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            Please, Don’t Hate Me

         

         And please, don’t hate me. I’m no ogre,” said my great-uncle Claude as he was about to walk out of our new apartment in Rome and head toward the stairway.

         Standing at our door, Uncle Claude, or Claudio as he was known in Italy now, was quoting the very word his sister had used months earlier in Egypt when trying to gloss over ugly family rumors about him. “He has a very good heart, so stop thinking of him as an ogre,” she’d say, looking straight at my brother and me and using a word drawn mostly from fairy tales. “Yes, he does have a bad temper, but think of him as impulsive—we’re all a bit impulsive in our family, aren’t we?” she’d add about the man we were to meet as soon as our ship reached Naples. “Impulsive” was a far more tactful way of describing a man whose bouts of seething rage were forever impressed in the memory of those who knew him. Aunt Elsa must have written to him from Egypt telling him that we were thoroughly terrified of meeting him.

         By using her very word, ogre, at our door that day, he had found a sly, mean-spirited way of showing that, thanks to Aunt Elsa’s tireless letters, he was fully aware of what was being said about him in our 4household in Egypt. Aunt Elsa had a big mouth. She couldn’t help it, and was the first to admit that she talked too much. “Je suis gaffeuse,” I’m a blunderer. She must have told him countless things about us: how my parents always quarreled, how she could hear my brother and me tussling in our bedroom, and of course how we were mean to her and showed no respect for an older woman in her late eighties about to lose her eyesight. How could he not want to show that he was all too well aware of the goings-on in the family?

         In his letters to us about Rome, Uncle Claude’s description of the three-bedroom apartment he offered to lease us had been candid and accurate enough. Nearby, he wrote, were a small public park, a supermarket, a department store, all manner of groceries, and four movie theaters that, unfortunately, played dubbed films only, but one easily got used to this. We were going to love Rome; he was sure of it. My grandmother, his sister who was older than Aunt Elsa, their other sister, had written to tell him that I was interested in history. He wrote back promising to show me the famous and not-so-famous Roman sites, some unknown to tourists and locals alike. As with so many things, he added, one needed more than one lifetime here, even two weren’t enough—nothing like that cloaca of ours, Alexandria.

         The little I knew about Rome I’d gleaned from a small map I’d obtained from the Italian consulate in Alexandria. Our neighboring streets in Rome would bear dignified names drawn from Virgil’s Aeneid: Via Enea (Aeneas), Via Turno (Turnus), Via Camilla (ditto), while Via Niso (Nisus) led directly into Via Eurialo (Euryalus), as if the city planners knew that, as in Virgil’s epic, the love of Nisus for Euryalus could never have borne their separation. I did not expect to run into Camilla or Turnus girding for battle as they buckled their cuirasses, but I knew that the weight of legend and history permeated every facet of Rome. By contrast, in his view, our city was a cloaca. I had to look up the word.

         I liked Uncle Claude’s impish sense of humor. You could even detect it on his envelopes, which always arrived in Alexandria marked with two capitalized and underlined words beneath our address 5stating “French Language.” He was, in effect, making it easier for the Egyptian censors, who read all mail from abroad, to pass his letter to those responsible for reading the mail in French. It was also his way of announcing to the censor that there would be nothing compromising or incriminating in the letter, since, by declaring its language, he was already showing he was fully aware it would be read. In fact, the censor always opened Claude’s letters, read them, and then sealed the side of the envelope where it was opened with a label to inform the recipient it had been scrutinized. I liked his “purloined letter” approach, concealing evidence in plain sight. He had managed to keep the Egyptian authorities in the dark about my father’s bank account in Switzerland by writing that he had found Aunt Berta’s spirit quite uplifted on seeing her granddaughter safe and sound following her short vacation in Greece. Aunt Berta was none other than my father’s banker in Geneva, and the granddaughter a trusted Greek courier in charge of funneling funds abroad. Eventually, the Greek turned out not to be so trustworthy; he gobbled most of the funds in the Swiss account and then decamped with his family to Brooklyn. Uncle Claude, who was an experienced lawyer with contacts in Switzerland, heard of the theft and communicated the fact by telegram to my father in Egypt: grave sickness of our beloved Berta stop granddaughter so broken-hearted not responding stop.

