man holding a plastic bag and a 
gun, and had immediately crouched beneath the till, Da-
vide had turned round and had probably seen the man 
running, Maurizio Ferrari, and the two men pursuing 
him, Nanni Ardesiani, the sales assistant at the autogrill, 
and Giovanni Esposito, a passing customer. The two of 
them had probably not yet noticed that Ferrari had 
pulled out his pistol, and it was only when he had 
turned towards them that they noticed the pistol and 
stopped. Ferrari, aiming the pistol at everyone, had 
slowed his step and headed towards the exit, he had 
taken Davide by one arm and dragged him with him to-
wards the sliding door. Davide hadn’t opened his 
mouth. Ferrari had yelled meaningless phrases one after 
the other, he had said: don’t move means don’t look at 
me, anyone who shouts will be silenced, don’t try to 
think because it’s a clear mistake. Davide has been 
dragged to the little space by the exit. Then Ferrari had 
relaxed his grip. And he had yelled: Go! Davide had 
walked backwards inside the autogrill. Ferrari had 
turned towards him for a moment and given him a kick, 
shouting again: Go! Davide, according to the witnesses, 
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had turned round for a second, had said ‘What the f–’, 
at which Ferrari had fired, hitting him in the stomach. 

 
I saw Aura for the first time at the funeral. And she 

was the first person with whom I had an awareness of sig-
nifying or acting in some way as the living image of some-
one who was dead, as if I were the moving image of the 
one? the person? the body? which was closed inside a cof-
fin and made up with an irritatingly uniform foundation 
all over his face. I felt myself being embraced as if I em-
bodied the best way of embracing all the visible memories 
that she had of Davide. She spent the whole funeral weep-
ing and looking at me. She seemed to be wrapped in a 
state of barely contained hysteria which she wore like dil-
ettante mourning, like a kind of outfit to be worn around 
the house. When I spoke to her, she seemed about to fall 
to her knees and explode. She asked me ten or twenty 
times to repeat the things I said to her. I was in a state of 
such excessive agitation that it was as if everything had 
been cancelled, and I could appear almost transcenden-
tally calm. I managed to close and open my eyes as if I 
had had an intimate sensation, from the movement of my 
eyelids, of the lashes themselves, of the passage of air 
through our breaths. And the refrain that left me in this 
kind of senseless swoon was the last thing my brother had 
said: ‘What the f–’. I was perfectly aware that it meant no-
thing important. But I also felt obliged to repeat it to my-
self, that what the f, as if it had some kind of meaning.  

 
My story with Aura had been a removal of layers 

rather than an addition of them. If my idea of a rela-
tionship until then had been that, being together, in 
close contact, kissing etcetera, everyone passed to the 



190 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

other part of their own cells, first the most external, 
then very gradually the more internal tissues, between 
me and Aura things went the other way round: the per-
spective between the two of us was not that of filling 
one another, but of freeing ourselves, abrading one 
another. Sandpapering away any prints that might have 
been left on us over the past few years: from memories 
to smells, everything was chewed over and expelled. 

 
I had tried to move to Bologna for a while, to move 

in with her, hoping to get a change of air and faces. I 
couldn’t bear people who told me to react, that they 
didn’t even remotely understand the times and ways in 
which pain appears when it is only excruciating and not 
logical or useful or anything. 

On the other hand, if obsession is loyalty taken to 
its extreme conclusions, ours was a textbook example. 
A relationship which had at first been nothing but 
physical, with Aura absolutely dependent on the con-
sistency of my skin, the tone of my voice, but not 
wanting that voice to utter significant things, she 
wanted it to resonate and nothing more: moo, whistle, 
mumble, but nothing with a meaning. I submerged her 
in small acts of violence, psychological or carnal, only 
to repeat to her and to myself that I was alive, that my 
life had been turned into a sexual, physical, biological 
question, a constant demonstration of itself. 

‘When I come inside, do you feel the veins pulsating?’ 
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Do you feel mine?’ 
 
My mother had just come back in the car, bringing 

with her a series of motorway souvenirs, when we heard 
a very faint noise which was the gunfire. 
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I said to my father, ‘Did you hear that?’ 
My father had heard, but since it was something 

that distracted him, he cut me short: ‘What? Ignore it, 
ignore it.’ 

I remember that I read another page and a half, be-
fore my mother said: ‘Will you go and see what your 
brother’s up to?’ 

And that more or less at that very moment two guys 
approached our car, waving their arms widely as if they 
were dislocated from their bodies, not so much in a ges-
ture of greeting as in a kind of neural short circuit.  

And my mother opened the window with impres-
sive care, to the men who told her they had something 
serious to say to her. 

The last word I had read in the book was: caramelised. 
 
After a few months of a summer so hot that it 

seemed endless, with holidays spent separately, I had 
thought it would be damaging to both to continue 
thinking along with Davide, that if for now it gave us 
consolation, in the long term it was like visiting a cem-
etery twice a day.  

‘It’s a fight to the bitter end,’ I thought, and said it 
to her every now and again, not because I wanted it to 
be different, but so that she would understand it as well. 
‘There are so many ways of mourning the dead, and I 
don’t think this is the best one.’ 

‘You’re wrong, it’s better, a fight to the better end,’ 
Aura said, finding escape routes through etymology, in 
word play, a way of averting every potentially wounding 
phrase. 

‘Well, then I can’t do it, I’m a coward, childish, im-
potent, whatever, an ostrich with my head in the sand, 
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as you wish, but I can’t do it. Maybe in Bologna, some-
times I think I’m violating his memories, the things he 
saw, the things he– 

‘You know what Bologna is backwards?’ 
I looked at her, and then she did the same. Aura 

and I stood looking at one another, as if it was too cold 
outside to go and explore the world. We looked at each 
other as much as possible for the simple fact that each 
of us placed more trust in the other than in ourselves. 
‘Aura.’ ‘Giuseppe.’ 

‘Don’t you understand? Or at least don’t you no-
tice?’ I said, interpreting her anxiety. 

‘Ok,’ she said, interpreting mine. ‘Then go on, find 
another way to be faithful.’ 

‘Faithful?’ 
‘Exactly, faithful, you find a way that’s better than 

this one.’ 
‘It’s a fight to debilitation,’ I insisted. ‘We can’t keep 

going so that every time we make love either one of us 
bursts into tears.’ 

She didn’t say anything, sometimes she stopped, 
like that, with her face towards the wall opposite a 
corner of a room, and we stayed there until sleep came, 
until in the midst of sleep she was the one who woke 
me up again and started all over. 

‘Giuseppe.’ 
‘What the fuck is it?’ 
‘Giuseppe, sorry, don’t say anything. You’re breath-

ing, aren’t you?’ 
 
I say: ‘Hello. 
He replies: ‘Yes, there we are.’ 
‘This is Giuseppe Libèri. Yes.’ 
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‘Hello. Tell me, who’s there?’ 
‘I called you a while ago, I’d looked up your name 

in the directory, and I’d thought we could talk. I don’t 
know if you remember?’ 

‘Let’s talk.’ 
‘I don’t know if I can say what I was thinking about, 

not least because now, forgive me, I can’t focus properly 
on the meaning of what I’d been thinking. I wanted to 
ask you something I’ve been thinking about for some 
time. You, for good or ill, but perhaps only for ill, en-
tered my life more fully than you can even imagine. 
With. That. Shot, because– 

‘Listen.’ 
‘Why– 
‘Listen, I’d rather you didn’t talk like this.’ 
‘About the shot?’ 
‘I’d rather see you face to face, forgive me. Other-

wise I’ll feel accused and I don’t know who by.’ 
‘Do you w– 
‘If you need to talk, we can see each other in the 

open. As you like, in a bar, or in a quieter place.’ 
‘Yes, exactly, I wanted to ask you if we could see 

each other.’ 
‘You can come to my place too, if you like. It might 

be more peaceful, as a place. As you wish. If that’s not 
worse.’ 

‘How old are you?’ I ask. 
‘Forty-seven. Why?’ 
‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ 
‘One sister, five years younger.’ 
‘What does she do?’ 
‘She works in an ice-cream parlour.’ 
‘Does it annoy you?’ 
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‘What?’ 
‘Does it annoy you talking to me? I was thinking 

about telling you some specific things, I wanted to ask 
you, even if– 

‘I’m quite calm, otherwise I wouldn’t have called 
you back, but if it bothers you, I’ll say goodbye, and– 

‘Do you see each other?’ 
‘Who?’ 
‘You and your sister?’ 
‘ ’ 
‘ ’ 
‘We’re different, She’s married, two children. As for 

me with nine years in jail, it’s not the same thing.’ 
‘How old is she?’ 
‘My sister?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘You just asked me. Forty-two.’ 
‘Of course, of course. Listen, can we meet some-

where in the open?’ 
‘Later?’ 
‘Yes, later, if not tomorrow. As you wish.’ 
‘I’m not working today. And I have no chores. But 

I have to sign on at the jail by eleven. Earlier is fine. But 
today. Otherwise we’ll talk in a week or two.’ 

I look at the photograph, the only one I’ve still got 
on the wall, of Davide in a corner of the kitchen. He has 
an expression on his face, half-smiling, as if he’s about 
to say something, to change his facial expression. It has 
an acidic effect. It holds your attention. You could spend 
hours looking at it. I say something, but I cough as I say 
it, and I don’t know if my words are heard at the other 
end. But he says: ‘Let’s say four o’clock. Listen,’ he asks 
me, ‘how will I recognise you?’  



I inhale the oxygen directly from my blood. I suck 
the air I have inside me. ‘I’ll smile at you,’ I say. ‘I’ll give 
you a big broad smile.’  
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‘Just as in the universe of media, the more a fact seems real the 

more we can be sure that it did not occur that way’ (from the 

Instructions to the novel). 

Walter Siti is a sixty-year old homosexual, a writer and a 

university professor of literature who lives in Rome and is 

involved in an almost conjugal relationship with thirty-year old 

Sergio, who works in the complex world of public television. 

Whilst Sergio passes through an increasingly comical, grotesque 

and psychotic conspiratorial labyrinth at work, his relationship 

with Walter undergoes a slow decay, until they separate. Walter 

then looks for new ways of satisfying his sexual needs, paying 

various bodybuilder escorts until he is irresistibly attracted by 

one of them, Marcello, thus entering an obsessive spiral. 

Siti touches on many themes in this imposing novel: the world of 

television and the way it creates artificial paradises, the 

opposition of eros and agape, the social inferiority of parents, the 

difficulty of love devoid of sexual desire (and viceversa), the 

attraction for money and strength. 

‘Complex, extremely well-structured, written with a language that 

masters an impressive width of expression, from the grand 

sublime to the low vernacular, often playing with both levels in a 

comic, dramatic, or essayistic way; Too Many Paradises is a novel 

that may be defined as thought in motion.’ (Giuseppe Genna) 

 

Walter Siti is the curator of Pier Paolo Pasolini’s complete oeuvre 

and the director of Granta Italia. He has collaborated with various 

magazines, including Nuovi Argomenti and Paragone. In 2013 he 

won the Premio Strega and Premio Mondello prizes.

Walter Siti, Too Many Paradises 
 
Translated by Ann Goldstein 
Pp. 11 - 30 
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Chapter 1 
My Parents’ Poverty 
 

1 
My name is Walter Siti, like everyone else. A spe-

cimen of mediocrity. My reactions are standard, my di-
versity ordinary. A higher-than-average intelligence but 
one that’s used for escape. Even this flirtation with me-
diocrity is mediocre, like the boys in the ’hood who wear 
T-shirts that all say “Original”; they notice the contra-
diction and it seems witty. Exceptionality occupies the 
first couple of inches, all the rest is common. If I weren’t 
mediocre I’d find the perspective from which to criticise 
that world and invent something that would change it. 

For several months I’ve been serene, but nothing is 
more fragile than serenity; I have to write this book be-
fore the state of grace ends. The publisher doesn’t even 
want to risk an advance, and he’s right. The early-even-
ing light gilds the statue of San Giuseppe Labre down 
in the square, while far in the distance you can see the 
milky dome of St. Peter’s—on a balcony above me two 
leopard-print sheets are fluttering. I have to remind my-
self that, in this autumn of ’98, at well over sixty, I can 
still tolerate the force of the sky. Last year I lived near 
the dome of St. Peter’s: I could see the embassies with 
their crests and official cars. 

This apparent economic regression originated in a 
choice dictated by love, which doesn’t contradict the 
mediocrity just asserted—on the contrary. Serenity is 
an arithmetical product, the internal multiplied by the 
external: the higher the number of one of the factors, 
for example the internal, the lower the other factor (in 
this case the external) can be. Etymologically, “serene” 
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is connected to “dry.” The vise of suffering that was my 
companion for so many years has disappeared, and I 
wouldn’t even know how to reconstruct its weight of 
tears: as if opposed to the endless precipice there were 
a sleep, I mean a bottom, a floor below which I can’t 
fall, and that floor is made up of what I’ve achieved in 
life—novels, university position, affection—starting 
from a condition of outrageous inferiority. The fact that 
now, in this apartment at Via Tina Pica 23, I can unplug 
the telephone and isolate myself from everything, an-
ticipating the interruption only of some honest pleasure, 
bears witness to how much I’ve worked and how much 
I’ve come through. It seems to me just and good that a 
fine character actress like Tina Pica gives her name to 
my street; Eduardo, who is a few streets further on, 
would be too much.1 

Dormitory suburbs, they call them: the only beacon 
on Sunday the Serpentara shopping mall. Via Tina Pica 
is a narrow dead-end street, terminating in a metal fence 
that divides it from an embankment and then fields; 
sometimes a breath of wild wind still reaches it, the scent 
of open air. There is no public lighting: a council 
member from the National Alliance hammers the city 
government with inquiries, without result. Here, if you 
don’t take drugs, you could die at night; the cocaine 
addicts can be found in the “buckets,” that is, around 
the rubbish bins. Cocaine is the perfect drug in an era 
of homogenisation: it’s now affordable by the small-time 
crooks of the working-class neighborhoods but still costs 
that little bit more than heroin which enables it to be 

1  Tina Pica (1884-1968) was a supporting actress who often worked 
with Eduardo De Filippo (1900-1984), one of Italy’s most 
important actors and playwrights. (TN)
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thought of as a rich person’s drug—the equivalent of 
the Swatch and Armani jeans. Except that for the rich 
it’s the drug of performance, of super-performance, 
while for the underprivileged it’s the seasoning of an 
immobile, passive paranoia; unlike acid and synthetic 
drugs in general, it doesn’t force you to take trips, you 
can do it while you’re watching TV. It would be my pre-
ferred drug, if I took drugs. 

By mediocrity I mean above all imperviousness to 
despair and to risk, choosing, always and no matter 
what, the easiest path, like water that runs happily 
downhill. And like water I immediately forget what I 
was a moment ago; nothing, in these sixty years, has had 
consequences that pushed me to conversion. My first 
kind of mediocrity is therefore of character, and epical, 
I meant ethical. I’m interested in doing just enough 
good so as not to feel guilty; Sergio and I decided to 
sponsor a Colombian child, Hernán: we send him six 
hundred euros a year and help him with school. Sergio 
wanted to go and visit him in Bogotà, but I convinced 
him that it’s better not to disturb his relationship with 
his family. 

The second kind of mediocrity has to do with 
health. I monitor my health with regular checkups: my 
cholesterol is OK, also my glucose level; when I got a 
kidney stone I immediately had lithotripsy; the tumor 
in my prostate doesn’t exceed the size that is safe. But 
I’ve let obesity progress, without taking drastic meas-
ures to counter it; I’m constantly on a diet, but so half-
hearted and complacent that every two years I can 
certify another couple of pounds—as if it were a fact of 
nature, like a tree trunk that over time is enlarged by 
rings. Sergio doesn’t care, he claims he likes me this 
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way. It will be fat that shortens my life much sooner 
than the innocuous kidney stone, but that bothered me, 
while in this I gently drown. Not even death provokes a 
jolt of discipline. 

The third kind of mediocrity is financial. As a pro-
fessor with a fixed income (fixed, but solid enough to 
allow me some luxuries), I’ve never been obliged to 
hard choices or emotional stress imposed by money; 
at the end of every month, around seven million lire2 
accumulates in my checking account—enough to give 
me a secure basis for hypothetical emergencies, dental 
prostheses or parents’ illnesses. I am invited by friends 
to their villas in Sardinia or Pugnochiuso, and since I 
allow myself some extravagant adventures I have the 
illusion of enjoying a better quality of life than theirs, 
without reflecting that in reality we belong to two dis-
tinct classes: they have serious money while I’m 
content with the insubstantial glitter of wealth. (I be-
long, as an editor friend says, to “the top bracket of 
the starving.”) 

My numerous other kinds of mediocrity will be re-
ported in their place, including the phoney roguish-
ness that is a small vanity, like that of having begun 
these pages openly plagiarising without saying so.  

I like television, even as a household appliance: the 
rustle when you turn it on and the sputtering when 
you turn it off after it’s been on for a while. Like an 
electronic ash that sits on the screen, or a penis that 
wilts after doing its duty. I watch it on average five or 
six hours a day; I hear other sets besides mine filtering 
through the walls of this boxlike house—we’re a com-
munity, we’re in order. 
2  About 4900 euros today. (TN)
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With his new job, Sergio gets up at impossible 
hours of the morning and goes to sleep very early at 
night; we end up seeing each other only on Saturday 
and Sunday. On the other days the television is my cen-
tre of warmth, the dispenser of emotions. Situation 
comedies, especially, are the family I would like to have 
had: witty parents, a lot of children, jokes that always 
succeed, a secluded house with a yard. Sometimes a 
pain-in-the-ass dog but one that doesn’t bark at night—
the tensions have to dissolve five minutes before the 
end, which is imminent, since the whole thing lasts half 
an hour. The parents, in bed, comment, the children 
thrive, the outside world is no longer threatening, when 
the light’s out they’ll make love, because in spite of their 
age they still do it happily. The Jeffersons, the Robin-
sons, the Keatons, the Bradford family. Or a divorced 
mother, who functions as mother and father. Or a close 
group of friends, like the ones on Friends. Recently, even 
gay men or lesbians, completely accepted, feisty men 
and women, with interesting jobs and politically correct 
romances. The great thing is that you can get attached 
to them for a while if the schedule is convenient, since 
they’re always there, but you can change your alle-
giance, get used to another series, without insulting 
anyone or being accused of unfaithfulness. You’re free: 
you command your feelings rather than being com-
manded by them. 

Anyone who appears on television regularly and has 
a face that’s the least bit pleasant inevitably becomes a 
friend; when the announcers on the news, for example, 
say good morning, I can’t help greeting them in return, 
and if I’m in a good mood I even give them a wave 
hello! (There’s one on Channel 5, the one who says 
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“Exactly, Cesara,” who was very likeable onscreen; then 
I saw him in the gym and he seemed a bit of a faggot.) 
An old woman in Adelfia, teacher and embroiderer, in 
her will left half her possessions to an anchorman—
Emilio Fede. I understand her.  

