

[image: Illustration]




The Smallest Things
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For my grandparents,
and in memory of my mother




‘You know, the withering of the family
tree is one of the saddest things ever.’


Old Filth, Jane Gardam
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one


The memories I have of my grandparents are just snapshots, really, fragmented and disjointed, incomplete. For all my life, and at least half of theirs, we have lived at a distance of 597 easyJet miles from one another, me in London, them in an industrial suburb of Milan. We saw each other infrequently, and, due to my grandfather’s reluctance to leave both his home turf and the local bowls club, they rarely made the journey over here. I can remember them visiting only the once, shortly after my parents had separated and we had left the vertiginous council block for the newbuild council house that we were excited by but with which my grandfather remained largely unimpressed. So we went to them, summer holidays mostly, ten days a year, two weeks at most. They spoke not a word of English – ‘Gatwick’ they pronounced ‘Getvich’ – and my Italian was, and remains, pidgin at best. Consequently, I have never had a proper conversation with either of them, no eloquent heart-to-heart, no outpouring of feelings, with much over our years together left so frustratingly unsaid.


By the time I reached eighteen, I was no longer required to endure interminable family holidays. Italy is a beautiful country, it’s true, but the industrial suburbs of Milan in stifling August heat is something few people need to experience more than once. As an adult, my chunks of time with them consequently slimmed to long weekends a couple of times a year, occasionally with a girlfriend, then my wife, then my wife and children, but never the dog. At first I suffered these weekends dutifully because I was young and brash, and because time in Milan stood so tauntingly still and I didn’t. But as I aged and slowed, and as they did too, these trips out of normal life became visits to cherish, to burn into my mind’s eye for the time when the inevitable happened and they weren’t around any more.


I became more acutely aware of this inalienable fact when they were in their seventies, and I in my twenties. They had had their three score years and ten, and so biblically at least (my grandparents were mildly observant Catholics, and never missed a televised sermon by the Pope) they believed they were on borrowed time. Though the weekend visits maintained their time-honoured non-event status – we would go nowhere, do nothing, simply spend companionable hours together around the dinner table, in front of the television, playing games of cards – the farewells became increasingly resonant, containing levels of emotional drama that would be proud to grace a Nicholas Sparks novel. Tears would pool in their eyes as I shouldered my overnight bag and kissed them goodbye. Neither of us said that we might never see one another again, that this was it, because we didn’t need to. The unspoken is sometimes louder than what’s said.


But then there they were again the next year, and the next year after that. And then a decade went by, and it was clear they were going nowhere. I started to ponder on the many wonders of the Mediterranean diet, and an increasing evidence of the sustaining powers of a largely sedentary life.
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Time with my grandparents really did operate at a more gradual pace. It was a stagnant thing, swollen with inactivity, no pressing need to maintain the urgent thrust of modern life because here life wasn’t modern at all. It had stopped with my grandfather’s retirement years earlier, and these days tock only followed tick if tock could be bothered. There were no distractions, little incident, no pressing places to be, nothing to get done. No Wi-Fi. Almost every element of them and their small, spotlessly clean flat was, to me, preserved in aspic: the same ancient cooker that required you to stoop to light the gas in the same unmodernised kitchen; the same circular dining-room table; the mantelpiece clock, its curves reminiscent of a Fiat 500, chiming sonorously on the half hour as if half hours were worth marking; the creak in the living-room floorboards; the wrought-iron chandelier in the hallway.


No shoes were allowed on the polished floors of the flat, and upon entry I was required to relinquish mine and accommodate myself inside a pair of my grandfather’s slippers. Choosing never to wear these, to slide instead across the floor in nothing but a dangerous pair of socks, represented a low-level rebellion that never failed to thrill me. In their presence, I was somehow forever the child.


Be careful, my grandmother would chide, as I slid from living room to bathroom and back again without lifting my feet. You could fall over.


I never fell over.


At home in London, I found myself constantly impatient for novelty. I grew bored easily and relaxed reluctantly. But in Milan, I liked how their home remained unchanged, that whatever else might be happening in my own life, and the speed at which I lived it, from relationship to breakup to new relationship, from studio flat to one-bedroom, from two bedrooms to a house, from no children to children, everything here was as it always was. There were rituals here I carefully preserved – in pursuit, perhaps, of living nostalgia. For example, I always placed a hot thumb on the wall-mounted barometer in the bathroom to watch the mercury rise towards 30° because that was what I had always done; or the way I would unfailingly disturb the intricate lace doilies draped on top of the burnt-orange living-room sofa in pursuit of chi-chi decoration, whenever I sat down to read. Every morning I would choose the same fake china cup from which to drink my milky coffee, the one with its now-faded image of a just-engaged Charles and Diana on the side, her smile ambiguous even then.