         Uncle Claude had wisdom, smarts, and a rakish sense for subterfuge and double-dealing. He recovered some of the money via Interpol, but most of it had disappeared, or so Claude claimed. My father instructed us to show him our enduring gratitude, but never to trust him. Meanwhile, he had asked his uncle to give us a set sum every month.

         From aboard the deck of our ship the fateful morning of our arrival in Italy, my mother and I looked out, hoping that Uncle Claude might pick us up in Naples. But I wasn’t certain that the man I’d spotted from afar on the pier was indeed Claude. Our ship had not yet docked, and the sunlight was in my eyes. I could only make out scattered groups of people crowding the wharf, baggage porters, shipping 6and customs personnel, but also friends and relatives who must have traveled from all over Italy to welcome people they hadn’t seen in years. All I could remember of Uncle Claude dated back to my earliest childhood when he sat me on his lap facing the steering wheel and allowed me to pretend I was driving his antiquated car, which everyone in the family had nicknamed the hearse-mobile and continued to call by that name long after his sudden flight from Egypt. I remembered his wavy black hair, his hat, his special sunglasses with dark cloth blinkers around each lens, and the clicking sounds he made with his teeth to mimic the tiny rotary crank that he kept turning left then right to open and shut the windshield while putting on a mystified expression meant to amuse children. I must have been scarcely three. I hadn’t seen him since the day he’d driven my grandmother and me back from the beach to the usual daily lunch at the large apartment still run by his mother, my great-grandmother. His car with the sunken, flaky, ridged, old leather seats had intrigued me, as I had never seen, much less sat in, a car so thoroughly antiquated. I knew its nickname but was warned never to call it that in front of him.

         Hearse-mobile stuck like a moniker meant to deride Uncle Claude’s inveterate stinginess, a quality he shared with all his eight siblings, my grandmother and Aunt Elsa included. All preferred to consider their stinginess a form of acquired thrift wrought by years of hardship that went back generations but that everyone who knew the family, from my mother down to their youngest servant, called by its real name after extending a forearm at the end of which was a clenched fist signifying nothing short of avarice—sheer ugly, obstinate, incurable, entrenched, tightfisted avarice. That branch of the family gave nothing away and hoarded everything as a keepsake long after it had served its purpose, justifying their reluctance to part with it by using the oft-repeated French motto on ne sait jamais, one never knows, meaning one never knows when a throwaway might prove handy or when a discarded friend might turn out useful after all.

         As for the ageless square-box car, it went down to the junkyard along with Claude’s hat, his blinkered eyeglasses, and the tiny crank 7for the mobile windshield whose gears made raspy, clicking sounds. He would have waited to sell each to the highest bidder, but the Egyptian police were onto him for siphoning funds to Switzerland. A distant acquaintance tipped him off just in time. Uncle Claude narrowly escaped through the kitchen door and was never seen in Egypt again.