Television is reassuring because the disasters you 
see don’t happen to you: earthquakes, plane crashes, 
wars—when I was unhappy they made me euphoric, 
now I dream about being on the rescue squad. But it’s 
the personal catastrophes that I find really entertain-
ing. A carabiniere from Andria had a motorcycle acci-
dent at the age of nineteen when his girlfriend was six 
months’ pregnant. Instead of getting married, they 
broke up—he was ashamed to offer her “half a man” 
in a wheelchair. Now they’re twenty-four, she’s hoping 
for a career as a singer and wants to come to Rome, 
and the carabiniere says: “I realise it’s not easy, with 
one in my condition—I gave her material help, as far 
as I could, and I also encouraged her, ‘If you feel it’s 
your path go, I just hope you’re embarking on some-
thing concrete.’ ” 

His name is Marco Mariolini, the “anorexic 
hunter”; he’s in prison because he murdered one. He 
was able to get excited only if a girl was skeletal, but the 
girls were never thin enough for him. Real anorexics, he 
quickly understood, are too enmeshed in their own 
troubles to be capable of forming relationships. At last, 
the miraculous angel appeared, the hidden treasure: a 
naturally thin girl who was willing to waste away to a 
ghost for him but one day rebelled—he found her stuff-
ing herself on a baba in a restaurant toilet and hit her. 
She returned to her parents’ house and didn’t want to 
see him anymore; obsessed, he managed to make a date 
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with her, but in public, and he stabbed her at the bus 
stop. When Mariolini, who has shaved one side of his 
face but not the other, is interviewed, he says: “Mo-
rally I don’t feel guilty, I had no choice, either her life 
or mine. But here in prison I’m comfortable: here I 
have to give up sex because I’m locked up, not because 
I’m weird; if I had to judge, I would give myself a full 
acquittal but sentence myself to life in prison.” 

Television provides us with the “marvellous,” as 
courtly poems provided it to the listeners of the fif-
teenth century. Broadcasts such as Un giorno in pretura 
(‘A Day in Court’), or Storie maledette (‘Shocking 
Stories’), or the investigations of the journalist Enrico 
Deaglio are very good for this; less good, of course, are 
the tearjerker talk shows, the ones where the sad 
stories are elicited and invented at the moment. But 
however stupid a programme is, it never lacks some 
expressive feature, some convincing vocal inflection, 
some natural gesture. The advantage of television is 
that, since it presents itself not as a work but as a 
means, one can always extrapolate even a tiny detail 
and focus on that, separating it from the rest. 

When I hated life and wanted to get revenge, I pur-
posely looked for programmes about animals and drank 
in the cruelty of their behaviour: the slaughter of baby 
sea turtles, devoured in the thousands by birds of prey 
as they struggle desperately towards the sea; sea lions that 
suffocate their young, crushing them under their weight, 
so that the females can immediately return to being sex-
ually active. The infallible brutality of the sex instinct 
(“Curved horns are useful in springtime battles for the 
dissemination of one’s own genes”) caused envy and 
valuable frustrations. Now I tend to exclude the National 
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Geographic documentaries: rather, the technical side in-
terests me—the patient lying in wait, the video cameras 
somehow concealed inside dens, allowing us to see what 
would never be seen with the naked eye. 

The fact that television expands our senses is 
another of its appeals: the infrareds let us see in the 
dark, fibre optics admit us to the infinitely small, slow 
motion offers us the successive stages of a process that 
is too rapid for the contractions of our crystalline lens. 
And then the impossible camera angles, and the simul-
taneity: to see at the same time the ball as it leaves the 
racquet and the grimace of the tennis player who re-
ceives it, the action from the point of view of the basket, 
or the arms of the breast-stroker spreading underwater. 

With television you can travel far beyond your fi-
nancial means: the transparency of the water in Fiji 
doesn’t fear storms or algae blooms, because they’ve 
chosen the best season for shooting the documentary. 
The entire world helps to entertain our boredom; it’s 
like having a very powerful friend who has houses ev-
erywhere and invites you to stay whenever you want. 
Travel by proxy can also be kitsch, because you’re not 
the one who organised the trip; it skips over the dull 
times—the people you meet are always interesting and 
the accidents are funny, like the ones on Turisti per caso 
(‘Accidental Tourists’) (but here we return to the family-
I-would-have-wanted, as on the sitcoms). 

Eroticism is latent under the skin of the entire tel-
evision palimpsest, of course, but I’m not going to say 
much about it, because I don’t know much about 
women; I can talk about male eroticism, and there the 
peak is athletic competition, sprinting, pole vault, dis-
cus; track and field events, unfortunately, are seen only 
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every four years, at absurd hours, during the Olympics; 
but there are also dancers (the short ones) on variety 
shows, or a bodyguard behind Kofi Annan, or some rare 
protagonist of a drama (Ross on Friends, for example, or 
William Shatner, the first Commander Kirk, on Star 
Trek). The Centocelle Nightmare3 deserve an entire sep-
arate essay, and if I were still anxious they could become 
a mania; the first time they appeared (and it seemed like 
a joke) on the Costanzo Show, I saw immediately that in 
their working-class energy there was more eroticism than 
in the original model, the international California 
Dream Men. The spotlights couldn’t smooth or flatten 
the mass of their quadriceps, the hair on their chest, the 
presumably adoring girlfriends, and a few nervous rich 
men in the audience. The new, post-feminist course has 
them re-emerging now in the most unpredictable spaces, 
not only on talk shows and, obviously, the Sunday pro-
grammes but also on programmes of “in-depth analysis” 
or life style. And I follow them from channel to channel, 
ready to put up with a fifteen-minute inanity from Mara 
Venier on her Sunday show in order not to miss them. 

Television sex is sex without complications, which 
is consummated in a game of pixels, and doesn’t de-
mand and doesn’t provoke demands. On TV it’s im-
possible to get sick from an excess of desire. But the 
fact that the Centocelle appear at unpredictable mo-
ments (certainly I’m not driven to buy newspapers with 
the programme listings, and even if I did they wouldn’t 
necessarily be announced in those listings), the fact, I 
was saying, that they appear as a gift of chance gives 
them the throb of life, and that’s enough to make them 

3  The Centocelle Nightmare were a group of male strippers, based 
in Rome. (TN)
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something definitely more exciting compared with the 
muscular types you see in porn videos. Nice and quiet 
in their cassettes, and available when you want, agreed: 
but always the same, repeating the same gestures. 

Rather, no, I realised that’s not true: the nudes of the 
videos age. Not only in the obvious sense that the videos 
wear out and the film degrades, so that the window be-
comes wine-coloured and the sky black—no, it’s much 
more. The other day I was watching again one of the first 
Kristen Bjorn videos, the one titled Champs—academi-
cally, without masturbating—and I swear that the most 
sensational model of all, a Lithuanian named Alexi, had 
a tiny scab on his lip that he didn’t have when the video was 
new. Time and death, which have run wild outside (Alexi 
must be around sixty by now, and God bless him anyway 
for having been like that even for a day), have laid an egg 
inside, too, in the closed world of electronic virtuality. A 
malicious voice might say: Before, you used to watch the 
handsomest men on the TV screen, and now that you’ve 
given up the handsomest men you watch only TV. But it’s 
not really like that; the beauty that emerges randomly in 
normal programming hasn’t lost its incendiary qualities—
but it’s no longer so frightening that it has to be isolated. 
I’m on the bull’s back and I guide it by the horns. 

I often don’t understand the ads on TV: the connec-
tions have no syntax and are so rapid that an old man who 
didn’t grow up to the rhythm of music videos has trouble 
figuring them out. I don’t understand the plots, I mean: 
why a young woman has a scratch on her shoulder or why 
another slams the door and leaves. The happy freedom of 
their world doesn’t draw me in, because to me it’s a world 
of aliens. Every so often Sergio explains it to me, laughing. 
On the other hand, a pollen of happiness envelops me in 
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the ubiquitous presence of VIPs: our demi-gods, children 
of a mortal and the cathode tube, or of a man and For-
tune (“We did it!” as Maurizio Costanzo says to his en-
tourage in moments of euphoria). It’s not those who have 
accomplished something important who are called VIPs 
but those who are regularly invited to be on television; 
VIPs live with one another, and even in everyday life most 
of them know one another, they go to the same parties 
and call one another, informally, tu. Gossip assures us 
that, although they are immeasurably higher-ranking than 
we are, they have plenty of flaws, and it wouldn’t be hard 
to put ourselves in their place. In fact, we might even sur-
pass them and take on the prestigious role ourselves, one 
day, as “guests of honour.” They dick around and are al-
ways happy, because a regular invitation to be on televi-
sion is itself a reason to be happy; the situation is the 
message, the evidence is the show. They don’t have to 
demonstrate what made them famous, I don’t know, sing-
ing, acting, motorcycle riding; all they have to do is have 
fun with one another, testify to the pleasure of living. They 
talk about their marriages, about their favourite foods, 
about their dogs, and listening to them we’re sure that the 
simplest features of daily life can shine with the light of 
the stars. Every so often there’s a new entry, as well as 
someone who’s gone bust, never heard from again: a nor-
mal exchange in the river of divinity, which insures the 
change of seasons. 

A fantastic universe, full of surprises: as in the 
squares of North Africa, where the crowd gathers 
around the most bizarre or spellbinding storyteller; 
even with the news, the more bizarre it is the more 
memorable (for example the middle-aged woman who 
sells vibrators in front of the department store Gum, 
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in Moscow, because they are her salary: the factory where 
she works has no cash and pays her in a quota of pro-
ducts). If I read the newspapers, I feel bad, the impla-
cable coherence and the linearity of events kill me; 
television, on the other hand, proceeds by leaps, every 
image is piled on others but is removed a moment before 
it becomes painful. The effect of many broadcasts counts 
more than a single one, the enormous hypnotic pro-
gramme that we can enjoy by means of adroit (or even 
distracted) use of the remote control. Like a mechanical 
penis that you stick into x number of holes, taking pleas-
ure in the operation rather than in the relationship. 

I’ve noted that the fascination of television is height-
ened by solitude; as in the case of pornographic films, 
even if it’s just two of you (not lovers) emotion is trans-
formed into embarrassment or laughter. Irony erupts, the 
irreverent remark. We’re ashamed to project libidinal im-
pulses onto sitcoms like Casa Vianello (‘The Vianello 
Household’) or travel shows like Alle Falde del Kilimangiaro 
(‘At the Foot of Kilimanjaro’). When you’re alone, on the 
other hand, television masturbation consists precisely of 
the miracle of trying out, freeze-dried, all the emotions—
and, as with sexual masturbation, this functions only if 
you admit a state of need, wretchedness, and profound 
humility. The more trashy the programmes, therefore, the 
more effective the mechanism. You feel grateful to that 
crowd of friends who bring you the world at home and, 
like priests, cosset you more if you’re stupid or sick. Only 
shows that feature comics can be watched with others; 
or good films, for that matter. But then we’re in a night-
club or at the movies, no longer on television; the power 
of TV lies in its weakness, in the fact that it’s unformed 
and thus has simpler relations with the unconscious. 
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It seems that Egon von Fürstenberg, in his house in 
Rome, hides the television in a “precious eighteenth-
century Neapolitan cabinet”; this would be enough to 
shout praise of the TV, standard-bearer of the new chaos. 
(Also regarding libraries: how many first-rate minds are 
occupied with the past out of cowardice! History is an 
alibi.) One of my dearest women friends, whom we 
called “the deontic animal,” because of her unfailing 
sense of morality, would never have a television in her 
house, especially for her children. Once, in order to relax 
her during some arduous drilling, her dentist, a man of 
broad culture, turned on a small monitor above the 
chair; a Rete4 telenovela was airing, and, by the time the 
operation was over and the dentist said, “You can rinse,” 
she was so enthralled that she begged him to let her stay 
for a few more minutes. Then, in the last days of her life, 
walking in the sun in a garden in Brescia (we both knew 
it was a farewell), she said to me: “Walter, if I should re-
turn, I’d like to start writing for television”—she must 
have watched a lot of it during the chemo. “That’s where 
everything is decided now.” 

 
2 

My parents watch television out of weariness, to fill 
the voids. Sometimes separately: in the morning my 
mother, her two hundred pounds breathing hard as she 
bustles in the kitchen; late at night my father, ankles rest-
ing on a second chair. Without his shoes and socks, his 
head thrown back and mouth half-open, he wakes with a 
start, follows the programme for ten minutes, and falls 
back into an unhealthy sleep; you can’t not notice the ne-
crosis of his big toes, he’s starting to die from his feet. 

The intelligence with which both were endowed has 
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festered for lack of material to apply itself to and has 
taken different paths in each of them. In my father it 
has generated a real “mania for being early”: since his 
job required him to visit clients at lunchtime, he was 
limited at first to shifting the meal from one to noon, 
and my mother adapted; then, imperceptibly and pro-
gressively, he demanded to eat at eleven, at ten, at nine-
thirty, and now, when I’m at their house and, getting up 
around nine, go into the kitchen, I see him in front of a 
dish of rigatoni with tomato sauce and he asks if I want 
to join him. As a consequence, dinner at four-thirty or 
five, and after that it’s all television, until two in the 
morning. He hardly sleeps anymore now; he wakes at 
six and the cycle begins again. He says he does every-
thing so far in advance to “get it off his mind.” 

In my mother the putrefied intelligence has mainly 
taken the path of rejection: her fellow tenants who play 
Bingo are “stupid old women”; in the shopping centres 
where my father wants to take her “there’s nothing to 
see”; people who demand a church funeral “are hoping 
to confuse even Our Lord.” She would like to be thrown 
out with the garbage, so she won’t be a bother and no 
one will spend anything. She clings to her spite like a 
shipwrecked person to the raft: “T’e ingrasè ’n’ètra volta” 
(“You got fat again”), she says to me bitterly while I am 
unwrapping a present for my sister, a piece of Afghan 
jewellery that “agh farà pighèr al côl” (“will break her 
neck”); everything is dirty or sick, the kitten scampering 
down the stairs has mange, shared opinions don’t exist 
(“Se me a dégh pir, te ’t di pàm”- “If I say pear, you say 
apple”). 

 She often watches television without seeing it, she 
confuses the characters on the soaps, after five minutes 
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she asks for information that’s just been given on the 
news; with the excuse that “they’re all scantily dressed” 
she attributes to one showgirl the lovers of another, to 
Manuela Arcuri the Alena Seredova pinup calendar. 
The programmes she follows with the greatest interest 
are those characterised by spite, on which people are 
mocked and make fools of themselves; she likes La cor-
rida a lot, and laughs hard scornfully when audience 
members bang on pans and the horns bellow, making 
fun of someone; but she also likes the game show Sar-
abanda,4 especially since the host, Enrico Papi, has 
grown nasty with the contestants (who are generally 
monomaniacs or idiot savants) and has been making 
them dress like clowns. 

These are the programmes that my parents watch to-
gether in the early evening, besides home shopping on the 
local channels and the joke contests. The vulgarity they’re 
in search of is that of the “long evenings” in the courtyard 
when they were young (but they remain partly unsatisfied: 
here the crude natural salaciousness is missing; it’s all fab-
ricated and artificial). It’s no coincidence that their 
choices are the opposite of mine: they aren’t looking for a 
transcendent reality or a hyper-reality, they’re looking for 
the reality of once upon a time—obsolete, coarse—that 
they no longer have. They almost never use the remote; 
once they’ve settled on a channel they stay with it for the 
whole evening. They follow the medical broadcasts, like 
Elisir, to save on the doctor; my father explains the diffi-
cult terms to my mother. (My mother’s role as the igno-
ramus is an old routine, and also refers to the university 
degrees of my sister and me: “A sun armèsa l’unica sumèra 

4  La corrida was a show on which amateur singers performed; 
Sarabanda was a game show based on Name That Tune. (TN)
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in sta cà chè” - “I’m still the only ass in this house.”) She, 
grateful, repays him by not complaining during the inter-
minable hours of football. They’ve understood that argu-
ments prolong conversations. The other day he had 
written some notes for a live phone call to Telecanarino, 
a Modenese football channel: he started off well and flu-
ently, then he floundered (“…Brazil has won five cham-
pionships, but because they had someone like Didì 
behind them, who gave them the ball, they also won the 
year when Pelé was sick, with Garrincha, Vavà, and… 
what’s-his-name… the one who replaced Pelé… God 
damn it, I can’t remember now … you’ll have to excuse 
me…”); the people at the station were very understand-
ing, but when he hung up he got mad at her, because she 
had got the pages out of order. She denied it, and so they 
spent at least an hour that was different from the usual. 

At eighty-two and eighty, they use the television not 
to escape but to cling tenaciously to life as it escapes them. 
In one single thing they resemble me: their strategy for 
achieving serenity tends towards eliminating displeasures 
rather than multiplying pleasures (though the last step, 
death, will cheat them). Perhaps there is an Emilian path 
to Buddhism. In any case, our family microclimate is not 
very suited to passion. 

Since going to the movies seems unthinkable to 
them (and for my mother, certainly, it would be compli-
cated to get there), I gave them a video cassette recorder, 
so at least they can get some cassettes with Nazzari and 
Yvonne Sanson,5 and decide what to watch themselves 
instead of being constantly towed along. They haven’t 

5  Amedeo Nazzari (1907-1979) was a star of classic Italian cinema; 
Yvonne Sanson (1925-2003) was a Greek-born movie actress who 
worked mainly in Italy. (TN)
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used it even once: more than laziness or discomfort with 
a new thing it’s a moral assertion: “An sèm menga tant 
ambiziós” (“We’re not that ambitious”). They accept the 
programmes the way one accepts hospital food. 

It’s a sense of guilt, distorted and turned into accu-
sation: we haven’t managed to make our children 
wealthy, we haven’t even managed to become well-off 
like our brothers and brothers-in-law (owning a home, 
at least; a private-sector pension)—hence the world of 
waste, the world that has seduced and distanced our 
children, disgusts us. I don’t know how to explain other-
wise the obstinacy with which they reject, by common 
agreement, the food I bring home: I can no longer stand 
to see them eating tuna fish bought at the discount 
store, in enormous cans with simply “Tuna” written on 
them, or slabs of Emmenthal, like polystyrene, that lasts 
for more than two weeks; so in the chic salumerie of 
Modena, Fini or Giusti, I buy Gorgonzola con la lacrima 
(which I know they like), or I stop at a butcher in the 
city centre and get a fillet, or I have a basket of early 
fruits made up, cherries from Vignola and plums and 
medlars. The medlars they say are green and brusche 
(the Modenese expression for “bitter”), the fillet turns 
their stomach because you can still see the blood—the 
chicken breasts bought on sale three for the price of two 
are much better. If I contradict them they dig in their 
heels. The Gorgonzola yes, it’s good, but there’s no 
comparison with that made by the family of a farm 
woman in Pavia, and ostentatiously they let that, too, 
dry out in the fridge, at least until I leave. “You eat 
them,” they say of the plums, “you bought them for 
yourself,” even though there are plenty, and they stick 
to the apples that were bought wholesale and sit in the 
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bedroom, in a crate. Then they indulge in agonising del-
icacies, chocolate that seems made with sawdust and 
four-pound cans of “Norwegian” (sic) peanuts. 