And I loved how my grandparents never changed either, their quirks and characters already long established but more deeply entombed into what it was that made them and kept them upright, the two oldest people in my life, this mysterious couple with whom I could never fully communicate, and whose relationship with their daughter, my mother, was always so strained, often to breaking point, but towards whom I could only ever feel unconditional love because that’s how their own love for me was so palpably expressed.


It was an understated emotion, though, perhaps typically for people of their generation, dispensed with a fussy anxiety by her and a taciturn masculinity by him. In insisting I sit at the kitchen table within minutes of my arrival each year so that she could boil me an egg and present it in the same old egg cup, my grandmother was demonstrating that she still thought of me as the eleven-year-old who, one summer’s day, perhaps out of nothing else to say, announced that boiled eggs were his favourite food. To her, I would always be her eleven-year-old grandson. In his firm handshake, and the occasional soft shoulder charge, my grandfather, a man of few words, let it be known that I was his family.


They would always impart advice, tips, offering up their expertise and purported wisdom on everything from food to fashion. My grandmother taught me things she thought I couldn’t have possibly learned by myself because such knowledge could only ever emanate from the older generation, from them. Educating me in how to live was something they took very seriously.


Keenly aware that I was entering my teenage years fatherless, my grandfather’s attempts to offer some paternal steerage may have been clumsy and awkward, but were filled with good intent. Under the Formica kitchen table was a tucked-away drawer which opened to reveal items that would be the envy of any man’s toolbox. Here there were flat-head screwdrivers alongside claw hammers, crescent wrenches and vice grips, items the names and uses of which I would never learn. My grandfather was a handyman, someone who would roll up his sleeves, and make, and do. He could fix things. I was as interested in DIY as I was in the Cossack communities of eastern Luxembourg, but each year he would try nevertheless to coax me into helping him reattach the knob that had once again fallen off the ancient cooker, because this was how men bonded: in nuts and bolts and oil and smears. I never grew fond of oil smears.


I remember arriving one summer by myself. I was perhaps seventeen, eighteen, having just re-sat exams I had so disastrously failed the year before, and was wearing a new pair of 501s, tighter than my usual jeans perhaps, but no tighter than current fashion – then in the grip of Nick Kamen-spearheaded, mid-eighties mania – dictated. My grandfather cast his own deeply unsartorial eye over me before announcing to my grandmother that I was plainly dressing to the right when men should in fact dress to the left. I had scant idea how to explain to him, in my faltering Italian, that I didn’t actually choose to dress to the right at all, it just happened to . . . settle there. And so I simply smiled, awkwardly, blushing, then swiftly directed him over to his tool drawer, and to safer territory. ‘A claw hammer, you say?’


I remember, too, the impeccable rigmarole of lunch, how my grandmother had transformed slow cooking into an art form, not because she was precise but simply because, now long retired, her universe restricted accordingly, she had little else with which to occupy her days. A boiling saucepan of spaghetti, which by rights should take no longer than nine minutes to become appropriately al dente, she could make last an hour or more, driving my starving stomach to both distraction and the bread bin. Lunch, when it did finally arrive onto the table I had helped set an hour previously, was wonderful, better than any restaurant; the spaghetti preceded by slices of prosciutto and followed by a secondo piatto of chicken breast and fried potatoes, a side dish of freshly washed lettuce and ripe, warm beef tomatoes, with grapes and cake and coffee as dessert.


In the afternoons I would ride my grandfather’s rickety post-war bicycle through the streets of Milan, chasing my own boredom on endless summer holidays, desperately trying to find the Senso Unico that so many street signs pointed towards before eventually being made aware that Senso Unico meant One Way. My grandmother would always feign admiration as I boasted how far I had cycled in a single afternoon, barely breaking a sweat.


And every day would end the way it always ended, the television providing a backdrop to the evening’s entertainment. At any time of the day, on any day of the week, Italian TV provides a great many magazine programmes that last several hours, and feature cooking segments, phone-in quizzes, and high-kicking song-and-dance routines. My grandfather would browse these during dinner, keeping the remote control in his clutches and perhaps paying particular attention to the women who were habitually more attractive than their much older male counterparts, before summarily switching over to Rai Uno for the news. This he would watch for ten to fifteen minutes before abruptly switching over to Rete 4 for Murder, She Wrote. It didn’t matter that we had missed the first quarter of an hour – and the murder itself – because they had probably seen this episode anyway. But just when I found myself getting into the plot he would reach again for the remote, now deciding he wanted to know the weather forecast for the following day, and after that would develop a renewed hunger for the variety shows, some of which had found a second wind and were now able to continue for several more hours yet. I’m not sure I ever found out whodunnit.