         My mother looked out at the wharf once more and was now persuaded that the man we first spotted couldn’t be Uncle Claude. “Too well dressed,” she said. He’d never spend money on fine clothes. Instead, she spotted another man who looked, she thought, emphatically juif. But then she changed her mind about him too. Then a man standing far away on the dock seemed to recognize her and was eagerly waving at her. That didn’t make sense to her, she said. “He never liked me, and I couldn’t stand him.” As it turned out, the man was waving at someone leaning against the railing next to us and was desperately screaming her name, “Rina, Rinaaaaa.” “Not him,” my mother finally said. “Besides,” she added, “it would be unlike the old miser to come to meet us here. The cost of gas from Rome alone would prohibit it.” Plus, we weren’t important enough for him to undertake the drive. My mother, my brother, and I were, but for my father and Aunt Elsa, the last family members leaving Egypt, and he had repeatedly reminded us in his letters that he’d already made the trip to Naples countless times for his many relatives—in-laws, nephews, nieces, as well as siblings, including my grandmother. He couldn’t be expected to show up on the wharf each and every time. As we concluded that he would not come to Naples for us, my mother reminded us that the people from the refugee service would be taking us to a transit camp after all. I was to translate for her, she added, turning to me with a minatory smirk whose meaning was not lost on me. All those private lessons with Italian tutors over the past few years in Egypt had better pay off now. “Focus on what they say, not what you think they’re saying. And try not to let them know I’m deaf. They’ll rob us.” Then, realizing I was growing nervous, she added, “We’ve survived worse, we’ll survive this too.” Now that we were about to set foot in Europe, Egypt could sink 8in filth, for all she cared, and stay mired in its ziballah—the Arabic word we continued to use, meaning “garbage.” Her only worry was my father, who had stayed behind in Egypt and was still vulnerable to the whims of the Egyptian police, who were known to be ruthless, especially with Jews.

         What eventually told me that the man standing on the dock could only be Uncle Claude was not his dark, wavy hair or the leering, sinuous smile fluttering across his face in old family albums. These traits had completely disappeared. Instead, it was his sudden and unexpected resemblance to his far older brother Nessim, who had died in Egypt at the age of ninety-two a couple of years earlier. The black, wavy hair of old pictures was totally gone in 1966, and when I watched Uncle Claude repeatedly doffing his hat to salute us from afar, I was immediately reminded that, like his brother, he was completely bald and made the same ugly pout when he wasn’t trying to smile, showing an identical protruding nose so curved that he looked like a cross between a bald eagle and an unfledged parrot. Sigmund Freud, minus the beard.

         One more thing told me that the man in the trim tweed jacket, felt hat, and maroon cravat standing at the dock surely belonged to my family. When our ship had finally docked and we could see him clearly, we watched him remove a white handkerchief the width of an oversized pennant and start waving it to us in a gesture so uncompromisingly obsolete that it could only have been lifted from vintage Hollywood films: he, too, like my grandmother and her sister, was permanently sealed in a pre–World War I universe where people waved handkerchiefs. It was a subtle and delicate motion, able to communicate hope, welcome, and mirth, yet adaptable to sorrow, subdued despair, and funerals. The Cohène family (with the de rigueur accented è proclaiming their fictitious French descent) always had their way of doing things. No reason for them to comply with what momentarily passed for current chic. The world would have to bend to their terms; it always had.

         Their terms, however, were not just dated, they were extinct. They refused to accept this and continued to favor courtesy but seldom 9candor, good taste but not good morals, always judging people less by what they said or did than by how they held a knife and a fork. All of it decidedly old-world.

         When later that morning I told him I’d recently been enrolled in an American school in Egypt, he thought the idea preposterous. I should have gone to Italian schools instead. When I explained that there was a possibility we might move to the United States, Uncle Claude burst out laughing as if I’d uttered the most far-fetched nonsense.

         “What? Become Americans! You’re in Italy, my little man, you’re going to behave and become an Italian like everyone else. None of your savage American claptrap here. America is an unborn country, or didn’t you know?”