I know what they would like from me—love, and not 
food—but I haven’t been able to give them that for a long 
time: I told you, I’m mediocre. The rethinking would 
have to start too far back, reopen wounds sewed up with 
string and healed as well as possible. Last week when I 
was at their house, I made a carbonara (which they ob-
viously didn’t eat, faithful to the pseudo-Bolognese that 
my father takes in a can even when he goes to the res-
taurant, asking the waiter to bring the pasta without 
sauce), using, correctly, only the yolk of the egg. Instinc-
tively I washed the glass, pouring the white down the 
sink; after a minute and a half, turning around, I realized 
that my mother was weeping and to my astonished face 
she cried, “Al magnèva me cun un po’ d’sèl” (“I would have 
eaten it with a little salt”). She felt that her entire way of 
life was rejected, her eternal unhappy devotion.  

When, though rarely, they happen to have guests, 
they cook economically, five cutlets for six and a small 
quantity of purée that might be enough for four; natu-
rally the guests hold back and swear they’re not hungry, 
so there’s something left over, and they: “You see, you’re 
afraid it’s not enough to eat, but in the end something’s 
always left.” Also, when they’re away, at my house, they 
don’t change their schedule by a hair. They leave Sergio, 
who as a Roman can’t conceive of lunch before one-
thirty, at the table by himself (that is, with me, but not 
with them). They treat him as if he were invisible; prob-
ably they suspect that “he’s eating up my money,” but 
they don’t dare tackle that taboo subject—so they limit 
themselves to good morning, good evening, as if he 
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were a tenant and I a landlord. That he loves me, or that 
I love him, doesn’t concern them. It’s depressing that I 
can still manage to squeeze out hatred: scum, and if 
they are scum I don’t see why I should love them with 
the excuse that they are my parents. 

I hate the cookie crumbs they lick up, holding them 
in the palm of their hands, because you don’t throw 
anything away, and the cards from the Easter eggs of 
ten years ago refolded and put back in a drawer, and 
the closet doorknob bound with brown packing tape; I 
hate the smell of the towels in the bathroom, which 
seemed like the smell of pee but is, rather, the odour of 
an impoverished household (of cheap detergent). The 
only subject of conversation with my father, for a long 
time, has been what things cost: his “deals” at the 
Coop—he rattles off a series of figures that I don’t fol-
low and don’t understand—or the extremely detailed 
accounts of how he managed to get a reduction of eight 
hundred and fifty lire6 in his share of the building’s stair 
lights. The fact that I don’t know the prices outrages 
him, but, to a degree that I can’t specify, also makes him 
proud: “Oh, to fiól al viaza in préma” (“Your son travels 
first class”), he communicated to my mother once when 
he came to pick me up at the station, and she, main-
taining the same ambiguity, added, directed at me, “T’fè 
bein a tratèret come un sgnor” (“Good for you, treating 
yourself like a gentleman”).  

My compulsion to semi-luxury, in effect, is a reac-
tion to my parents’ poverty, and especially to their res-
ignation; certain excesses as stupid as they are grotesque 
reveal it to me, such as eating only the small layer of 

6  Today’s euro is equivalent to about fifteen hundred lire in 1998; 
eight hundred and fifty lire is about sixty cents. (TN)
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cream in the middle of a cake and throwing away the 
rest. (Basically it’s the same aesthetic of escape that I 
apply when I watch television.) 

My mother’s pension is a million fifty thousand a 
month; my father’s (he was a travelling salesman and 
for many years didn’t pay into a pension fund, except, 
at the end, the so-called “voluntary fund”) is eight hun-
dred and twelve thousand. (As for the fact that she 
earns more, there are still jokes and spiteful remarks.) 
A little less than two million a month for two; they pay 
around six hundred thousand in rent, with the new rent 
law, so there’s a million three left to live on. I pretend 
to be aware of nothing, I refuse to imagine precisely the 
daily sacrifices. I’ve never tried to draw up an ordinary 
balance sheet of income and expenses; I confine myself 
to sending a money order worth three hundred thou-
sand lire at the beginning of every month, and I feel de-
cent. Our two financial situations remain clearly 
separate: I start not from their needs and the life that 
would be respectable for them but from what it is rea-
sonable of me to give. With the money order in the mail 
and my conscience unburdened, there’s enough left for 
me to afford lunch at Vissani, in Baschi, or at Don Al-
fonso in Sant’Agata sui Due Golfi, and maybe a Mis-
soni sweater. What my father calls “a help” is in reality 
the imposition of a difference. 

I know that they give part of their very slender in-
come to my sister, who’s been alone with my nephew 
since her husband left her, preferring Brazil. Last 
Christmas night we were at a party and I wanted my 
sister to take me home; looking for her, I went into the 
room where the coats were piled and I caught her in a 
strange negotiation with a friend—she felt guilty, she 
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must have calculated rapidly that it was too late to 
deny it, and she threw herself into the mouth of the 
truth, trying to make it a joke. She was selling her 
friend the gold chain that our grandmother had left to 
her, a long Art Deco chain that was the only family 
treasure and which you could coil three times around 
your neck. “We’re in the souk,” she said with an em-
barrassed and aggressive smile, and the generous 
friend added, “Yes, only the bargaining is Mongol 
rather than Arab—I name a figure and she lowers it.” 
Then I remembered certain remarks of my mother’s, 
about my twenty-year-old nephew who plays sports 
and needs to eat meat at least three times a week. I act 
the little nabob and my sister is on the threshold of 
survival: I wrote her a cheque, and with her, too, it’s 
as if I’d sanctioned a divorce. 

You will ask how, in this situation, I can speak of 
serenity. I want to tell you a story that the widow of a 
taxi driver confided to me, one evening when she’d 
been drinking, in the days when I first moved here to 
Borgata Fidene. 

 
STORY OF THE TAXI DRIVER’S WIFE 
She happened to get in a taxi from the 3570 com-
pany and so, just to make conversation, she asks: 
“Excuse me, do you know Antonio Detti?” “How 
should I not know him, signò, we’re friends; the 
other day we went to the Tuscan place with my wife 
and his wife, but they ripped us off, the meat stank 
of death and we paid eighty thousand each, well, 
look, if you want to be a cheat at least do it gently...” 
One question after another, that man talks about 
her husband, there’s no mistake about the person, 
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but he talks about another wife, other children, and 
another house (“I don’t remember precisely now, 
but in the neighborhood of Ponte Bianco”); she 
thought the taxi driver was crazy, but in ten years, 
her husband had just died, she had never had the 
courage to ask for explanations, or to check at the 
3570 company, or start an inquiry. Only a few walks 
in the neighbourhood of Ponte Bianco. “Anyway, 
even if I knew, what would I do?”  
Well, I’ve adopted a very similar tactic. After all, 

not counting superficial variations, the economic 
structure of my soul is still not different from that of 
my parents. A few luxury hotels, a few exhibitions in 
the Hague or Bilbao aside, maybe one of the things 
I’ve done most often in my life is to look down over 
the balcony railing into a deserted courtyard, on 
summer nights, wearing only an undershirt—stomach 
pressed against the iron, like my father, like my 
mother: walled into our social origin, without true  
opportunities. 

And then, in spite of everything, my parents are 
two serene old people. Because they have a clear con-
science: my father has never done anything dishonest; 
my mother, harsher, thinks that’s why he’s stayed poor, 
and she despises him a little, but she can’t help being 
his ally. They’ve known each other since she was six-
teen and he eighteen, and one day my mother said to 
me: “You know, when I still used to go to the movies, 
and now on television, too, I saw plenty of handsome 
men, but really I’ve never seen any men who were 
handsome, really totally handsome, like your father.” 
He still brings her chocolates and flowers, he surprises 
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her; for their fiftieth wedding anniversary he managed 
to track down the tree he had photographed her in 
front of at twenty-four and photographed her at sev-
enty-four in the same position, but with two beach 
balls hanging on her arms (the caption says: “I married 
a woman with balls like that”). 

For them, social resignation is the child of some sat-
isfaction in bed: sheer good luck, and in essence also 
worthless, having never been analyzed or put to the test, 
but nevertheless always satisfaction and happiness. In 
the past I even envied them. When my father snores, it 
doesn’t occur to my mother to move to the other room, 
which, with the children gone, is empty. She stays awake 
and assures him that the noise keeps her company. 

They never listened to the black phantoms flying 
around, or at least they didn’t follow them. Am I now 
learning their lesson, on the way to becoming miserly 
and hateful like them, when I reach eighty? My father 
asks how’s the broth, she answers “Taste it for salt,” he 
insists, “Apart from the salt, how’s the taste?” and she 
“Same as usual.” Then he explodes, curses: “God 
damn, is it impossible to find out how the broth is 
today?” Then they make peace, as soon as the Pope ap-
pears in the basilica: “E s’agh vin da pisèr, al Pèpa?” 
(“And what if the Pope has to pee?”). Will it be like that 
with Sergio, too?  
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A huge isolated villa in the middle of the green Tuscan landscape, 

which is interrupted only by a swimming pool’s blinding light 

blue colour. The villa is surrounded by trees, hedges, neat bushes, 

a path that leads to the river. Just a little beyond, on a hilltop, are 

the ruins of a Roman theatre. Filmmaker Teresio Balla and his 

actors, with their constantly shiny and surveilled bodies, 

porcelain smiles, and dark shades that intercept the rays of the 

August sun, burst into this scene of noble simplicity and quiet 

grandeur, with the blazing noise of plastic and steel. 

They have to come to shoot a film in the villa, but the film is 

actually only the pretext to achieve an entirely different aim: to 

literally invade the vital space of Sandra, the owner of the villa, to 

show her the end of her epoch and of 20th century culture, to 

make her be reborn and baptise her as the daughter of Today. 

Day by the day the threads of Teresio’s game tighten around 

Sandra. Her house turns into an asphyxiating trap. The changes in 

her domestic geometry mirror the emotional and moral landslide 

of her conscience. ‘The two workers bring unknown objects into 

the house and a new order substitutes the structured chaos of the 

old house. Entering the rooms, they cut the invisible lines that the 

old furniture claims to sustain, and together with these the power 

dynamics among the family members break down. Up to this 

day, the furnishings provided a visual equivalent to such 

dynamics.’ Within this apparently infallible mechanism, however, 

something gets stuck: life rejects and resists the attempts to 

reduce it to its minimum terms. The only possible outcome is 

catastrophe. 

 

Paolo Sortino lives and works in Rome and has collaborated with 

Radio Città Futura. He published his first novel, Elisabeth, whilst 

in his twenties. Liberal is his second novel.
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1 
I’m waiting for the appearance of a thorax, a joint, 

a symphysis, possibly pectorals wrapped in white terry 
towels glistening with the steam from a shower or a 
sauna, and around me I see only pots, plants, 
flowerbeds, decorated stairs, the façade of the villa 
flaking with the centuries, the riding ground too close 
to the main building, trees, shrubs, a pile of garden 
edgings deposited in that corner and now a refuge for 
ants and insects and seeds carried by the wind, which 
germinated and rotted, and yet give an idea of con-
tained wildness; plaster casts, painted columns, 
benches carved from stone, then ivy, flowerpots every-
where, small large medium, their dishes, hanging pots, 
climbing plants trained to follow the shape of the 
gates.  

I look for a uniform, a toned, metal image, a face 
to appear and say in this kind of splendid voice: ‘I’ve 
wiped up all the blood, now the table is a steel slab!’ 
How lovely it would be if the speaker were an astro-
naut, stark naked and relaxed in the cavity of a semi-
rigid space suit, smiling at us from inside his helmet 
like the handsome, clean-shaven face of humanity and 
progress. If an astronaut, as I say, came out of a cup-
board under the stairs, and through the digestive tube 
of his suit sprayed a chemical shower over the plants 
decorating the entrance! I wish my Klaus, of uncer-
tain origins, naturalised as a German, were already 
here. ‘Synthetic Nazi.’ I stand there transfixed for 
twenty seconds, imagining that I can see him ap-
proaching the camera in dreamy, overexposed slow 
motion, wearing a tight athletic kit and one of those 
paper K-ways that were worn in the 1980s, which give 
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off that pleasant rubbing sound, and then with the zip 
lowered and the dangling laces of the hood, thrown 
back on one side, showing his hairless abdominal 
muscles, sculpted as in the first stage of the anorexic 
physique: the ceramic-white smile approaching us, the 
viewers, held high above our heads, and the sky-blue 
gaze cast beyond the horizon, filled with future, would 
give us the Swastika tattooed on the chest without 
slavering, perfect, in the detail that is now right in 
front of us, before the total dimming of the lens and 
of my heart. 

Having trodden in the first countryside dung, 
Diego, my assistant director, is now persistently scrap-
ing the sole of his boot against the floral greenery of 
a little wooden pot in the shape of a wheelbarrow, 
with sprays of ivy sprouting from it, it must have been 
put in that corner of the garden to look pretty and 
even original. The very quantity of useful muscles, of 
aesthetic trim, neighing in the pasture: I would like to 
go in there and sort everything out with a burst of ma-
chine-gun fire. Too much dung in this courtyard, in 
this farmyard; too much stench of recently pooped-
out eggs, too much healthy air. Clean air and flies al-
ways go together. For this medieval square to shatter 
into fragments all that needs to happen is for me to 
look into the display of my Canon Legria – in the little 
door that I leave open, as an insult, without recording 
anything: the almost eight centuries of the villa dis-
solve every passing second into pixels. All of history, 
the whole of the landscape, are absorbed by this black 
hole of electronic circuits. I light up the jasmine of a 
cold combustion, with an invisible ray I bring out the 
camellias, the gardenias, the snapdragons, the zinnias, 
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the asters and all the flowers in this neo-classical Ita-
lian-style garden, geometrical and artificial without a 
square metre of untamed nature. We are a long way 
from the concept of greenery 2.0, and we will have to 
prepare a fine jardin partagé1 here. I wonder where the 
pool described in the contract might be. I’m supposed 
to have 12 metres by 8 of clear azure water, but we 
haven’t found it on Google Earth. There can’t be a 
cover, all the structures added on to the old villa are 
farm buildings. What if it was beyond that row of cy-
press trees? How could they have hidden it? Inside 
something? I don’t want to settle for the river that 
crosses the property on the eastern side, two hectares 
further on. The rocks and marshes aren’t enough. I 
need a trampoline, and an Olympic scale for dives, 
spins and strokes. I hope it isn’t one of those tubs that 
you have to get into in a net, or share with other 
people and then displaced in the end by some kind of 
path covered in brambles or lichen. I need Linda, 
Louren and Molly to spend the whole day beside the 
pool, sun-bathing, and stay there against the dense 
green backdrop of synthetic grass, remembering their 
youth in front of our eyes.  

Too many ups and downs for my liking, steps and 
stairs decorated with flowers that stop you breathing. 
If I’m not careful I risk breaking my calf. And here 
she is, tracked down at last among the foliage, she 
struggles to get through the lens and requires an ex-
posure adjustment: she is simply dressed: a slightly dé-
labré cotton sweater, almost as if she had just got out 
of bed, light trousers loose fitting at the hips. On her 

1  Parisian shared garden. It is prepared using plants usually con-
sidered as weeds, using small quantities of water. 
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very slender feet, a pair of leather flip-flops, notional 
footwear. I think she’s trying to erase one or two de-
grees of myopia in attempting to understand us from 
there, grasp us already, however far away, because she 
doesn’t move a step towards us before finishing the 
phone-call that she doesn’t manage to start: outside 
the walls of the house, like the cordless phone she is 
holding, she too is looking for a signal. She screens 
the sunlight with her arm but gets tired of holding it 
raised. Her wrinkled eyebrows cast two shadowy el-
lipses over her face, which abut the eyes: a little pedi-
gree bitch. If she’s the mistress of the house we’ll have 
something to work on. 

Diego folds the two sheets of the contract into a 
little paper plane that is thrown into the air, and soon 
I manage to get it in shot. It lands tip first between 
her feet. I zoom in as she picks it up, frowning, as if 
rather than sending it sailing into the garden of the 
house we had taken the liberty of inserting it into her 
anal cavity. Again I cut to Diego, who is standing rest-
ing slightly on one leg leaving the other slack and out-
stretched, the boot on display and the cigarette lit. He 
moves as if to take off his sunglasses on the invitation 
of the Little Dog, but he doesn’t dare go through with 
it and leaves them a little loosely on his nose, exposing 
the rest of his face but without an expression. I admire 
him on her behalf, from closer to: the clear line of his 
lips in contrast with his high-definition tan, his shave 
recently executed on his powerful adult neck that 
makes you want to run a hand over the back of his 
neck and over his head against the grain of his army 
taper. Even the burst veins here and there on his chin, 
on his nostrils, suit him. 
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‘How handsome you are, my friend.’ 
We’re a pair of extremely smart komodo dragons. 

The same small, rough eyes, our eyes. The same slow 
articulations, ready to dart. 

At last the Little Dog deigns to come towards us, 
but I won’t record that moment which we would 
never want to see in a film, of which and how that 
fifty-one-year-old woman wants to know, understand 
who we are, and what contract we’re going to be talk-
ing about for the rest of the afternoon, asking and ri-
sking deductions that are really too slow for our balls, 
and then what is Diesel Productions, who the pro-
ducer is and what films the director has made. And 
then there’s me wanting to anticipate her and tell her 
everything, really everything straight away, how could 
I do it? 