And then it was time for cards, the curtain call to every day here, a game called Quindici, which we would play, at a leisurely pace, for the remainder of the evening, my grandfather keeping at least one eye on a Serie A football match. At approximately half past ten, eleven o’clock, we would wind up, and as he and I cleared the table, my grandmother would pull out the foldout bed from the wall unit, narrow and firm and with the same freshly laundered and crisply ironed sheets I had slept beneath for years.


‘Buona notte,’ they would tell me, at length. Good night.


As they pottered slowly in the kitchen, and then in the bathroom, I would wait impatiently in bed, intent on staying awake. Angela Lansbury was all well and good, card games too, but by eleven o’clock at night I had other preoccupations to attend to, and once they were safely in their room, door closed, lights out, I’d begin to click through the multiple Italian cable TV channels, the volume low, in fervent and necessary search of a programme that would reward my protracted days here with something illicit, and exciting, and rude.





 


 





How to prepare lunch


Good food cannot be rushed. Take your time.


For spaghetti al pesto, set a large saucepan of well-salted water to boil on the lowest possible gas setting. This way, your saucepan will never burn. Allow 30–45 minutes. If in the fridge you have the rind of Parmesan cheese – and it will be entirely likely that you do, tucked into a corner for just such an occasion – then drop this gently into the water for flavour.


Do not guess the correct amount of spaghetti for four people, and do not consult the packaging. Never trust the instructions on the side of food packaging. Instead, weigh the pasta on a set of scales, and make your own mental calculations, a process that can take upwards of several minutes.


Prepare the salad, setting the lettuce in a colander in the sink and washing thoroughly. Let the water continue to flow irrespective of the waste. Wash two or three beef tomatoes, and cut into generous thumbnail-moon slices. Place in salad bowl, sprinkle with salt and a generous splash of olive oil. For quantity of oil, think: children’s paddling pool. Add vinegar. Mix thoroughly for no less than 15 minutes.


Check the saucepan on the gas, which should at last be approaching a very slight simmer. Add the pasta. Leave for 25 minutes.


From the fridge, retrieve yesterday’s leftover meat. Place frying pan onto the cooker on the lowest possible gas setting, add olive oil. Prepare meat with salt and seasoning. When the times comes – not yet, later; patience – lightly fry.


Request help to set the table, first clearing it of its sundry items – reading glasses, crossword puzzle magazines, pencil stubs, the vase of plastic flowers – then cover it with the tablecloth. If there are guests, among them grandchildren (even grandchildren in their forties), place a plastic sheet beneath the tablecloth for likely spillages. Set the table with knives, forks, spoons, placemats for plates, coasters for glasses. The thick cotton napkin with its own napkin ring is his, the one with the knot is hers. Guests can choose from those clean and recently ironed in the drawer. A bottle of fizzy water, a bottle of red wine. Assorted packets of breadsticks. Some ham, crudo and cotto, a few slices of salami Milano. The bread bag with at least four white bread rolls in them. It is permissible to use the fresh bread rolls bought first thing this morning, but do try to use the ones frozen the night before. These should have been placed on the windowsill during the preparation of lunch, where they will have enjoyed generous sunlight for thawing; otherwise put directly onto a gas hob, the gas on the lowest possible setting. The bread will not burn but will merely have its tummy tickled towards appropriate warmth and digestibility.


Taste pasta. If ready, give another 10 minutes, add more salt. Plate, then drench liberally with pesto sauce.


Serve.







two


Given how little time I spent with them over the years, it seems strange to me how vivid the memories remain. But then our grandparents help create, unwittingly or otherwise, some of our more treasured memories in life. Mine centre mostly around those stultifying summer holiday visits, when heat always makes people act strangely. I can still see the windows flung open during long evenings, inviting in any breeze that might have been passing, my grandmother insisting I drink water because dehydration was a predatory danger and one to be avoided – on her watch, at least – at any cost. Nights in Milan could last forever, the kind of too-hot summer nights that would deny sleep, bring lizards out onto the wall, and reveal in all of us short fuses. By mid morning, as if fuelled by the event that was breakfast (for my mother never ate as much as my grandparents wanted her to), tempers would fray, there would be raised voices and shouted accusations between them, the precise ingredients of which I never quite bothered to pick up on. It wasn’t my business.
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