         I had better judgment than to argue or talk back. My brother also kept quiet, though of the two of us he was by far the more enamored with American culture, American films, American songs—anything American. In Egypt, he had managed to buy a pair of used Levi’s from an American classmate, loved roasted marshmallows, which he’d discovered as a Cub Scout, and had even managed to obtain a regular supply of Juicy Fruit gum. “What a farce!” my uncle added. “The boys have no character but want to become GIs,” he mumbled to himself as we headed to a registry building, though I am sure we were meant to hear each syllable. I stayed quiet, little realizing that silence in Claude’s world did not forestall abuse but invited more of it.
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         Uncle Claude was, as his sister had warned, impulsive, but it was difficult to see how anyone might prove cruel to blood relatives who’d been expelled and arrived needy, lost, and totally vulnerable, especially a deaf mother with two sons who’d never traveled before. My father’s opinion of his uncle was more guarded, in good part because he was reluctant to influence our view of him, which already implied we should expect the worst. Eventually, my father broke down: “Regardless of what Elsa thinks, he can be unequivocally bestial.” But my 10mother was not going to be intimidated. “There is no need to keep scaring us about him,” she said. “Not scaring you, just reminding you to beware of him,” he argued. My mother was quick with her reply: “If your uncle is so horrible, you should be leaving Egypt with us to protect us, not staying behind.” “I’m staying behind because there are loads of things I need to salvage here,” he retorted, about ready to lose his own temper. All his property and assets had been nationalized, so, yes, he probably thought he had lots to salvage in the space of his remaining two months in Egypt. But my mother was onto him and couldn’t resist complaining to my grandmother: “Salvage, my eye! I know exactly why and for whom he’s staying behind,” she said, “and everyone knows who she is and where she lives.” This was hardly the first time she’d lamented my father’s infidelities, to which my grandmother offered the listless, languid answer I’d heard her sigh so many times before. “It’s a family curse,” she’d say, adding that it ran in all five of her brothers, in her husband, and in every man she’d known, including her own father. My mother hardly found solace in these words. She didn’t need to read tea leaves to know what awaited us in Europe: “We’ll arrive like paupers in a city we know nothing of while he’s going to live it up in Egypt.”

         We were prepared for the horrors of life in a refugee camp once we landed in Naples, and had been warned repeatedly by people who had been in a camp that you had to wash your own dishes before returning them to the canteen, eat what you were served and not complain, and use a Turkish-style toilet. And if there were lice, added Aunt Elsa, who always liked to expect the worst, so as to be pleasantly surprised if it failed to occur—well, lice and nits there’d be. Who hadn’t survived lice once or twice in a lifetime? Both she and her sister had lived through two world wars, witnessed massacres of Armenians, and suffered through forcible displacements, the most perilous being her escape from Lourdes on her way to Marseille during the war in circumstances so befouled that running water was more precious than bread and soap itself. As for lice … We’ve seen what we’ve seen, another favorite locution, which meant Don’t make us relive what we’re happy to forget. 11

         My mother didn’t respond when she was told about lice and nits, though she confided that she did worry about dirty bedding and soiled towels. She didn’t know Italian and in any case, being deaf, would need me to interpret everything anyone said to her. She had prepared two suitcases of real sharkskin into which she had put everything to tide us over for two weeks. We’d been told that a bus would take us to the refugee camp, so the three of us were prepared to ride with the suitcases spread across our laps. We’d all been told tales about Naples. We were never to let the bags out of our sight.

         Uncle Claude was indeed waiting for us as we came down the gangplank. He had driven from Rome very early that morning and had sped down the highway in time to catch our arrival. “Not bad for a seventy-year-old man, don’t you think?” he exclaimed. His accent in French was the same as his dead brother’s, but the falsetto in his voice was altogether surprising. My mother barely understood a word he uttered. But she smiled graciously, which he was happy to infer was an intimidated woman’s way of cowering before the proclaimed virility of his manner.

         With a chuckle, he explained to us that we were going to go through customs but that customs in Italy was not the barbaric rite of passage it was in Egypt. In an effort to say something warm and grateful, my mother asked me to convey that she loved the weather in Italy. She loved the sea air of Naples; she had grown up next to the sea, and it brought her back to her childhood in Egypt.

         He heard my words, but said that Egypt was out of our lives. “The sea air here is Italian. No nostalgia, please. If you have any regrets,” he added, “it’s that you should have left Egypt years sooner.”

         Someone from customs came to us holding a manifest and asked if we were the occupants of third-class cabin number 6. We were, I replied. Customs officials, he said, had counted the number of suitcases: thirty-one in all. I explained to my mother what he’d said, adding, “Plus these two.” I was holding one, my brother the other.