I could try and say: 
We’re here making a film. The company’s forty-

seventh film of the year, but this time it’s different, it’s 
a project that I’ve been working on for a lifetime: it’s 
about shooting a human work. A thing which is in the 
end easy to make (she would say, misunderstanding) 
compared with the history of man that even though I 
persist in thinking it anachronistic in fact it is there 
staring us in the face. Not really. I am aware of the 
passing of history and feel the weight of modesty upon 
me. And we have no modesty, we can’t have any with 
the job we do my actors and me. Not so much be-
cause Diesel makes films for adults as because we’re 
on our own. No one has done what we are doing be-
fore. We are going to make a spin-off of the world, 
which when we stage it will erase the world entirely. 
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In short I would tell her almost everything I want 
at least to hope that talking about the contract wouldn’t 
mean spending fifteen or twenty good moments be-
neath this ridiculous sun to remind her of what might 
resurface in her mind as the memory of a happy time, 
when along with her husband they were on a team of 
one of those games that rich people play, not Bulgari, 
or Benetton – which would be really too obvious and in 
poor taste – but of Pratovecchio and the surrounding 
area, of Arezzo, certainly not Florence which is itself 
distracting; people like them, more stable and less easy 
discoverable, who have villas and houses dotted around 
the countryside, renovated according to the rule of 
commingling of old and new, terracotta tiles and the 
wide windows of the garden and foldaway fittings2 with 
a view to having one’s own house used as a location for 
serious films, very serious films, auteur cinema, possibly 
even French. Or perhaps when he, with a decent 
enough golf handicap, with the reassuring athletic per-
formance of someone who has achieved a moderate 
success in life, just withdrawn enough from a society 
whose ruling class certainly considered him elegant and 
good-natured, over the weekend he invited friends to 
dinner to win the prize in that game that consisted in 
nothing but having their simple company for breakfast, 
perhaps a swift and modest brunch amidst moulded 
crystal jugs and lemonade, perhaps cooking for them in 
the garden after changing his clothes before putting the 
flesh of his own farm animals (killed, however, by the 
hand of the loyal farmer who looks after the estate, older 
than him, whose father had served his father over the 
previous decades) on the embers and then, with a white 
2  But with brogues well in evidence!
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cable-knit jumper in the style of the British Navy, on 
the burning coals he turned and turned again the most 
tender meat that had ever been eaten, with the long 
tongs from the barbecue set hooked nonchalantly on 
the side of the grill because they make that reassuring 
clanking sound and make people feel hungry.  

A perfect stereotype. Enviable images if truly 
lived. I love stereotypes. They are stereoscopic desires 
acknowledged as good by everyone; a useful conver-
sation piece.  

Her eyes now, unable to understand the rental 
contract, only confirm my impressions: if she has ex-
perienced anything similar to what I imagined, now she 
seems convinced that that means having inhabited hap-
piness, inhaled joy and wonderful moments. 

She moves in front of the video-camera and gives 
me a challenging glance and yet she doesn’t tell me 
to turn it off. She is shy in her own house, the Little 
Dog. She straddles the steps of the doorway with 
those windy trousers that turn her bottom into an 
empty bag, and arranges for someone to take care of 
us. With hair that doesn’t reach her shoulders, fair, 
lustreless hair, swinging as she walks even though held 
back by a sexless hairband.  

So then this scrawny housekeeper shows up who has 
nothing to do with the barbecue or the taste that I would 
have expected from a golfer. I said the stereotype was 
fine, but in that case bring me a student who’s failed her 
finals, with six-inch heels and rigorously red varnish on 
her fingernails in contrast with a tight black little dress, 
preferably worn flush with the pussy which however you 
can’t see because it is barely covered by fake embroi-
dered white accessories: in the New England style, so 
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you know what I’m talking about, falsely puritanical, 
sexy, neat and deviant like Alexandra Breckenridge in 
Murder House.3 I can’t guess this one’s sex. If I could 
it would let me ration the arrogance needed to repel 
her, and Diego and I follow her along a walkway that 
runs along the outside perimeter of the villa. Every-
where I see different pots, a ruined cistern full of stag-
nant water, moss all over everything, a garden of canes 
crossed for some kind of vegetables to climb up them, 
then four French windows with shutters with movable 
slats, they too worn by time, provide access to the west 
wing of the dwelling. Next to the uncovered doors a 
small quantity of dust is illuminated ad hoc, just to 
give this moment the unfailing sensation of passing 
wasted time. In the colder air of the gloom inside the 
house, two walls of a rectangular drawing room serve 
as a library, More interesting is the suite of Andersen 
chairs, probably designed by Rodolfo Dordoni, but 
thwarted by an arrangement that one would have to 
describe as wrong. In terms of the commingling of 
styles from different eras: here the attempt was unsuc-
cessful. Some things you can’t improvise with, and I 
decide to send some photographs to Paolo4, and give 
him a chuckle. 

On one of the chairs Diego finds an upturned 
book, half-open. He shows me the cover and I capture 
it in photo mode.  

I adjust the f-number. All around is coordinated 
wallpaper of tiny flowers, an Empire style chest of 

3  American Horror Story, season 1.
4  Paolo Badesco, interior designer with an enthusiasm for period ob-
jects that he discovers around the world and decides not to restore, 
the creator and owner of Raw, two studio shops in Milan. 
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drawers placed beneath a hunting scene in oils with 
extinct breeds of dogs complete the room along with 
a circular table with brass hinges. Just looking at it 
gives me thrush. 

On an unstable little trolley, whose surface is an 
extractable tray, as luminous as if it had a lamp inside 
it, a crystal and silver jug of lemonade awaits us – if I 
rummaged in the drawers I would also find the British 
Navy-style jumper.  

The housekeeper tells us to help ourselves but she 
soon disappears. We would happily do so if she sup-
plied us with a couple of glasses, and we have to drink 
straight from the jug. And while I gulp down the di-
luted lemon juice, and I would say that avoiding the 
pips with my tongue was my homework, we hear 
shouting and go back to the door. I record everything: 
rocks, beaten earth, pots, shards, the tips of my boots, 
plants and flowers tumble into shot and blur as we 
run. I hear Diego’s panting breath and send him ahead 
as I adjust the focus. I turn the corner and the mistress 
of the house wears a disturbed expression. The house-
keeper is wiping her hands on her kitchen apron. We 
turn our gaze towards the gate and don’t understand. 
What’s disturbing her is our equipment unloaded on 
the ground, here and there in the courtyard wherever 
there was space, or rather the truck that is passing 
through the gate tail first in precise manoeuvres, and 
I imagine it’s to release a horse already announced in 
the signs. Here it is, and I must say it’s wonderful: 
luminous, with a liquid blondness that makes it look 
like a hologram. If I were to throw one, a stone would 
pass through it, altering its frequency for a brief in-
stant, and its image would crumble and emit the 
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crackle of jammed television signals, so much is the 
animal’s structure already form, without depth, mar-
vellous, tonic and dry like the work of a graphic de-
signer. It could turn towards us at any moment and 
prove itself winged, so powerful, metaphysical, ready 
to perform a leap and take off to carry us all towards 
a new trans-aesthetic dimension. 

The Little Dog looks at it and moves her lips in si-
lence, chewing over some plans. She must be thinking 
that she is powerless, with all our packing cases around 
her feet, but I am unmoved. It happens even to the 
best actors: I’ve seen studs, even the most reliable, 
needing a stimulus, whether pharmacological or psy-
chological. You have to be ready for anything on set, 
because that’s how things work in porn: you throw in 
a piece of meat and then you sit and watch. 

Diego nods at me to take a shot of the page of the 
book that he’s been holding since before we ran across 
the garden. There’s a passage underlined and I take a 
picture. Then, in the video, I read the words in which 
the woman must have seen herself reflected: 

It is an uneasy lot at best, to be what we call highly 
taught and yet not to enjoy: to be present at this great 
spectacle of life and never to be liberated from a small 
hungry shivering self – never to be fully possessed by 
the glory we behold, never to have our consciousness 
rapturously transformed into the vividness of a 
thought, the ardour of a passion, the energy of an ac-
tion, but always to be scholarly and uninspired, ambi-
tious and timid, scrupulous and dim-sighted5. 

5  On the cover copy I check the age of this dullest of writers, and am 
not in the slightest surprised to discover that he, George Eliot, lived in 
the 19th century. 
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2 
When it came to collecting information about the 

villa and its owners, two months ago, Diego and I 
thought they were Radical Chic6. And yet in all likeli-
hood this very thin woman weighs so little not because 
of a balanced diet, which would be only right, but out 
of some very Catholic sense of guilt that needs untang-
ling and which has left her heart in a muddle the key to 
which we find when she informs us that her husband 
has disappeared, poor little creature; that he was the one 
who looked after certain things, signing contracts et-
cetera, and we exchange a whole series of lines from a 
realist novel that I am ashamed to repeat. 

It took us three hours for her to send, via a crank-
handled fax, a copy of the contract to her lawyer who, 
in order to keep himself up to date, sent a comment by 
reply, also by fax, crank-handled again, and meanwhile 
Diego and I shaved for the second time in a day, stand-
ing up, with a portable Panasonic wet/dry technology 
razor that he bought in the airport. I lean the Canon 
against a little wall to have my hands free, and in the 
foreground I show how this fantastical object works. 

6  Radical Chic is an invention of ours. We needed to lighten up a 
certain kind of youthful electorate that insisted on applying the 
theory of practice to every modern event. Now many of them settle 
for the first idea that the world presents them with, and are content 
with that. If, for example, you were to find yourself around a dinner 
table in Frosinone, as happened to me last week, and you were 
talking to young minds (but adult enough not to feel obliged to 
doubt concepts, opinions and modes of expression, so let’s say in 
their thirties), who inevitably came out with the idea at some point 
that it’s really a shame that the council had involved a much smaller 
number of street artists in the latest edition of the Veroli Festival 
than in the previous years, privileging beer sales over culture, well, I 
want you to know that’s down to us. 
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Who would have thought that cleaning a razor would 
have become so easy and hygienic? You just have to 
place it on the appropriate stand for it to be cleaned, 
dried and recharged automatically. And it has an anti-
slip handle too. You feel as if you’re holding a light 
weapon in your hand. I twist it in front of the lens. And 
we’re just appraising the slightly curvilinear, sinuous 
and unisex design of this entirely plastic object when 
the housekeeper comes and calls us. 

‘It looks like the alien in that old television com-
mercial. Chiripiripi Kodak. You remember, Diego?’ 

My friend smiles, while she, unlike Little Dog, if I 
bring the lens close to her face, looks as if she’s going 
to give me a slap. Then Diego points out to me how 
subtle I have been in alluding to the American company 
that didn’t know how to respond to digital technology, 
unlike its Japanese competitor Fujifilm, which diversi-
fied its business by launching a line of anti-ageing 
creams: old photographic films contain both collagen, 
an essential component of skin, and anti-oxidants, 
which prevent the bleeding of colours in photographs, 
and reduce wrinkles in skin creams7. This is Diego. 

I aim the camera at the landscape, which on this 
side of the villa looks towards the mountains, never far 
enough away, and feel a sudden sense of highly danger-
ous boredom. We will have four weeks to spend on set, 

7  Italian film-makers, who don’t consider me to be up to their 
standards because of my background in porn and music videos, still 
talk about the reliability of this technology or that; digital or 
analogue. On the other hand I’m actually moved by what Diego has 
pointed out to me, and if it weren’t for the fact that we’re here to 
dismantle any idea of a ‘manifesto’ – which is really old hat – I 
would say that the evolution of Fujifilm is both representative of our 
thought and of the future we would like.
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and I say to myself that if we don’t change this land-
scape as soon as possible it will change us. 

‘The contract is valid,’ says the Little Dog. 
‘Of course it’s valid.’ 
‘Tadadadadah!’ Diego squawks. 
‘How can we reach an agreement? You saw the 

horse I had delivered, I’m very busy. Please take your 
equipment away. You can put it in the shelf, until we’ve 
worked out how to resolve this regrettable situation. I 
will pay the penalty and we’ll lock everything up here. 
Are you going back to Rome in the evening, or have you 
booked somewhere local?’ 

At the sound of her voice I lowered the lens. We ob-
serve her with our heads tilted. We don’t say anything 
for a while, our faces voided of expression because of 
the dark glasses. I would like to give her one of those 
slaps that characters deliver in cartoons. A swift gesture 
with something ethical in it. 

‘You see, my dear madam, this film will be made. 
Not only is the contract valid, but it shows the filming 
times. Now show us a place to stay, because tomorrow 
we’re going to carry on checking out the location. And 
send your servants on holiday, because we’re going to 
start filming straight away.’ 

The Little Dog raised her head in an exaggerated 
gesture and gave us a worried look like in a soap opera 
when the protagonist looks at the resident bad guy 
with a challenging expression. Except that I don’t use 
fade-outs, and the episode keeps going: she rolls her 
eyeball sideways and nods to the housekeeper to ap-
proach. From the edge of the stage, to which she has 
respectfully withdrawn, she comes towards us wiping 
her hands on her apron, for the second time. Perhaps 
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she goes around with chickens in her pocket. ‘Teresa, 
please call Signora Ines and tell her that these 
gentlemen will be staying with her. They are my 
guests.’ 

‘My darling girl!’ I exclaim to the housekeeper/ 
child/old woman/alien employed by Kodak and hold back 
from telling her that she has the same name as me, I avoid 
uttering my name8 because it’s in the contract too. If I 
admit that I’m the director she’ll cling to me and that 
would be the end.  

‘There’s no need to be rude, and please,’ the mistress 
of the house reproaches me, ‘stop filming all the time.’ 

She looks as if she is about to stretch her arm to-
wards the video camera and Diego to strike it, if she 
doesn’t remove it straight away. She is shaken, and I film 
her live. She’s in an obvious state of embarrassment, 
and the embarrassment is turning into agitation. She 
backs away towards the housekeeper, and Diego and I 
chuckle together. 

We are left on our own among the twisting paths of 
the garden and I interview my friend, pointing the lens 
at him. 

‘So, Diego, tell me: your impressions of the Little 
Dog?’ 

‘We’ve been here for four hours and I’m worn out 
already. We should have gone and filmed at that widow’s 
house in Trentino.’ 

‘The one fixed on BDSM and the little local boys?’ 
‘We’d have been filming whips and dildos by now.’ 
‘Again! Aren’t you tired of all that? You’ve been 

working in porn for fifteen years. Come on, tell us 
something else.’  
8  Teresio Balla.
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I turn round towards him, holding an extreme 
close-up. Diego turns and shows me his profile. He 
lights a familiar cigarette: strictly white, long, aseptic as 
possible. He’s a divo. 

‘What do you make of the underlined passage? Any 
thoughts?’ 

‘You can imagine. Have you seen how many books 
she’s got? I don’t know, it’ll take too long.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Diego. We’ll take as long as we 
need. And what about our actors? Do you have any 
preferences?’ 

He leans his back and one foot against the wall, 
bending his knee. He’s even handsomer than he was a 
moment ago: he throws his smoke away and replies with 
the impatience of giants. 

‘Well, I have a great fondness for Linda.’ 
‘And tell me, what’s special about Linda?’ 
I walk away, still filming him. With a quick move-

ment of the video-camera I follow the cigarette as he 
drops it on the ground, then point it back at him: 

‘Linda could slip through a tennis racket.’ 
‘That’s why her copy of the manual is in a bound 

edition.’ 
‘Linda’s sinuous. I can’t wait for her to come, for 

them all to come. Once we’re in a group I know that 
woman won’t be able to be a pain in the arse to us any-
more. When we’re together we’ll be in her house in no 
time.’ 

‘Patience, my friend. Patience.’ 
We walk towards the outside of the property, mak-

ing sure that the housekeeper notices us, but it’s a farce. 
We know that the bed and breakfast belonging to ‘Si-
gnora Ines’ down in the village will only be able to put 
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us up for a day because, in spite of recent renovation 
work, it doesn’t have adequate fire protection, and will 
have to close its doors as soon as it’s inspected by the 
fire brigade. Then Arezzo Wave will begin, and this year 
it will be full to the gills because it’s hosting truly rad 
musicians, and no inn or bed and breakfast or lady with 
a vomit-making name will be able to stop us taking con-
trol of the villa. We’ve studied everything in great detail.  

The battery light greets me from the corner of the 
display and I turn off the video-camera.  
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In between the 1950s and 1970s, Breda Fucine was the 

greatest factory of Sesto San Giovanni, Italy’s Stalingrad. At 

the end of the sixties it employed 20,000 labourers. Hardly 

anything remains of it today. 

This novel is the private story of a man who ‘escaped’ from 

the factory so as to become what he always wanted to be, a 

painter of mountains in the valley where he was born. But it 

is also the collective story of other men like him, who 

arrived in Milan to work as labourers, fearing that their 

bodies would not have withstood the fatigue, that they 

would die of lung cancer like him, due to having been 

exposed to asbestos fibres. 

The Panic Factory places itself at the intersection of two 

literary currents: on the one hand the ‘industrial’ literature 

of Volponi, Ottieri and Bianciardi, born in the context of the 

economic boom, of which we are currently experiencing the 

exhaustion; and on the other hand the fiction of ‘mountain’ 

reflections of Bernhard, Walser, and more recently Cognetti. 

The Panic Factory is Stefano Valenti’s first novel. It won the 

prizes Premio Bergamo, Premio Volponi Opera Prima and 

Campiello Opera Prima prizes, the latter two dedicated to 

literary debuts.  

 

Stefano Valenti lives in Milan. He is a translator of French 

literature, including works by Zola and Verne.

Stefano Valenti, The Panic Factory 
 
Translated by Katherine Gregor 
Pp. 17 - 31 
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I’m forty years old and I live in a rented furnished 
room on the ring road outside Milan. In the morning, 
my windows quiver to the beat of the constant traffic. 
From my balcony, I can see a wide avenue, and build-
ings on all four corners of a square, with the traffic in 
the middle. Every so often, the traffic halts before re-
suming its course with renewed intensity. During the 
long winter months, when the square sinks into a per-
manent semi-darkness, I struggle to remember. I’ve 
completely lost my memory. The colour of the sky stifles 
my breath and it’s as though we’re immersed in a pe-
rennial dusk. And, between the morning fog and the 
evening fog, a fleeting blade of light glows through a 
muddy sky. I keep still and perform complex arithmetic 
to contain the things of the world, classify them and put 
them in order. 

I work, when I can. Occasional, fixed-term collabo-
rations. (Not for much longer; the pay I set aside is 
going to run out and I’ll soon have to look for another 
job.) 

 There are white snowflakes falling and a white light 
is flooding the room. I go down into the street, cross the 
square stealthily. People’s thoughts are elsewhere and I 
move around undisturbed. In the queue at the bakery. 
In the queue at the newsagent. In the procession at the 
supermarket. Living consists in stocking up, gathering 
material, shutting oneself away. 

I chose to translate the way one chooses a brain-
teaser on a dull, summer post-prandial afternoon. 

My occupation is a personal matter. I collect data, 
interpretations, search for solutions, choose the style, 
then adapt it. I pay great attention when translating. I 
rework the same sentence time and time again, trying 
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to convey it in the best possible way. It’s what my occu-
pation consists of, and I devote the same, or even more, 
care to it as when I am looking for a job. 

In the morning, after a night of sleep disturbed by 
noisy dreams, I sit at my table. I count the remaining 
pages and measure the day by means of complex cal-
culations. 

I re-read the pages I translated the day before. 
 
À la tombée de la nuit, la crise de panique a fini par 
gagner. Elle m’habitait de la tête aux pieds. Elle avait 
prix les commandes. Le monde s’est mis alors à trem-
bler autour de moi. La terre s’ouvrait sous mes pieds. 
L’abîme. J’y suis tombé. Le cycle de la mort aveugle, 
que j’avais déjà croisé enfant, jeune homme, recom-
mençait. C’était le désert. Le désert et la panique. La 
ville et la panique.1 

 
And then: 
 
At nightfall the panic attack took the upper hand. It 
took possession of me from top to toe. It took charge. 
Then the world began to tremble all around. The earth 
gaped open beneath my feet. The abyss. I fell. The cycle 
of blind death, which I had experienced as a child and 
a young man, was starting all over again. It was the de-
sert. The desert and panic. The city and panic.  
 
Solitude. Deep solitude. Not natural solitude. It’s 

this condition. This city. 
In this void, in the absence of a job, on the mar-

gins of a condition of constant lack of work, forced to 

1  Abdellah Taïa, Une mélancolie arabe, Seuil, Paris 2008.
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be a telephone operator one day and a factory worker 
the next, it’s my occupation that ensures I have a pres-
ence in the world. 

When I can’t stand it any longer, when I’m strug-
gling to breathe, I go out and walk, looking for some-
thing to do, then finally come back home. 

Home. An inaccurate word to describe this four-
metres-by-three room where I spend my days; the 
folding bed on which I spend my days; the yellow quilt 
in which I spend my days, alternating between over it 
and under it, depending on the outside temperature, 
but much more frequently under it, next to an old, 
aqua-green wardrobe and a bookcase, by a French 
window that lets in an unnatural light, an ash-grey 
glare. This is where I spend my days. 

 
I did leave. A shrub uprooted from a wood in Val-

tellina and replanted in a pot on a rented room bal-
cony – in Milan, in a shared apartment at four 
hundred euros a month, over half what I earn by ac-
cepting any job the temping agency sends my way. 

I’m isolated. Even more so than back in my 
hometown in the mountains. I don’t know anybody 
in the city except a cousin and a few of his friends. 
Sociable, nice to me, but intangible, alien, just like 
this city. 

And now, after a year of this lifestyle – a year of 
solitude, hardly ever leaving the house, terrified of set-
ting foot outside my room and going to earn a living 
– I’ve started to feel unwell. And it’s in this state, verg-
ing on the abyss and vertigo, that my mother finds me 
when she calls with a note of urgency in her voice. She 
wants to talk to me about my father. 
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Constant pain in the upper back, difficulty breath-
ing, a slight temperature and an annoying cough. The 
doctor insisted on extensive tests, my mother says. 

I arrive at my parents’ house in the mountains in 
the evening. That night, I dream of the scene that’s yet 
to come. In the morning, I wake up with my eyes moist 
and my cheeks smeared with dried tears. It’s dawn and 
my mother’s up, too. My father gets washed, shaved and 
ready to go to the hospital. He puts on his suit. An ani-
mal going to slaughter. 

I spend the morning in the waiting room. He goes 
in and out of different wards. 

In the afternoon, I go back to my mother. They’re 
keeping my father in for tests. The doctors don’t say 
anything, they want to avoid causing us any more dis-
tress. And we don’t have the courage to ask. They say 
they’re admitting him for a day or two at most. 

I return to the hospital the following morning. Dur-
ing the train journey, I look out of the window. The 
dark-blue mountains pierce through thick, silvery 
clouds. The sky is a light grey, pale, almost white. It 
won’t be long before it starts snowing. Fields in peren-
nial shade are covered in hoarfrost. 

I meet the first doctor. My father’s chest X-ray 
shows a pleural effusion that has been confirmed by 
the CT scan. The simultaneous thickening of the 
pleura suggests a tumour. He recommends a specialist 
centre at a nearby hospital. We get there by ambu-
lance. An examination and admittance. In the end, 
they find his illness. 

They make him lie down. And by the time he walks 
out of these rooms, he knows he has a tumour. 

They use MRI and PET scans and pleural fluid 
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analysis. The diagnosis of pleural mesothelioma is con-
firmed with a biopsy performed by means of a needle 
inserted through a small incision in the thoracic cavity 
and an endoscope between two ribs. The examination 
of tissue through the microscope leaves no doubt, the 
doctor says. 

  
My father started to die in the spring, while think-

ing of a new season of painting and imagining a series 
of pictures more beautiful and significant than the 
ones he’s done in previous years. He began to feel ill 
the day of his mother’s funeral. His illness began man-
ifesting itself the day of his mother’s funeral, witness-
ing her dying at the age of ninety, attending the burial, 
seeing one last time that beloved body to which he had 
to say farewell. He started to die the day he under-
stood his mother had died; the day he saw his mother’s 
lifeless body, he understood that it would soon be his 
turn, that outliving her would be impossible. He then 
realised with certainty, and had confirmation of this, 
that before manifesting its presence in a body by cel-
lular degeneration, an illness initially spreads in 
thought form. He started to die when he opened the 
doors of inconsistency in his mind, when a lack of 
meaning struck him, when it spread and invaded all 
the remaining spaces and extended way beyond any 
reasonable possibility. 

Over the weeks and months that followed his 
mother’s funeral, he began to experience a sense of 
discomfort, pain and tiredness, which finally began to 
manifest itself in an explosion of coughing fits and 
vomiting with dark red clots of blood in the bright 
white enamelled sink, toilet bowl and bath tub. 



244 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume I             Fiction 

 

One fibre of asbestos is enough to alter lung func-
tion over time. That’s what the doctor to whom I have 
handed my father’s latest test results says. 

Organic instability. Anxiety. A new situation he 
didn’t think he could handle. My father has consid-
ered surgery as a possible solution to the illness. But 
now he’s afraid of not coming through it alive, he fears 
mutilation and the pointlessness of the operation. 
He’s not convinced he wants to be operated and says 
he wants to speak to the surgeon. However, the doc-
tor’s words, which I reported over the phone, albeit 
generic, have persuaded him to have faith. 

During the examination, the surgeon looks at my 
father’s chest X-ray, which confirms the spread of fluid. 
He asks about the patient’s diet, about any metabolism, 
heart and kidney disorders. It’s a complex procedure, 
so it’s essential to rule out any other conditions. 

In cases of mesothelioma, the doctor says, scien-
tific research has so far rejected the existence of con-
centration-response. In examined cases, asbestos acts 
even when the concerned tissues have experienced 
very low exposure. Even just a single fibre – among 
the hundreds of thousands – breathed by my father in 
his department, once it has penetrated his pleura, 
could cause his death decades later. Pleural effusion 
– the accumulation of fluid between two layers of the 
pleura – and the hardening of tissue are unequivocal 
signs of tumour growth on the outer coating of the 
lung, the doctor says, small-size tumours over a sur-
face of tissue that’s widespread and very thin. 

In my father’s case, the doctor has explained, 
they’re proposing a pleuropneumonectomy – the 
block removal of the lung, the pulmonary and visceral 
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pleura, the pericardium and the diaphragm. The 
procedure takes place one December morning. By the 
time I reach the hospital, my father has already been 
taken into the operating theatre. They said it would 
take several hours but they bring him back to his 
room an hour later. The effect of the anaesthetic 
hasn’t worn off yet. A complication, which often 
happens, the consultant who asked to see me says – 
cardiac arrhythmia and breathing difficulties – has 
made it necessary to interrupt the procedure. They 
cut him open and sewed him back up again. The con-
sultant assures me that he’ll attempt the surgery again 
in a couple of months’ time, after the appropriate 
treatment and possible reduction in damage. A possi-
ble reduction in damage. 

The doctor’s words place my father into the 
zombies and living-dead category. He’s becoming a 
walking corpse and I’m the one who has to inform 
him of this. I’m the person in charge of telling my 
father that he’s about to die. I am the executioner. I 
am comforted by the fact that, as the surgeon puts it, 
a favourable outcome of the operation would have 
brought a small variable percentage of survival 
chances. The lack of success of medical science there-
fore does not provide my father with a significant dif-
ference in his life expectancy, since he would have 
died soon anyway. He doesn’t know this, or is pre-
tending not to know, so to him the lack of success will 
be the definitive proof of unavoidable death. Over the 
past weeks, an unfounded confidence in the future 
had permeated the family, linked to the possible suc-
cess of the surgery. When my father opens his eyes, 
he’ll know that he is dead. 
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A colour photo. Valtellina, interior, day. My father 
is standing, on alert, his hands in the pockets of a pair 
of light-tweed trousers, wearing a shabby brown sweater 
from which a blue shirt collar is peering out. A fur hat 
down over his eyebrows. Looking straight into the cam-
era, calm, with a restrained smile. Tight-lipped. His 
friend Orazio, in a tartan coat, his arms crossed, leaning 
against the door frame, has a serious, worried expres-
sion. He, too, is looking straight into the camera. They 
are separated by a few oil paintings between them. 
There is a picture on the white wall. A woman, depicted 
in grey, plays a piano traced in wide, black and white 
strokes against a bright, earthy background. And, on the 
right-hand side, there’s a long chromium-plated tube, 
an old cast-iron stove, a walnut armchair, cushions with 
beige, sage-green, cream, hazelnut striped covers. On 
the left, a mantelpiece and, standing in line on it like 
soldiers, cans of spray for fixing oils, tins with brushes, 
tubes of paint and stained rags. There, on a camping 
table, a few art books recognisable through the titles on 
their spines. Arturo Tosi, Carlo Carrà, Giorgio Mo-
randi, Mario Sironi, Lombard Chiarismo, Ennio Mor-
lotti, Alfredo Chighine. There’s a packet of Super Filter 
cigarettes lying on top of the books. 

 
The painting came, my father said, massaging his 

thighs, sore from too much inactivity. Painting came like 
a firm hand that lifted him and shook him. 

With a vacant expression – I don’t even know how 
long he stays like that, motionless, sitting on the edge 
of the bed, staring at his bare, emaciated feet – he starts 
telling me about how he quit his job at the factory, 
about the time he decided to devote however long he 
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had left to colour, about how he painted his first series 
of completed works when he was almost forty, late in 
the evening, coming home from the factory, in the si-
lence of the house, shut in the bathroom, about how, 
between one colour and the next – a still life, a figure 
and the next – he was constantly wondering if there 
were any good painters who had done their first picture 
at that age, and about how he would try to find himself 
in their biographies, studying their lives for a sign, a 
confirmation. 

It’s a story he’s told several times in the past. But 
this time it’s different. It’s the last. His profile is a ghost 
that any time now is going to return to the realm of the 
dead he leaves every now and then in order to come and 
see me. In the desert – on the border with nothingness, 
where nobody tells him what is going to happen – he 
talks to me about how he began painting huge pictures, 
at least a metre taller than him and so wide he could 
not put his arms around them. While staring at the 
lower extremities of his diseased body, he tells me how 
all this painting arrived in the middle of maturity, after 
fear, after shame, when, through studying, his willpower 
was able to manifest itself beyond his rage, beyond the 
visceral hate tearing at his stomach, beyond universal 
contempt, the only, constant driving force in his life. 

 
Now that he is free to express his worth in a com-

plete way, now that his days are crowded with thought, 
form, substance, project and desire, now that he doesn’t 
need to obey strident orders and is allowed to spend 
time with himself, now my father has forgotten the 
physical and moral pain of the factory. Pain has become 
an abstract since he left the factory. And he thinks about 
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pain, the pain caused by the factory, as an abstract con-
cept, not lived through, therefore not liveable. 

The physical and moral pain, the exact measure of 
this pain, was given directly and by a process of elimi-
nation, and sprang from the awareness of what one had 
and could have had, and of what one didn’t have and 
couldn’t have had. The pain produced by the factory 
sprang from tiny daily necessities, and the physical but 
first and foremost moral pain sprang from the deeply-
rooted conviction of living through a deserved situation, 
a situation that was necessarily exhibited, therefore ev-
ident, therefore deserved. What he could not have, the 
enforced sacrifices, what they couldn’t do, hurt him, like 
a sip of ice water on an exposed nerve, and would pro-
duce a pang, a sharp pain that radiated ad infinitum, 
followed by another pang, another pain, thereby shap-
ing his days, their days. The physical and moral pain 
produced by the factory would lap at the hours of rest, 
ebbing away just long enough to let them go back to 
work, and, finally, turn up again cruelly and punctually 
at the first telling off by a foreman. 

 
Year Six at school is not an adequate tool for un-

derstanding the world, especially at the age of nineteen, 
when the world appears in the shape of a factory. The 
anguish that marked and conditioned my father’s life 
with no obstacles in its path, no words or opportunities 
to be contained, overflowed, flooded his soul, took root 
in his mind and wrecked his body. It was an uncontain-
able anguish that swelled his chest, advancing boldly, 
its legs wide apart. 

The factory is a sentence without a crime. There 
is a before and after for those sentenced to the factory, 
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a before the factory and an after in the factory. And 
from that after, normal life becomes an unlivable life. 

The certainty of having been cast aside, of not 
being taken into consideration, of living in a dark cor-
ner, made his life into a permanent exile. A voluntary 
exile, the worst possible fate an ambitious human being 
could possibly be sentenced to. A painful feeling, the 
most painful of all, would haunt every one of his days. 
The sense of shame at having been discarded, the sense 
of not living in the heart of the world but at its heels, in 
its backside. 

 
Before devoting himself to colour, he lived deep in 

fear. Profound, despotic fear. The soundtrack to his life. 
A fear that would appear in waves of terror the moment 
he woke up. It was the fear of clocking in late and there-
fore having to prolong his presence at the factory even 
more, of losing his job, of giving in to wear and tear, to ti-
redness, to the demands of the foreman, of not earning 
as much as he needed, of falling ill, of not being self-suf-
ficient. But the mother of all fears, the fear that paralysed 
his body and mind, that dragged him into an abyss of fear, 
was the fear of not being up to the task he’d assigned him-
self, the mandate, the trial, the duty of becoming a 
painter. In that case he would have to spend his entire life 
in that toxic furnace, that hell hole, spend his entire life 
in a hollow of the world. 

He trained his heart and mind for the big leap. He 
imagined living without the factory and meticulously pre-
pared his body for the great event, the fatal moment of 
separation. He trained his heart and mind like an athlete, 
and, like an athlete, he prepared the challenge, the action 
that would put an end to the pain. Escape. 
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One January morning. I go back to the mountains, 
home. He’s not in, however. He’s gone to the River 
Adda, my mother says. She couldn’t stop him, she says. 
He decided to take his breathlessness to the river, 
searching for something. She’s torn between the desire 
for my father to find some comfort and the fear he 
won’t come back. It’s her silence that tells me this. 

I go looking for him. I walk down the old porphyry 
road that slices the town in two. On my long descent, I 
enter through gates, walk past railings, cross courtyards, 
brush – my heart pounding – against shelters of snarling 
dogs, reach the paved road, go beyond the cemetery. 
Once I’ve crossed the main road, I take the path. 
There’s nothing idyllic about this countryside. Dense 
vegetation, oak groves and a fog-coloured sky. Sud-
denly, unannounced, it’s dusk. An unwarranted calm, a 
kind of amnesia, comes over me. I don’t know what to 
do at this time of day, in this forgotten land. I am a bun-
dle of fear, I don’t feel cold, I focus on my father, and, 
if – I think – I found him dead from tiredness or some 
other accident, I wouldn’t be surprised. 

 
I can see him, sitting on the gravel by the river, 

amid the crushed stones, the pebbles worn by the water, 
of various colours, from steel to ochre, different sizes. 

I approach but don’t get too close and sit a few me-
tres away while my father throws flat pebbles onto the 
water surface, at the spot where the river slows down in 
a dark loop, and peers into the dusk, watching them 
bounce off the water. I do the same, and look for 
smooth, flat stones that will slide on the river. 

The environment around is ancient, the valley as it 
always has been. Wild bramble bushes, bogs and small 
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islands. And opposite, on the other side of the Adda, 
deep forests, poplar plantations. 

I felt like walking, he says without looking at me. I 
was struggling to breathe, he adds, but I feel better now. 

And since I can’t think of a suitable reply, I keep 
quiet. 

He’s not dead, as I feared on my way here. But I 
couldn’t describe him as alive, as one of us, one of 
many, who walk around unconsciously as though we 
were eternal. 

The sky of fog has descended on the earth by now 
and I struggle to make out the signs of nature around 
me. My knees are now shivering from the cold. But no-
body can see them trembling. 

Not even my father, paler and sadder than anyone 
I’ve ever seen. The kind of sadness one doesn’t forget. 

 
The Adda flows through the middle of Valtellina, 

slicing it in two like a water knife, truly splitting it in 
two, one bank in the light, the other in the shadows, one 
in the cold, the other in the warmth, one in life, the 
other in death. 

I watch my father out of the corner of my eye, feign-
ing casualness, but I wish I weren’t here. He looks ter-
rified, his hands have turned purple and he’s shivering 
from the cold. His eyes are shiny like in a fever. When I 
finally get close and squeeze his fingertips in mine, I am 
seized by a contagious tremor. He tells me candidly that 
this is where he painted for the first time, en plein air, 
with a three-legged easel. He says without rhetoric that 
this is where, during the summer holidays, on his way 
back from the factory, he searched for painting for the 
first time. He says this is where he suffered for the first 
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time the embarrassment of those who are self-taught, a 
sentence that forced him to take a run at it, to keep at 
it, to trudge through it. 

Let’s go home, I say. Let’s talk about it at home. 
But he carries on and tells me how he would de-

stroy these landscapes, how he would cut them up, how 
he would attack what was left and how he would quickly 
tear them to shreds and hide them in black bin liners 
to eliminate them, so that they would not sneak into his 
condition as a factory worker intent on painting, so that 
they wouldn’t rouse his lack of self-esteem. A man’s 
most flourishing years, the years when physical strength 
is at the service of creative endeavour, had gone to waste 
by an act of will. And now that the polished tools are fi-
nally germinating in essential works, now disease is eat-
ing away at him, ransacking him, chewing shreds of 
flesh, howling with pleasure and, with its baying, stop-
ping him from painting. 

 
Let’s walk, I say, it’s cold. And we start moving 

without a specific direction. But, as though he refuses 
to understand, he dawdles, stops by a bend in the river, 
by an eddy where even the water is shuddering. 

I’d like to be home, in front of a page to translate; 
if it were up to me, I’d do nothing else and never be 
bored, I’d keep translating the same sentence, deleting 
work with work, working ad infinitum. We’re the same, 
the two of us, we’ve chosen our occupation. 

One has to admit it, contrary to what people think, 
painting is an uncomfortable job. A job that forces one 
to establish the point of arrival every day, how long 
there’s still to go, how much time one has left. 

There’s no other way of becoming a painter except 
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by loving a painting and copying it over and over again, 
always painting the same identical picture with slight 
variations, until one absorbs every minute detail and fi-
nally being able to paint it again with different nuances, 
until the original no longer bears any resemblance to its 
copy. This conquest is the source of an unusual pleas-
ure. There’s nothing in the world to equal the pleasure 
of getting up one morning with the knowledge that one 
has painted something important the night before, 
something that has brought one a step forward in com-
parison to where one was before painting it. 