         On hearing the number of suitcases, Uncle Claude slapped his thigh and, within a few seconds, turned red and uttered an enraged 12and ferocious yelp. “Where do you expect to put these suitcases? In my car?” The official, who had given my uncle a scrawny, dented pencil to sign the manifest, immediately tried to calm him by saying that the suitcases were going to be stored, then shipped in three to four weeks once he provided an address. “Did you just say thirty-one?” Claude asked, raising his voice a decibel higher. “Please, Dottore,” said the official, “do not be offended. I simply meant three to four weeks.” “Thirty-one!” I thought my uncle was going to strike him. With an apologetic tone, the official repeated, “Three to four weeks, Dottore.” Again, Uncle Claude gave out an apoplectic shriek, but this time even louder. There was no mistaking it: he was not yelling at the customs official but at my mother, who hardly understood anything he was shouting, while I was so dumbfounded by his screaming that I froze on the spot. Uncle Claude, at the top of his lungs, asked what in God’s good name were we thinking, bringing thirty-one suitcases to Italy? What could possibly be in them? A grand piano? An automobile? A tank? What? My mother, realizing what had brought on his conniption, said only, “Clothing. And maybe some silverware?” “Silverware?! Are you mad? You could have been arrested in Egypt for smuggling.” The customs guards in Egypt had been bribed to let us pass, my mother explained. “Bribed? And did you think bribing them would have stopped them from arresting you? Ten days ago they were mere street vendors and ruffians, and you—or was it your husband or my foolish sister—were going to bribe them?” And then came the coup de grâce. “Why on earth did I have to get myself involved with this band of idiots,” he said. “Oray Kapa. Basta!” he blurted out in Turkish, then in Italian. And with that he threw to the ground the pencil that the customs official had just handed him and then, in a still more violent fit, using the hard heel of his shoe, ground it several times.

         A part of me wished my mother had screamed back at him to let him hear what a deaf woman can produce once she’s been pushed to the limit. No one I’d ever met had rivaled my mother’s scream.

         But had my mother yelled back, he would have abandoned us there and then and never spoken to us again. She knew it, and we 13knew it, which is why neither my brother nor I attempted to translate what he was shouting.
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         The official asked my uncle to accompany him to an office where he’d have to sign release forms. But instead, Uncle Claude handed my mother his Bic ballpoint pen to sign the forms herself. The two of them headed to the office while my brother and I stood watch over the suitcases, which were lined up in a row that ran half the length of a long, begrimed hangar filled with timeworn, decrepit bric-a-brac. Each suitcase now seemed smaller than in the large, formal living room that had once been my great-grandmother’s salon when she received guests.

         In the stuffed hangar in Naples, I kept staring at our suitcases and, for the briefest moment, thought that some were even happy to see me again while others turned away, determined to ignore me, perhaps because after spending so much time in our old living room, they were upset at being abandoned to handymen who spoke a language that no suitcase could fathom: Neapolitan—a language it would take me years to understand and ultimately to adore. I looked at the suitcases, as though prodding them to acknowledge me, but the swollen leather boxes were determined not to respond.

         I remembered when they had first been brought into our family, a gaping litter lying about shamelessly open-mouthed in the large living room. They were made of thick, industrial leather and held tight together by two thick belts that were fitted through two wide leather-strap tabs stitched into the suitcase itself to keep the belts in place. Egyptian customs regulations prohibited locking anything, as customs officials wished to examine the contents of each suitcase. But at customs, no one had required us to open any of our cases, as they were satisfied by the future prospect of receiving one bribe when my father left and another upon Aunt Elsa’s departure.