 
And, finally, we walk back up muddy paths, across 

fields and brush and past a brook. My father often stops 
to catch his breath, then follows me home. Now he fo-
cuses all his attention on breathing, trying to inhale and 
exhale calmly. In the silence where we are immersed I 
can feel all the oppression of that breath, and that op-
pression becomes mine. I can make out the world 
around us very clearly, the soft terrain, the lapping of 
the river, the smell of moss. Along the way, my father 
picks up twigs, different kinds of berries, and finally 
connects them with a blade of grass to form a strip. He 
says he wants to give it to my mother, who’s been pa-
tient with him, has put up with a factory worker hus-
band and a painter husband, put up with his exile, a 
necessary exile, he says, because when he paints he 
doesn’t feel the need for anything else. He doesn’t feel 
the need for the world, for so-called natural elements, 
he doesn’t feel the need to eat or sleep. When he paints 
he’s not afraid. An immense form of self-esteem rides 
the expanses of painting and when he paints, he’s not 
afraid. He would do anything for painting, he would 
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spend days shut away in his studio, without getting 
bored even for a second – ever – since when he paints 
he doesn’t feel shame or guilt, he doesn’t feel the deep 
lack of self-esteem, and once again, he doesn’t experi-
ence his relationship with the world in a passive way. 
When he paints, he doesn’t experience the condition 
that is otherwise constantly eating away at his heart. 
Painting is an enchantment, a wonder. Painting takes 
him away from hell every day and, every day, returns 
him, satisfied, to his sleep. Every day that’s lived is a day 
invented by painting, and within painting he forgets 
about the rest. 

We’re back home. And once again I think my father 
is safe. My father is safe, I think.
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Z. is gravely ill. Every single gesture is enormous for her, 

and daily life is extremely difficult, a balance of nerves and 

drug times. 

She observes the steadfast manifestation of life outside her 

window, from the restricted space from which she looks at 

the world, and remembers the sufferings and impulses of 

the seventy years she has lived: her birth outside of 

marriage in Venice, her childhood under the bombs, her 

first romantic disaster and homosexual temptations, 

moving to Rome, the death of her parents, her recourse to 

psychoanalysis and her experience of feminism. 

‘The Last Summer is both a debut and a farewell, a first 

oeuvre that balances perfectly aspects of the novel, the 

diary and the autobiography. The irony and vitality reserved 

for the outside world are the weapons that Cesarina Vighy 

points to herself. She chooses to rewind the thread of 

memory with subtle humour, recalling her story, that is also 

the story of the last decades of this country.’ (Dacia 

Maraini). 

The Last Summer won the Premio Campiello Opera Prima 

dedicated to literary debuts and Premio Cesare De Lollis 

prizes. It was among the top five books shortlisted for the 

Premio Strega. It has been translated in Germany, France, 

The Netherlands, Spain, Brazil and Poland.  

 

Cesarina Vighy (1936 - 2010) wrote her first novel, The Last 
Summer, in 2009, at the age of 73. She was born in Venice 

but moved to Rome at the end of the 1950s. She was an 

actress and a librarian.
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The Children’s War, the Adults’ War 
 
They sent me to school right away. To some very chic 

French nuns: in exchange for stiff fees, the nuns didn’t 
advertise the fact that I still had my mother’s last name 
and was exempt from gym class so as not to have to wear 
the (horrible) uniform of the Fascist girls’ group Piccola 
Italiana. Two tactful thoughts of my father’s that amply 
make up for this unusual deviation from his secularism. 

Besides, in those years, apart from some fanatical 
party leaders and, on the opposite side, the political ex-
iles, everyone lived in contradiction, whether tolerated 
or chosen.  

From the nuns, honest professionals of the faith, I 
learned: to call the Superior ma chère mère, to make a 
little curtsey, to yawn in church without being noticed. 
But I never learned, and I’m sorry about it, to gather 
up the train of a long dress in a coquettish swirl of fab-
ric, secured with a single pin. 

Thanks to my exemption from gym class, I would 
sit on a bench and fantasise. It was there that I met my 
blue prince, my first boyfriend. He was a pale, slender 
boy, fittingly fair-haired, from a wealthy family, with one 
leg weakened by polio. If we exchanged thirty words in 
all, that is already a lot for a romance that unfolded at 
the age of six, before second grade, the upper limit at 
which boys were allowed to go to the virgins’ school: a 
limit based on the age of reason or derived from the cal-
culations of scientists concerning the length of the penis 
at that age? Calculations no less abstruse, if you think 
about it, than those which the same scientists, in the 
same years, had carried out in order to establish the 
qualifications for the “races,” pure and impure. 
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When, thirty years later, my first love was pointed 
out to me on the street, I was astounded: a large, heavy 
man, with the stigmata of the Venetian drunk, who 
walked with legs wide apart, I think more out of exhi-
bitionism than the requirements of locomotion. In es-
sence, to heal the pain of love all you have to do is wait. 

For us, at home, it was still the tranquil period of 
the war. Venice, which fortunately was never damaged 
by bombs, was beautiful in the blackout. Starry skies 
such as I’ve never seen again, walks with my father, who 
taught me the constellations (a know-it-all child, I could 
draw them with rice on a plate, to the admiration of all), 
a secret division of the firmament between the two of 
us: he, more expert than I, took the brighter stars like 
Sirius, Aldebaran, Betelgeuse; the blue Vega was left for 
me, a consolation prize. 

In 1943 everything changed: the fairy tale turned 
blacker, though it was still a fairy tale. 

We’ve already said that memories—true, recon-
structed, integrated into dreams—remain memories. 
Who knew at the time that my father, alone in the city, 
had dared to defend some neighbors of Marcello Pe-
tacci (Claretta’s eccentric brother), who fired shots at 
their shutters? Who knew that at the friendly warnings 
of the police chief (“But don’t you know, lawyer, that 
he’s the brother of Mussolini’s lover?”) he had jumped 
to his feet with the Roman salute and, using his native 
intelligence, irony, and quick-wittedness, had replied: 
“How do you dare speak of our Duce like that?” I knew 
only that, after 8 September1, revenge arrived. My 
father ended up in prison, without specific charges, but 

1  On September 8, 1943, Italy surrendered to the Allies and the 
Nazi-Fascists took control of northern and central Italy. (TN)
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from the type of company he had in the cell (the noto-
rious neighbours, imprudent witnesses and relatives) he 
understood immediately. 

They seem to have been two extraordinary months: 
for one thing, he had never eaten so well in his life 
(every day the “neighbour” ’s mythical cook brought 
gastronomic delicacies for everyone); this man, then, 
turned out to be an extraordinary cellmate: at night, 
while the nearby town of Marghera was bombed, he re-
cited, stirringly, amid the smoke, the reflection of the 
flames, and the prisoners’ cries, Dante’s Inferno. 
Another cellmate, a Neapolitan stuck there perhaps by 
chance, told great sob stories about his family of six 
children (it was discovered that in reality he had only 
two, and girls, besides) and every day performed a cu-
rious ritual: he took out imaginary house keys and 
paced the route (he had counted the steps) from his 
shop of tawdry, worthless paintings, which he tried to 
sell at sham auctions, to his dwelling. 

In other words, a madhouse. 
I, too, had some little fun when I went with my 

mother, along with the relatives of the other prisoners, 
to bring a change of underwear, a meagre amount of 
food, a book that passed the censor. I had made friends 
with a dog that had eyebrows (arcs of fur of a colour 
different from the rest), and whose gentleness and play-
fulness conclusively refuted the adage that an animal 
with eyebrows has a bad character. 

Because there were no charges and because a series 
of obliging doctors got to work, my father and his new 
friends were transferred to the hospital and then re-
leased. If prison had been a kind of vacation afflicted 
by bedbugs (every time he caught one, the reader of 
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Dante, with a rapid switch to the masculine plural that 
was understood very well even by the non-linguists, 
crushed it, roaring: “Damn creatures! Damn crea-
tures!”), now came the real danger. 

The Resistance was organised, and intellectuals like 
my father, good at handling the pen but certainly not 
the gun, clandestinely revived the old party newspapers. 
He was involved with Avanti! and drafted leaflets that a 
pastry maker comrade undertook to distribute. Some-
one squealed, and the entire group ended up on the 
black list, if it wasn’t there already. 

War, among its very few merits, has that of making 
people who are in danger more intelligent. One morn-
ing (my mother had dreamed about flowers, for her an 
undeniable sign of imminent troubles), too early for the 
legal customs of the city, the secretary calls from the of-
fice, announcing, with vague and unusual circumlocu-
tions in a girl so direct, the presence of “people” who 
would look for him at home. My father understands at 
once and escapes, and in such a hurry that he puts his 
trousers on over his pajamas: just in time to brush up 
against a couple of Germans and republicans under the 
portico at the end of the alley—men who have the virtue 
of not knowing his face. The bachelor flat of a Red 
count awaits him: no whores but a safe refuge. 

Meanwhile, my mother, a specialist in melodra-
matic scenes and as sly as her hero Bertoldo2, invents 
a story about how “that pig” often leaves her alone, 
alone with a small child. She weeps, she despairs, and 
the gentlemen no longer know what to do, except turn 
the house upside down and confiscate an old history 

2  Bertoldo is the protagonist of Giulio Cesare Croce’s Le sottilissime 
astuzie di Bertoldo (Bertoldo’s Very Clever Tricks), of 1605. (TN)
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book that has nothing subversive about it but whose 
title, ignorant as they are, evokes the Bolshevik mon-
ster: From the Imperial Eagle to the Red Flag. One of 
them finally has an idea out of a movie: take us away 
and use us as bait, which the heart-broken father is 
supposed to snap up. But where? The director of the 
prisons refuses to have us because I’m too young. Fi-
nally a big-shot Fascist, to gain prestige, offers his 
house on the Lido and his own family as guards. So 
we spend a few days breathing the sea air: the teenage 
son takes me out for walks, my mother chats with the 
wife, who, with female good sense, has already under-
stood how the war will end and that it will be useful 
then to have been kind to us. Or maybe she really de-
spised that opportunistic, cowardly husband if, gazing 
out the window at him lounging in the garden, in the 
striped pajamas worn during the day by idle Italian 
men, she let out a “Look, he seems like a prisoner,” 
revealing herself to be prophetic. 

After a few days, when the clever trap failed, we 
were home. 

That’s when I have my best war adventure: my 
father, who is longing to see me, gets my mother to send 
me for one night to the now deconsecrated bachelor flat 
and has me return home alone the next morning, so as 
not to attract attention. Alone, and with some news that 
to me is incomprehensible: a genuine eight-year-old 
partisan courier! Alone, I who had always been accom-
panied, who shouldn’t have known Venice, and who, in-
stead, like a dog, like a horse, like a cat, magically find 
my way: I turn nonchalantly into alleys, dance across 
the Rialto Bridge as if it were mine—because it is mine, 
this marvellous city is mine, with the sun, the shadow, 
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the fragrance of spices, thanks to those nineteenth-cen-
tury groceries that have gradually been destroyed to be-
come shops for radios, then refrigerators, then 
televisions, finally mobile phones (I don’t even dare 
write the affectionate diminutive that only Italians use 
for them, as if they were children), following or antici-
pating the wave that produces first the boom and then 
the bust. 

When my mission was completed, my father had to 
leave to other comrades in transit the hospitable refuge 
that had seen so many missions, apart from men alone, 
in need of a shave, trousers maybe pulled on over paja-
mas, head lost in thoughts far from lascivious. 

Happy ending? For some yes, but not for the so-
cialist baker, who ended up in Dachau and remained 
there forever. 

Now the danger is really close, almost palpable, and 
another refuge is needed. A humble little family offers 
it, with a dark house in a dead-end alley, welcoming that 
strange tenant knowing perfectly well who he is and 
what type of peace he’s looking for. It’s hard to be shut 
up there for months, unable to go out for a breath of 
air, except in deepest night with the good ear pricked 
for the patrols: but it’s harder to end up in Dachau. 

Papa isn’t the type to lose heart: he continues his 
clandestine activity, writing his articles, he studies and 
learns English, while the small amount of money set 
aside at home slips into the pockets of the “black 
marketeers” who always emerge under a regime of 
hunger. Personally, the “jacket and trousers” still make 
me sick, which are not male sports clothes but split 
peas, of which my mother managed to get a supply that 
to me seemed inexhaustible. I was a fussy child: I made 
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my resistance to the split peas and won the war. Al-
though I was very thin (but everyone was thin at the 
time, you have only to look at the photographs: a tide 
of moustaches, brilliantine, gaunt men and women) I 
managed to leave them on the plate. 

Hope is the best tonic, and most people now 
hoped, and managed to stay on their feet in expectation 
of the first day of freedom, a new and slightly myste-
rious concept and condition for at least one generation. 
That first day, which came for the city after 25 April3, 
wasn’t so heroic and exhilarating. One can’t enter Ven-
ice in jeeps with girls jumping on them, which is so 
newsreel, and, besides, the ironic and witty character of 
the citizens (in this a true exception to Po Valley impas-
sivity) is such that a few Englishmen, in ranks so loose 
as to seem random, emerged from the then Ponte Lit-
torio and found scarcely anyone to greet them. The im-
placable Venetians, faces always turned to the past, 
commented, “Nothing like the glorious returns of the 
galleys after the victories of ‘our Lion.’ ” Ironic and 
witty yes, but many hurried to get a card stamped some-
how, legitimate or not, certifying that they belonged to 
the National Liberation Committee and to some parti-
san brigade, where they had performed acts worthy of 
recognition and, maybe, reward. 

Hope and celebration and fear had been exhausted 
already, several days earlier, when news of the insurgent 
north4 arrived. Insurgent? There’s never insurgency 
here, it’s not for impoverished aristocrats like us. 

3  25 April, Liberation Day, commemorates the end of Mussolini’s 
Republic of Salò and of the Nazi occupation of Italy, in 1945. (TN)
4  A reference to the partisan groups that had arisen in the north to 
fight the Nazi-Fascists. (TN)
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25 April, though, I remember very well. That day has 
been a grand holiday in Venice for centuries. It’s the Feast 
of San Marco: the square and the basilica are decorated 
with roses, rosebuds (bocoli, “buds,” to be precise) are sold 
on every corner in the good years, because tradition has 
it that men give their women a rosebud, and to the 
women it’s really important, oh how important it is. In 
1945, obviously, there weren’t many flowers around or 
much money to spend on them: yet a fresh, playful spirit 
spread among the people, who had all come out of their 
houses, into the alleys and the squares. There were still a 
few snipers shooting from the rooftops, but no one paid 
attention: it was over for them, really over, they would 
soon come down to surrender, to pay, if always too little.  

A group of women, among them a neighbour of ours, 
were chattering on, as only the Venetians know how to do, 
next to the tobacconist’s, in the sun, in San Giacomo 
dall’Orio, the beautiful square with full, leafy trees, a rarity 
in a place dedicated to water. 

We hear a hiss, a thud, an unknown sound, shouts, 
cries. The grenade launched by one of those desperate 
men on the roofs has hit the little group of happy chat-
tering women and killed them all. 

For me, peace exploded that day. 
 
Enmities 
 
When we grow up and then get old and then sick, 

we tend to confuse facts and acts of childhood and ad-
olescence, seeing them, from a distance, haloed in a 
gilded light, wrapped like coloured sweets. 

Not me. I know that that is the cruellest age, when 
scratches cut like wounds, because the skin is soft and 
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delicate, and more sensitive. For some people, then, 
those minor clashes, those spontaneous antipathies are 
experienced as unforgivable offences. So it was for me. 

It’s easy to fondly recall a gentle, affectionate man, 
just on the side of the just, and with the halo of the 
persecuted politician, who—now that I’ve grown used 
to waiting behind the door for his return, ready to 
twine myself around him—has to be far from home for 
long periods. 

The one who’s always with me is my mother, very 
often lying on the bed—a wet cloth on her forehead, 
shutters closed, silence—for her daily, epic migraine. 
No one comes to see us, neither an adult to talk to nor 
a child to play with. The only infringement is to sit on 
the floor, but on a blanket, because of the germs. 

My mother, like thousands of others, has a mania 
for cleanliness. She’s one of those who yell “Dirty, 
dirty!” when the child picks up something interesting 
off the ground, and who pretend to hit the little hand 
that’s held out trustingly so they can admire the new 
treasure together. Thus children learn that the world 
is made of shit long before they have the living proof. 

Hostility between mother and daughter is ex-
tremely common, and mutual, made up of admiration, 
antipathy, envy, trust, suspicion: a tie that’s too tight, 
like an umbilical cord that can also strangle you. 

Certain images remain, intensely vivid. 
I’m going to get my tonsils out, because they force 

me to keep my mouth open, giving me the look of a 
halfwit. I agree and feel a mixture of fear and pride at 
the idea of facing a real operation. The idea quickly be-
comes a reality. I’m five, and I have a grey coat with red 
polka dots, cut from a coat of my mother’s, according 
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to the latest fashion of war. The coat is removed and 
I’m hoisted onto a strange chair that spins; I look out 
of the window at the Grand Canal, which today is 
blue, and I hear the instruments clinking and ap-
proaching when, without any fuss, my mouth and nose 
are stopped up by the ether mask. I wake two minutes 
later, and the tonsils are no longer mine, they’re on a 
small metal plate, in plain view: will they give them to 
the cats? “Blow, blow hard!” the doctor orders me, giv-
ing me an immense white handkerchief. A lot of 
blood, then a little less, still less, almost nothing. They 
put my coat back on, and I set off, on my legs, towards 
the door. I’m filled with pride at this trial confronted 
and passed without complaint, without tears, and I 
wait for an admiring comment, a word of praise. In-
stead my mother, an actress who lives her part, 
chooses just that moment of my glory to faint. Every-
one is around to pick her up, lay her on a stretcher, 
give her little slaps that are like caresses, perfumes that 
stink. The day I was the protagonist, she stole the role. 
No one is concerned with me anymore, they’ve left me 
at the door, looking at that stupid scene that I will 
never forget as long as I live. 

Another memory. 
It should be said that until I was past twenty and 

left home, my mother always intervened imperiously 
in the choice of my clothes, handbags, shoes: that is, 
she wanted to shop with me and choose herself. Be-
sides making me incapable of decisions for a long 
time, it humiliated me to the point where, sitting on 
the stool of shame, I burst out crying, to the embar-
rassed consternation of the sales assistants who didn’t 
know how to behave with that peculiar young lady. 
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We arrived cheerfully one morning at the old reli-
able shop that would witness the shameful adult tears: 
I must have been four or five. I had seen something 
marvellous in the window, a pair of green and white 
shoes that my mamma promised to buy for me instead 
of the usual T-strap sandals. It wasn’t simply a whim: 
those were the shoes of happiness, not useful but nec-
essary. I see my mamma horrified, but I hear her say: 
“A promise is a promise.” She goes to pay, she whispers 
with the salesman, and we go out. I carry the box with 
devotion, like a relic, like the Most Holy, and from time 
to time I kiss the hand that is finally maternal. At home, 
on the bed, slowly, with anxious excitement, I unfold 
the tissue paper and learn, instantly, what betrayal is: 
the Holy of Holies is only an ordinary pair of sandals, 
white, with the T-strap. I ask nothing and she says noth-
ing: I understand the expression of disgust, the low-
voiced whispering with the salesman. I go to my room 
and cry, silently. 

Thus hostility grows in the child’s heart, which is 
small and can’t yet hold a lot, and has to save a little for 
others. 

Peers, for example. 
When adults try to take you to a house, to a party 

that doesn’t interest you, and think they’ll tempt you by 
saying, “Come on, you’ll have fun, there will be other 
children,” they don’t know how wrong they are. Are we 
dogs or monkeys, happy to be among similar animals, 
to delouse one another, bite one another’s ears, smell 
one another’s bottom? 

We are not animals that are similar but small 
people who are all different. I detest children my age: 
the boys so noisy, with a mania for running, arms 
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spread, in imitation of aeroplanes, or, sprawled on the 
ground, racing little cars, and voicing the roar of the 
engine; the girls even worse, putting on silly beads or, 
contorting their small mouths, playing “ladies,” who 
talk about clothes and husbands, practising, uncon-
sciously, for the conversations they’ll have in the fu-
ture, forever.  

For years I carried in me that antipathy for the 
girls. When I saw my classmates stop to look in the 
shop windows, I’d keep going; when they laughed 
loudly on the street, in a group, convinced they were 
attracting the admiring attention of the boys, I was 
embarrassed and moved away from them. 

I must have been a detestable and detested girl, 
always studying, pedantic, stuck up: only timidity, and 
cowardice, somewhat hid these traits. 

But what was I? A girl, a woman, a child? I had 
confused ideas. My mother (yes, her again) would 
never let me grow my hair, insisting from birth on the 
cruel, barbaric rite of the haircut, when she had my 
head clipped by a barber, and people marvelled to see 
“a boy with earrings.” I had to be content with swing-
ing my head back and forth in front of the mirror, 
imagining I had the locks of Mélisande. 

What to say about the short socks, already left be-
hind by all my classmates for more elegant knee socks 
and then, gradually, adult stockings? I was also the last 
to abandon the skirt with suspenders. At my protests, 
she said, without regard: “But you don’t have hips!” 
and so? what about elastic, belts, buttons? 

Naturally everything was made worse by that 
damn nuns’ school, where coexisting in the same class 
were blockheads from good families who were multiple 
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repeaters but were large-breasted and tall and had 
boyfriends; and skinny little mice, shabby but keeping 
up with their studies. And it was precisely the prettiest, 
most envied and most hated of those oblivious block-
heads that I happened to meet on the street the ter-
rible day my mother made me wear a straw hat from 
Florence, all flowers and bows—“shepherdess,” it was 
called—and, thus rigged out, cross the city, take the 
big ferry, and go to the Lido, to visit my godmother. 
In the narrow alleys where the wind slipped in, the 
cumbersome Florentine shepherdess flew off my rigid 
neck and passersby made good-humoured comments 
that I took as malicious insults; coming out into the 
sun of the dock, I thought I was safe when the pretty 
blonde appeared, all tan, and, calling to me by my last 
name, as was the custom at school, simply praised my 
elegance. Maybe she spoke in good faith, but I inter-
preted it as mockery, and it pierced my heart. I tore 
the odious object off my head and folded it in four, in 
eight, in sixteen, in thirty-two, to annihilate it, kill it, 
make it disappear from the face of the Earth.  

Speaking of pierced hearts. 
That Jesus, with the curiously split blond beard, 

the Nordic blue eyes, had one in his bare hand, with-
out even a bandage, a glove, a piece of paper, and so 
that heart was bleeding, a little repulsive, almost beat-
ing. The sisters put these Jesus figures everywhere: 
one even moved his eyes, which followed you to the 
door with an air of gentle reproach, yet no one feared 
him. 

What did inspire fear was the Good Friday med-
itation that every year concluded the so-called spiritual 
exercises that consisted of skipping school, pretending to 
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read edifying texts, and praying or singing all together, 
each one thinking of her own affairs. Attention sud-
denly revived when “he” arrived, the priest in charge 
of moulding our tender little souls with the prescribed 
exercises, that is, the spiritual gym class. Tall, with 
dark good looks, Don Saverio, soon Monsignor Save-
rio, instead made everyone’s heart beat more quickly, 
nuns and girls, delightfully sowing a taste for sin. 

His pièce de résistance was the Good Friday med-
itation. He could be found already in his place in the 
church, head in hands, absorbed in thoughts so pro-
found that he didn’t even hear the rustle of our 
smocks, the scraping of our feet, the creak of the 
benches. Returning to himself, as if coming up from 
an underwater immersion, he began the story of the 
Passion of Christ in a very low voice: the condemna-
tion, the spitting, the lashes. Then, in a voice still low 
but more vibrant, he moved on to the infamous tor-
ture: the heavy cross, the ascent of Calvary, the falls. 
The crucifixion with its company of nails, the uncom-
fortable cramped position, and the lance piercing the 
side required a higher tone, to erupt at the end in the 
tortured and torturing cry: “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me!” Silence. Long. Artistic pause 
with head again between hands. Raising it, he began 
the examination: staring at us one by one, he sought 
clearly among us the one who was guilty of such de-
struction. Not finding her, he concluded that we were 
all guilty and, after describing in the most minute de-
tail the torments of Hell, he threatened us with them 
unless… Unless with a truly repentant and suffering 
soul we washed away our sin by taking refuge in con-
fession, the first unsteady step toward redemption. 
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I, who already loved the theatre but was naively ig-
norant of professional reality, asked to confess with Don 
Saverio, not knowing that lead actors don’t like having 
the young hopefuls around but prefer the old has-beens. 

I rummaged in my conscience in search of the ba-
sest desires, the most blasphemous thoughts. Partly the 
preceding meditation, partly (I say it without modesty) 
natural talent, drew me into the role of Mary Magda-
lene. Oh, how useful long hair would have been at that 
moment! 

But with his hand he stopped the tears I had man-
aged to produce and in a voice no longer vibrant, no 
longer seductive, said to me: “They’re all nonsense. 
Three Our Fathers, Hail Marys, and Glorias.” 

Hugely insulted, I got up and left, with no act of 
contrition. 

So the shepherd lost the hundredth sheep: he didn’t 
look for her and didn’t find her.
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In Genoa, during the year 2000, a group of friends close to 

‘thirtification’, namely turning thirty, an event perceived as an 

apocalypse, get by. It is a real Club, and its members have 

conjured a fictional world and given each other Walt Disney 

nicknames: Eega Beeva, Gladstone, Dickie Duck, Pluto. Their 

companion Fethry Duck is the book’s protagonist. His life, 

made of occasional small jobs, a father who disappeared at 

sea and a mother who is a professional medium, is upset 

by the reappearance of Anna-Zenobia, whom he has loved 

for a very long time and still loves like a madman. 

The Disney Will is the story of Fethry and of his friends’ 

search for Anna, in a proliferation of events that defy every 

certainty and fracture reality itself. But it is also a reflection on 

the way in which stories shape our identities, an interrogation 

on the concept of true and false and on their inextricable 

contamination, a story about the passage of time, which the 

protagonists oppose with a naive myth of youth. 

Written in an extremely rich and versatile style, with lyrical 

outbursts and ironical digressions on tics and the myths of 

mass society, The Disney Will is an escape from reality and 

a song about love, friendship, the fear of growing up and 

the ache of existence. 

 

Paolo Zanotti (1971 - 2012) taught Contemporary Italian 

Literature and Comparative Literature in various 

universities. He was a translator (Memoir of Fleeming 
Jenkin by Stevenson), an essayist (on adventure fiction and 

children’s books) and an editorial curator (among others for 

the collection Classics of Homosexuality). 
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Stunt-town 
Stuntown. A theory on how they’re born. Each 

time the members of the Club dream of a city (red, 
tall buildings, clock towers, widenings on Guadalqui-
vìr canals, the garden you could see from the win-
dow but now it’s gone) they wake up exhausted and 
worried sick. What are dream cities? They’re 
clearly technicolour builds of roads and neighbour-
hoods for this and other cities. What favours their 
birth? Several factors. We could start talking 
about all the times we find ourselves thinking that 
there shouldn’t be that kind of street that just dis-
appeared right there, and only then does the suspi-
cion creep in that in the mismatched topography of 
youth, that street had indeed always been there 
and not on the other side of town. Not even the 
standardisation of old town centres should be 
glossed over. These historical centres of Italian 
cities, picturesque representatives, ever useless 
and alien, that are only really useful at night when 
you’re building highly-detailed Lego cities. 

from Notebook for a future edit 
 

1 
Thoughts on waking up: the first species of fish mi-

grating from the Red Sea was found in Haifa thirty-two 
years after the opening of the Suez Canal. That means in 
1902. The Red Sea is a much more competitive habitat 
compared to the Mediterranean, they’re all warm and 
squeezed in together, once they make it to this side they 
spread. Indeed, there are 1500 species in the Red Sea, 
only 550 in the Mediterranean. The black marlin, the bar-
racuda, the pike’s evil brothers and all the rest come from 
Gibraltar, but also with the ships, they run from 
aquariums, they adapt, the temperatures have risen. Off 
the Ligurian coast there’s already an embryo of coral reef. 
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Thoughts on waking up: the coral reef is 20 million 
years old and I have never seen it. The first coral octo-
pus dates back to 600 million years ago. The sea is like 
a vast prairie, the sea was like a vast prairie. Tempera-
tures rise, pollution rises. Coral dies, loses colour, and 
gets buried under rubble, slabs of dead coral, aban-
doned skyscrapers, my dried starfish collection. The 
coral reef: 20 million years and I’ve never seen it. The 
first coral octopus dates back to 600 million years ago. 
In the subtropical zones, where water is clear and warm. 
Off the Ligurian coast there’s already an embryo of 
coral reef. Around Albenga, I think. 

I spring to my feet. If I open my eyes I can see the 
island, if I open my eyes I can see the island, I think. 

Then I open my eyes and I see the island. 
I calm down. A swept, clear sky. Seeing for the first 

time crows and seagulls together is strange, but you get 
used to it. No one goes by on the road: it’s too early. 
Along the guard-rails a slow conspiracy of poppies and 
Alfalfa is still looking for me, but they’ll never guess 
what I’m thinking about. 

About the world starting again today, tsk. 
When I arrived yesterday, just before midnight, I 

couldn’t be sure that the island was there, right there, 
close and simple. It’s not on any map, after all no real 
place ever is. But the doubt didn’t last long: as I was 
searching for a more sheltered spot for the night – to 
think that it was actually hot in the city – I tripped over 
the old teddy bear, the Coccolino that my mother had 
received with the fabric softener tokens, and which is 
now tattered, crusty with algae and limpets, paws 
tangled up in fishing lines. 

Huh, I told him, you end up here too? It really is 
fate that we should always end up meeting, us two, I 
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told him. No, don’t be scared, now I know you’re not 
one of those creepy objects, one of those one-eyed dolls 
and devil-filled bottles that you find in folklore and 
comics, that you always throw away and they always 
come back. Easy, teddy bear, this time there’s nothing 
weird if you made it here. It’s reality. And reality wants 
for teddy bears to end up on the island. 

The island… 
Now that I see it I think that, well, it’s beautiful, 

wonderful, that’s all, lovely as a tropical atoll – bluest 
blue, greenest green – like the ones you see on TV, but 
different. It has rivers of dark liquid, pesticide winds, 
silver walls that catch fire when the sun hits them, and, 
on top, a sort of unreal plateau beaten by birds, and very 
little vegetation. In some spots you can still see some-
thing surfacing, like the charred remains of a half-bu-
ried plane (I think I can make out its tail, fuselage, a 
broken wing) or a prehistoric bicycle. 

It’s so beautiful I almost start crying. I ask myself 
whether I’ve really come to the end of the story and the 
searching, or if it will elude me once more. Yesterday 
morning I was as sad as a rock, then I plucked up some 
courage and ran away from the hospital. Now that I’m 
here can I at least be sure that this place is real? Is it 
true that Anna is here? Everyone dreams of Sleeping 
Beauty – but what does Sleeping Beauty dream of? 

No, I can’t be wrong. I used to always lose things, 
then people too, but I eventually found out why. I’ve 
never seen the coral reef, I’ve never seen a cheetah, not 
even a zoo cheetah, because I don’t like zoos – but this is 
definitely the island. I can’t say that it’s the place I’ve al-
ways dreamed of, and I can’t say that I will live there 
happily ever after, living off the land and sea, in touch 
with nature. But even if I’ll never learn to climb the 
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coconut trees or hunt sharks with a knife, well, the island 
is still the best thing we could have right now, Coccolino. 

Happy island. Yes, Shangri-La, Eldorado, the 
Northwest Passage, the elephant graveyard. Maybe 
that’s where we’ll set up the Club again, that’s where 
we’ll all meet again. (A lorry comes by, I have to hide.) 

 
2 

So if they’ll also be there what’s the need for all this 
mumble mumble about something so pointless, trivial, 
actually in the past? 

Well, it’s just that for me and all of us it wasn’t really 
trivial. It was everything. It was the bestest and roun-
dest, the search for a verdadera vida etcetera and so on 
in an infinite scrolling. But then everything ended up 
there, on the island. Everything, even them. And the is-
land – the new world – you can only understand it by 
talking about them. 

Thinking back we weren’t that important, not even 
that close, us members of the Pythagoras Club. After all, 
we were as frivolous as the Surrealists, lucky but by 
chance like the Secret Seven, big babies like the Putty 
Club, but definitely the winners in terms of losers. And 
even if some of us knew each other since childhood, we 
weren’t like other groups of friends who move with the 
wind like passive clouds, we didn’t react to the magnetism 
of the world like the synchronised legs of a single frog. 
What kept us together was a bundle of theories that think-
ing back we never really cared about that much (the in-
evitable future replacement of any spontaneous passion 
in terms of music; the cult of coincidences; tropicalisation 
of the Mediterranean; the feeling that the X-Files were al-
ways right) and – in particular – the awareness of living in 
a ‘stuntown’. 
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The word had been invented by Alessandra, aka 
Dickie Duck, but we’d all adopted it immediately. By 
stuntown we mean a city’s double, maybe to be used in 
action scenes: stuntman, stuntown. Examples? Well, 
there are different types of stuntown. First of all the 
money related stuntowns, like Vancouver and its sur-
roundings used to recreate Washington and every re-
mote corner of the States in the X-Files, or like Toronto, 
that often stands in for Manhattan in action films. It 
seems that it’s less expensive to shoot in Canada, we 
loved Canada a lot. Then there are other stuntowns for 
the likes of us to conjure up – but never replace – the 
atmosphere of American films: Naples and Genoa, the 
setting for police and noir style films from the 1970s, 
with their ups and downs in the port areas trying to en-
sure a touch of San Francisco. But by doing so we were 
also creating something else entirely, something com-
pletely unexpected: Genoa and Naples were not San 
Francisco, but they also weren’t the usual Genoa and 
Naples. That is what excited us. And then of course 
there was Dario Argento, who in Profondo Rosso stitched 
together bits of Rome and Turin for… dang, I never re-
member if Profondo Rosso was set in Rome or Florence 
or some unnamed city… In short, the best thing about 
a stuntown is that you can do whatever you want in it, 
you can make Toronto more New Yorkish than New 
York, or reinvent it into an entirely new city, at the same 
time Zanzibar, Mouseton and Timbuktu, where roads 
suddenly end up in Africa, muezzins appear from attics 
and you meet old men in bars who are actually spies 
from other worlds, other governments, the Junior 
Woodchuck Troop leader or the emperor of Mongo. 
Stuntown, city of illusions. Maybe because a stuntown, 
in itself, means absolutely nothing. 
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In any case, we lived in a stuntown, yep. Which one? 
You can probably cross out Mouseton. 

The day that everything changed took place shortly 
after the start of the third millennium, in March, the 
cheetah month. The world would you believe it had not 
ended and for us in the Club, who had bet every last 
drop of our trustworthiness on the end of the aforemen-
tioned, those were not particularly happy days.  

This on a personal pride level, you understand, be-
cause for the rest there is still that thing called survival 
instinct. Eega Beeva claimed that we still couldn’t be 
entirely sure, because a new millennium that starts with 
the revival of the scooter can’t really be a new millen-
nium, just an old millennium dragging its feet a couple 
of months longer just out of inertia. A swan’s song. But 
we were sceptical by then. After all Eega Beeva was the 
only one of us who really had an apocalyptic inclination. 
But I should stop talking for the others now – I didn’t 
want to do so before, they wouldn’t have let me before, 
even more so now after everything that’s happened, so 
why start doing it. Anyway, that morning of a month al-
ready quite far into the new millennium I was not only 
utterly convinced that the world would’ve kept going 
abundantly further than the decomposition of my mor-
tal remains, but I’d also got up really early, that was no 
time for ducks, and I was even headed to the supermar-
ket to pick up some shopping for my mum and so for 
myself too. 

I arrive at the Esselunga supermarket with the Frog 
(a green Garelli moped, old and rickety). No car for us, 
not even on the cards with mum’s salary – a lot of pres-
tige (undeserved, if you ask me), but very little money. 
Before the parking area there’s a small slope with tufts 
of grass on either side. You’re quite high up so you can 
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see that panoramic sea, flat and incredible like the Pan-
nonian plane. For the umpteenth time I think about 
starting travelling again, but it’s the sort of thought that 
hurts, when Anna was around I travelled a lot. I aban-
don the Frog, too tired and old, the poor thing, for a 
city of ups and downs. The weather is undefined, maybe 
it’s trying to rain, it’d be fun if it started to rain, I like 
feeling my feet breaking through the veil of water. 
Maybe if it rained the trees in the concrete flower beds 
would also be grateful, I wonder how trees planted in 
supermarket car parks manage to survive. Is winter 
worse than summer for them? Maybe they’re fake. 

There are some kids playing in the car park too, and 
they look like birds. I’ve noticed that sometimes, in 
front of the bigger supermarkets they install those play 
areas like they have in McDonald’s places, with swings 
and cages with coloured rubber balls, yeah I wonder if 
in the same chain of shops there are same types of struc-
ture. Clearly mothers just leave their kids there before 
going in. But in my supermarket these areas, these 
games, no sign of them. So it’s weird that these kids 
have been left out here like this. Maybe they didn’t even 
come here with their mum. Maybe there are no parks 
in the area. Yeah. Maybe that’s why they don’t look too 
happy. They’re giving me a weird feeling, like an omen, 
their red ball bouncing unreally on the ground like in 
the corridor of the space station Solaris, Tarkovsky’s 
film (Solaris has meant a lot to me, during my life, but 
that’s a different story). The kids then. And there’s one 
wearing a yellow Pokémon t-shirt watching me with sad 
eyes like two big black olives. 