         We all felt sorry for Aunt Elsa. Her eyesight was deteriorating, but 14she did not ask the servants to help her pack; nor was she willing to ask the help of her few remaining Greek and Italian friends in Alexandria. She didn’t want anyone nosing around. Je suis indépendante, she used to say whenever questioned about her congenital parsimony and her lifelong status as a widow. She had never wanted to marry anyone except for the shiftless Victor, who had barged into her life, married her, and then died, because, as my grandmother used to say with a wry expression on her face, he preferred to die. My grandmother’s husband had also preferred to die before his allotted time. Indeed, everyone who married into the Cohène family found in death the perfect exit to a marriage where what passed for love had consented to spend a couple of token evenings but not a second more.

         When Mother asked Aunt Elsa how many suitcases she might need, Elsa replied that five would do. My mother didn’t believe her, but complied. She purchased suitcases from a merchant on Place Mohamed Ali, ordering thirty in all. Ten for us, ten for my father, five for my grandmother, and five for Aunt Elsa. Little did we know that within weeks we would more than double the order, and indeed watch the owner of the shop admit that he had no more to sell, but that for the time being, he had a few sharkskin suitcases that were more supple and could easily fit under a bed. My mother had begged him to have more of the larger ones made as the date of our expulsion from Egypt was drawing near. The merchant promised. This, after all, was the selfsame man who had purchased all our furniture, both in the city and at our beach house, paying a pittance for everything we owned. There was no discussion, no haggling, and as soon as he had named his price and my mother accepted it, he reached into his breast pocket and, pulling out a large leather wallet, hastily counted a wad of bills, placing the agreed-upon cash in my mother’s hand. Within days, our furniture and almost everything that the government hadn’t already seized was whisked away. I didn’t watch the removal of our furniture. But when I stepped into our old apartment, I was startled to see bare rooms and no rugs on the floors, just the white trace of missing 15paintings on our yellowed walls. The dining room furniture was gone, and the kitchen as bare as a newborn. I still expected to see our cook, Abdou, there, but one of the service doors was locked shut, and there were piles of dirt behind where the refrigerator and the oven once stood together, like close cousins who’d been forced to separate. My mother wanted me to see this, she said. Why? I asked. “Comme ça,” because. That explanation stayed with me for life. Her two words spoke everything in her heart.

         Her one regret was that she should not have settled for his price. She should have asked for more. He had the money with him, she saw it. And he would have paid. Instead, he fleeced us. My mother, who was known for being a defiant haggler in the marketplace, had taken what he offered and even thanked him. When you’ve lost everything and time has run out, you settle for the first offer.

         It made perfect sense somehow that the man who purchased our furniture should also be selling us suitcases. He was in the business of plundering foreigners and then seeing them off with suitcases sold in his store. The money he paid for the furniture he got back by selling suitcases. The summary expulsion of foreigners and Jews was an added measure meant to close the deal and make it impossible for people to renege on their sale or turn back the clock.

         No wonder the suitcases avoided my glance each time I attempted to extract some recognition from them. All they did was sit bilious and sullen, as if I were guilty of a sinister misdeed whose brunt was now theirs to bear. “Why have you brought us here?” they seemed to say, “and what’s to happen to us now?” They were asking me questions that I could just as easily have asked myself. What am I doing here? What’s to happen to me now? We were, like the suitcases, marooned and landless, and I saw this for the first time by staring at their strapped leather shapes standing gawkily lined up in the hangar, fattened, lumpish, and scared, like doleful cows waiting their turn, mistrusting everything, down to the feral cat who’d seen too many suitcases and wasn’t about to offer a sympathetic glance. 16
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         After signing the papers, my mother left the office with Uncle Claude and informed me that we needed to go to the refugee camp to sign more papers to declare that we had a residence in Rome and would not need to stay in Naples.

         The three of us got into Uncle Claude’s car. It was not the hearse-mobile but a late-model Alfa Romeo, not totally ostentatious, but clearly upscale. Our uncle exuded comfort, perhaps even wealth, and his aftershave was noticeably pleasant. I could tell he might have been thrifty once, but he was no longer the miser everyone claimed. He had become patrician, and the way he carried himself was meant to declare it.