As I step in I feel the shock of the aircon, March is 
a little too soon for it to be pleasant. Had I been born a 
little later maybe today mum would’ve been here to do 
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some shopping too, and would’ve left me out there with 
the other kids. Maybe in the future I would’ve become 
a bit more sociable, but I only think about it paradox-
ically. Anyway, I promised her I’d do the shopping, so 
she wrote me a list. This is definitely a good thing, firstly 
because my memory is terrible, and especially because 
I tend to get lost in supermarkets, in Anna’s memory 
(I’m as loyal as a sunflower, me) and so the list is some-
thing I can hold on to, my wooden two-coloured life-
buoy, quite heavy out of water, with SOS painted on it.  

There’s a lot of people inside, I didn’t pick a great 
time to come here. Some seem on free roaming mode, 
like I’d do, of course, if only I didn’t have the list, others 
are more like schooners stopping at each mooring 
marked down on the map, or like the sun in each house 
of the zodiac. I start off on task: yeast, pasta, bottled 
water, milk, the Mulino Bianco Galletti biscuits – yep, 
I’m much faster than usual this time – only a couple of 
beers for me, limoncello for her, olive paste, ground 
beef, sand for the cat that under 3000 liras ‘becomes a 
ball’ and over that becomes ‘agglomerating’ – then I 
start to get lost in the frozen foods aisle, I think that it’s 
not possible that those fish used to be alive, where did 
they come from, the Seven Seas? I try remembering 
what the Seven Seas were once upon a time, but I draw 
a blank, I’ll have to look them up at some point. The 
odorous Maluku. The Azores don’t sound bad either. 
Rule of thumb: the less a fish is liked, the more names 
it has in the Mediterranean. Now an abandoned fish 
myself, I start wandering with my half filled trolley. I 
didn’t think there were so many types of cup, some are 
even coordinated with the plate sets: lines Saphir, Ox-
ford, Romeo, Shang, the latter with a pretty ideogram 
that probably doesn’t exist or maybe means – like – 
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Cantonese style rice or spring rolls. And what about the 
Moses bucket, so called because it divides the water, 
one side for the clean stuff, one for the dirty? I slowly 
and inevitably gravitate closer to the toy aisle, even 
though that tandem basically hovering mid-air is dis-
tracting. In the meantime I think that it’s weird that all 
these people are trying really hard not to bump into 
each other in their individual routes. I think about how 
much effort we put in every day to avoid contact with 
other people. Oh, yeah, the toys… 

I’m struck by a small plastic boat being sold as the 
Luna Rossa (‘Luna Rossa! IT naviga veramente! GB 
really steers!’) because I had no idea that this sort of 
cheap trinket was still being sold, I think, their golden 
age was the 1970s, when I was a kid, hungry for plastic 
TV screens and glittering things, on one side the Micro-
nauts, on the other abysmal imitations of Japanese batt-
ling robots, and the water pistols that were already 
growing to become machine guns, rifles, handy uzi, 
green and yellow AK-47s. It’s so violet to feel nostalgic, 
would’ve said Anna. I hold on, as I do I start counting 
things, I just need one glance to confirm that the vol-
ume of the few water bazookas in the supermarket is 
500 times bigger than the pistols, that the number of 
tiles in this aisle of the supermarket is the same to the 
one in my room (though in my room they’re smaller), 
and so one can easily suppose that – supermarkets’ per-
imeters are usually regular, and there are no nooks, ob-
lique lines or hiding places – the total number of tiles is 
around 62.500 (Eega Beeva has often told me that my 
relationship with numbers and animals is insane, and 
that a good psychiatrist etcetera), so, given the number 
of supermarkets I have been to in my life – but there’s 
something missing here, maybe an announcement, I 
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think the speakers in the supermarket have stopped 
making a sound for a second, like when the chattering 
of people stops when you stick fingers in your ears or 
when an angel in slippers walks by, and I find myself in 
front of something entirely unexpected. The plush Coc-
colino teddy bear, far away from the softener shelf. It 
must mean something. Indeed, the chattering picks up 
again, as do the speakers. 

Coccolino. The softener’s plush teddy bear, of 
course. I have to admit that I do like it, it reminds me 
of the one I got Anna. I’m already thinking about what 
name to give it. I look for the price, as I’m not sure I 
can afford to buy it, and that would solve the issue. I 
can’t find it, there are no labels, there are no barcodes, 
maybe you can only get it by purchasing two bottles of 
softener? And that’s when I let myself be taken over by 
one of those impulses that, let’s admit it, I really liked 
about Anna. I look around, no one’s looking at me, al-
most as if I’d planned it, I grab it and hide it under my 
denim jacket, hoping no one will notice the bump too 
much. Which is very noticeable. But now that I’ve done 
it I need to leave this aisle quickly and I run to the tills.  

They obviously stop me at the tills. The cashier with 
her blue apron and stork build stares at me with a stern 
telling-me-off look that she must’ve learned in a cashier 
training video. I mustn’t panic, usually in this case a 
couple of things can happen: 1) the thief pulls out a gun 
and the cashier’s teacher stare melts – you asked for it! 
– with a scream; 2) the thief is an utter loser, we knew 
that from the start of the film, and things will go even 
worse for him now, in a chain of humiliating events; 3) 
the thief tries making it into a joke and softens, or even 
seduces, the cashier. Lacking the guns, I try the jokes, 
something unlikely like will you look at that! How did 
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this end up here? She doesn’t laugh. I already see film 
number 2 before me. I try making amends, I don’t 
know how much this fucking bear costs but I might be 
able to pay for it: kidding, kidding, of course I’m paying 
for it… She’s not bad, after all, they just draw her that 
way, and I can see she’ll let me go as long as I have the 
money. She takes the bear, looks for the code, can’t find 
it (‘I’d noticed there was no price,’ I chuck in to lighten 
things up. ‘That’s why I thought, well, I didn’t have to 
pay.’), automatically calls the usual more expert col-
league, and the oracle responds that of course there’s 
no price, the supermarket doesn’t stock plush teddy 
bears, and it’s been a while since Coccolino has had any 
as free gifts. The stork-cashier is confused, she tells me 
that a customer must have clearly forgotten it there, I 
should take it to the lost and found desk. But at this 
point I tell her that of course, my brain, that teddy bear 
is clearly mine, but, uh, well, dunno how to say this, well 
I was embarrassed at my age still with a teddy, please I 
beg you sorry for the inconvenience and the time – oh 
god – wasted, look, I still need to pay for my shopping, 
keep the change, and I rush outside. 

That was a close one. But thinking back to it today 
I’m not sure if it had been the best thing. Maybe that 
teddy bear is what set everything else off? Would I have 
seen her again had I not taken the teddy bear? I spoke 
about it with Eega Beeva a lot, but he, wise as ever, said 
that it had to happen, that the teddy was just a side de-
tail, a reality effect, a comic touch. Maybe, but I still 
had some doubts. 

Because that’s exactly when it happened. I mean: 
the event, the apparition, the swimmer diving after wait-
ing ten years for the gun to go off, the voice of the kid 
in a block of only adults, the special effect that should’ve 
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been part of an X-Files episode, in which Mulder and 
Scully would’ve appreciated it much more than me, 
and would’ve been able to better understand and rec-
ord it and prevent the rest. Me, on the other hand, with 
my limited tools, I was unable to understand it, I felt 
like a déjà-vu, I’ve seen you before, the memory of a 
dream. In our games, the stuntown was filled with 
thieves and ghosts, messages and Moorish perspectives 
– but only in our games. This was it: for the entire time 
I’d been inside the supermarket, the car park had re-
mained the same, though you could tell it had rained a 
couple of minutes. It was both reassuring and concern-
ing that the kids were still there. Were their mums tak-
ing longer to shop? Weren’t they worried about getting 
back to their telenovelas and latte-e-menta? It seemed 
difficult. Or maybe it was true that the kids were there 
by themselves, spontaneous growths unlike the trees? 
I’d always expected more from kids, I’d always hoped 
they knew more than us and came from other places, 
other times. Like her? Yeah, because at that moment a 
young Roma girl appeared out of the side of the super-
market, I couldn’t see her face fully because of her veil 
and my position. She moved closer to the kids, who all 
fell quiet at the same time, maybe scared, maybe 
charmed, as I was charmed after all, by the riddle of a 
walk of that Roma girl and the monotonous chiming 
of her ankle bracelet. The girl took the sad-eyed boy I 
had spotted earlier, pulled him towards her, almost hid 
him into her skirt. Before disappearing in the girl’s em-
brace, the boy turned towards his friends, raising his 
head, showing his naked throat, but in silence, his eyes 
shattered. Then, along with the boy, the Roma girl 
started climbing the slope, at the top of which awaited 
– I was sure of it – that big black fancy car. Now I could 
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see her better, sure she’d changed a bit – her skin was 
darker maybe because of the sun’s effect on those with-
out a home or maybe a disguise worthy of Mata Hari – 
but it was Anna. 

The panic attack I had avoided in the confrontation 
with the cashier was now unavoidable. It took over me, 
leaving me of stone, my heart hammering, my breathing 
stopped, I watched in slow-motion the kids’ movements 
who went back to playing as if nothing had happened, 
delusional clouds, giant sun. I kept telling myself: come 
on, come on, run. I kept telling myself: please. 

I started running, reached the Frog almost scream-
ing, bumbling and overheating because of the bags and 
the teddy bear, and the worst part was that I could feel 
Fox Mulder’s sarcastic stare over me, as he shook his 
head in disappointment. 

 
3 

Crisis over, I headed for the Club with the same 
eagerness that a freshly banished through exorcism 
spirit might feel in seeing a new warm body available, 
its two-in-one kibbutz. 

Technically the Club’s rules didn’t allow to know 
in advance the place of its meetings, that usually took 
place either at one of our houses or in any other place 
in town. In practice though, the thing went by stretches, 
and there was always one place where everyone pre-
ferred to meet up. Until a couple of months ago, that 
special place was my house, or rather my squat house, 
three empty rooms that well fitted our minimalist feel-
ings in waiting for the apocalypse, but with the new mil-
lennium we’d fallen into full IT fever, and the only 
computer linked to the internet was in Eega Beeva’s 
house. So I reach the centre with the loyal Frog and 
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from there the tight streets of Castello. Eega Beeva lives 
on the top floor of a house in the Gatta mora area, a de-
tail that had filled us with wasted enthusiasm the time 
– six months earlier – that he’d told us about his new 
place, until we discovered that there was no actual view 
of the port, just of the building in front, and at that 
height only a couple of metres away, just enough to 
hang a narrow washing line. 

As I walk in I see we’re all here: Eega Beeva and 
Dickie at the computer, Pluto curled up in a corner, 
Gladstone almost laying over Dickie’s lap, to be noticed. 
MTV in the background. I’m in a pitiful state, but no 
one seems to think that anything special has happened, 
maybe because I’m always a little like this, maybe be-
cause anyone with that amount of bags of those five 
flights of stairs would be at least a little dishevelled. And 
in any case, this is the Club, this is the nest, this is the 
game of the world, and it’s not lack of caring from them, 
it’s not frivolity, but order and safety, and I feel safer 
too, immediately, and I almost forget about Anna as I 
walk in. And so: ‘Hey Fethry,’ (that’s what they call me) 
says Dickie, then summarises the daily agenda for me: 
Eega Beeva had an interesting dream that night, him as 
a explorer with extra large colonial clothing, a long po-
made-filled ponytail, his Thnuckle-Booh finally by his 
side and together they watched the horizon of a stormy 
sea from the top floor of a gambling den (half naked 
dancers scattered around), placed slap bang in the 
middle of an island of perfectly round shape and tor-
mented by the aforementioned storm (trees uprooted, 
swamp grounds). 

The dream was obviously fake, given that Eega Beeva 
never sleeps, and when he does sleep he doesn’t dream; 
anyway, it gave us the input for a series of activities. For 
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example, I can see on the table a white bucket of water 
with a rocky island at the centre, made out of old 
knotted up flannel tights. Walnut shells floating around 
it. Next to the bucket there’s a blender. ‘Sorry, what is 
the...’ but I don’t get to finish the question that I’m 
called to the computer. They were all busy searching for 
tropical islands for sale. Dickie offers me part of her 
seat, invites me to sit with two German words (Dickie 
often attends Love Parades) that I don’t understand, I 
sit and I always like staying close to Dickie with her 
small nose and blonde hair, her chickenpox scar on her 
forehead that is so sweet, and because she’s younger 
than all of us and at this moment I really need some af-
fection, right? and I can sense Gladstone getting ticked 
off, but whatever, he’ll never admit to it. On MTV 
there’s a video I don’t know, one where the singer-spirit 
of music plays his game against the philistine bourgeoi-
sie, gets in last and – olly ollen oxen free! – frees hu-
manity and especially the pretty girls from the tyranny 
of clothing. 

‘As usual, you’ve missed the live experience,’ says 
Eega Beeva, mournfully, referring to my tardiness. Eega 
Beeva loves using clichés, he feels they’re useful to high-
light rare truths, or that’s what he says at least. I think 
he actually does it to appear more standoffish, or to 
challenge the others. Then he grasps the mouse again, 
with his hand twice the size of mine. I could never have 
an attack when he’s around. I guess this thing happen-
ing is what you call charisma. 

From what I gathered, they had already visited the 
official site for island trade, and found it a bit too ex-
pensive. Now they’d found out that there were several 
people putting their experience on tropical islands up 
online, a kind of voyeuristic evolution of the family 
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photo album. It could be not their island (holidays to 
Sicily, Belle-Ile, Ponza, etc), but some had really put effort 
and funds into buying a microcosm that included 1000 
feet of rocky shore, 800 of sandy beach, plus 15 acres of 
forest behind the beach. ‘A perfect description of para-
dise,’ they pointed out, because everything then ended up 
being a perfect re-enactment of Robinson Crusoe. You 
could even read the very Crusoe diary of their first days 
on the islands, with adults being satisfied despite their lack 
of experience and the kids satisfied period, ‘the boys had 
fun playing in the sand (click here for a larger picture)’. 
Basically, all a bit disappointing. ‘Never an aura of ro-
manticism,’ Eega Beeva comments, shaking his head. ‘Ro-
manticism emits auras?’ I chuck in now that I’ve 
composed myself a bit. I see a giant cease and desist mess-
age appear on Eega Beeva’s face. But then a pure genius 
popped up, this Abraham guy, American, who had set up 
a page on tropical islands, full of links to download videos 
and images of islands, Hawaiian music, undefined gadgets 
(site was still under construction). The good Abraham 
had effectively set up that site to collect the money to buy 
himself an island. There were many ways to help him out: 
send him money in the post; send him money with a 
credit card; buy his gadgets, on which he’d get a cut; insert 
a link in our eventual site back to his; tell our friends. 

‘It would be nice to even just have a treehouse...’ I 
sigh. 

Dickie: ‘Yeah, like Huey, Dewey and Louie.’ 
‘Can you imagine?’ Gladstone throws it on the tête-

à-tête. ‘The two of us alone, every morning listening to 
the dawn chorus. You know, even us straights romanti-
cism can be important sometimes.’ 

‘Scheisse! And go do one up your arse,’ replies 
Dickie, raucous and sexy. 
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Not that I have anything against Gladstone, mind 
you, he’s probably the one I spend the most time with, 
it’s just that I don’t always get him. But the thing I 
most definitely like about him is that he’s never given 
up. It’s true that Dickie, mercurial and bony (though 
her arms were, well, substantial), never really gave off 
a dangerous vibe, but in Gladstone’s place I wouldn’t 
have insisted that much. Then, once we forgot about 
Huey, Dewey and Louie’s house, ‘It would be nice to 
have a garden, to start with, and a Thnuckle-Booh,’ 
Eega Beeva adds, pointing out he’s the director of the 
conversation, and moves on to search more sites 
about islands. 

‘Wof,’ Pluto agrees. 
And so I was less and less inclined to talk about the 

special effect. Tree house, Uncle Scrooge’s Money Bin, 
dreams of self-sufficiency. ‘Can I change the music?’ I 
ask. Eega Beeva, as if nothing happened, Pluto moans 
in alarm, Dickie nods, Gladstone lights a cigarette, 
Dickie asks him for a cigarette, Gladstone smiles and 
nods, Gladstone lights Dickie a cigarette and I move 
towards the pile of CDs and pick up an Argentinian 
Tango compilation that I’d left there last time (my stuff 
always ends up at Eega Beeva’s, but at least I know 
where it ends up), I tune my spirit onto a melancholic 
constellation of palomitas, penas, olvido, journeys with 
Anna, where did my father go, then I throw myself onto 
the bed (which is there in the lounge, or rather in the 
wide empty room with arches where Eega Beeva basi-
cally spends night after day after night) and for the first 
time that day I finally relax (‘Woo-hoo,’ Pluto whines 
once the tango picks up), I look out of the window, 
which of course shows nothing but the windows oppo-
site, as if each house refused to see any further, to cast 
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a panoramic glance on the infinite matter of the city, so 
they don’t have to remember the good old times when 
everything was ordered and preordained, when every-
thing could be read like a tapestry of roads and trees 
and squares and names and months between the black 
steelworks and the blue Mediterranean. 

I’ve never liked how Eega Beeva furnished his 
homes. He moves often, and if he can he stays in the 
same area. Then always furnishes them in the same way. 
The boiling core is what should’ve sensibly been the 
bedroom, where instead there are piles (I swear) of  
VHS tapes, along with all the stuff picked up during the 
moves and mine and others’ forgotten things (a harem 
of trinkets: essentially, between us like between kids and 
galaxies, it’s always the same matter swirling). The 
kitchen – a similarly messy place but for other, more 
human, reasons – a shelf hosts the Notebook for a future 
edit, seemingly a normal lined notebook with Peynet’s 
lovers on the cover, but actually the master book, the 
sacred scripture where for the past couple of years we 
have started noting down all our common memories, 
the only ones worth passing down, along with the co-
incidences and prophecies that turned out real. Today 
(I remember it off by heart, so hard our legs were shak-
ing that night) AD 8-9-’998 (forced palindrome), 
the Notebook for a future edit is inaugurated. 
Rule number 1: never date the notes following this 
one. Rule number 2: never record personal entries. 
The Notebook for a future edit will be kept in the 
residence of Eega Beeva, who is therefore ap-
pointed keeper of the Notebook. The keeper’s 
residence may therefore change, following move 
or teleportation.
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