         We followed the refugee bus through numberless streets and narrow lanes, up a hill, and farther up until, twenty minutes later, we reached the camp. The sight of it must have horrified my mother, and once out of the car, she began to cry. She tried her best to conceal her tears, but one of the camp attendants walked up to her and in Italian said, “Don’t be upset, signora, we are not Jews here.” He must have meant bandits, criminals, lawbreakers, assassins.

         I didn’t have it in me to translate for my mother, but the well-meaning look on the man’s face communicated empathy and compassion, maybe even pity. Humbly, she nodded several times to thank him. My uncle, having lived through the Second World War, especially with a surname that could only have been Jewish, did not react. He either failed to hear what the guard had said or feigned that he hadn’t. We were the first in line at the registry. All my uncle said was, “There are a lot of people behind us, so please hurry. I am in charge of these three and have already offered them living quarters in Rome.” His words were polite and deferential but his tone was so authoritative, if not imperious, that the young woman at the desk figured that perhaps she, too, should address him as Dottore. As my father had told me in Egypt, Uncle Claude had mastered the art of posturing with numberless masks but didn’t own a conscience among them. The 17young lady kept addressing him in the third person. Does the dottore this, would the dottore that?

         In the camp, I spotted what looked like a very poor woman washing her naked toddler under a tilting long-necked garden faucet. She was wearing a bonnet and a bedraggled housedress. She looked at me, then let a bashful, self-conscious smile travel over her features, ashamed that this was the only way to wash her child.

         I recognized several of the passengers from our ship. I had never spoken to them, and had no idea that they’d turn up as refugees in the camp. Among them was a woman I had avoided speaking to. Now she approached us, and there was nowhere to duck. Madame Marie had been our nanny for about two years before being replaced by another Madame Marie. She was Italo-Maltese and was awaiting passage on a ship that was to take her to Malta, where she was hoping to be hired as an interpreter. Like so many born-and-bred Alexandrians, she knew French, English, Greek, and Italian. She had also worked as a beautician in Alexandria, including for my grandmother, which is how she came to be hired in our home. She was hoping to make a living as a private beautician in Malta to supplement her income as an interpreter. I had never liked her and had always considered her a source of backbiting and mischief in our household, pitting the cook against the servant and ultimately my father against my mother. I was finally happy that my mother had given her two months’ salary and told her never to set foot in our home again. Unlike my father, who would have dismissed her in private, my mother had shown her to the door right before my brother and me.

         We said hello to her respectfully, while she greeted us with diffident cordiality, and as we waited for my mother and my uncle to finish signing release forms, she walked up to me, put her hand in the right pocket of her wide skirt, and as had always been her custom when we’d get back from school, gave each of us a candy wrapped in transparent paper over which was inscribed in both English and Arabic the name of the confectioner, Nadler.

         My brother, who did not know how to thank Madame Marie, 18embraced her with the unwrapped candy still in his hand, while I said thank you, then, embarrassed and not knowing what else to do, pretended to be looking for my mother. Madame Marie withdrew without saying a word and rejoined the people she’d met on board the ship. I never saw her again.

         What surprised me as I stared at the round yellow candy whose papaya flavor I loved was that I could still read Arabic. I was under the impression that as soon as I landed in Italy everything about me would be erased. I’d forget who I was or what I’d learned in Egypt. Instead, to my amazement, I saw that nothing had changed when I moved from one shore of the Mediterranean to the other. I was still me and the person I’d been a few days earlier hadn’t vanished. I wanted to forget who I was, turn a new leaf, be someone new. But I was the same and I wasn’t pleased.
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         My mother and Uncle Claude finally stepped out of the office. My uncle put back on his hat and smiled. “Now we’re headed for Rome.”

         Little did I know that the worst hour of my life was about to start.

         It happened quite suddenly with Uncle Claude’s attempt to leave Naples and head north onto the Autostrada del Sole, the relatively new highway connecting Naples to Rome. The problem, however, was how to find the entrance to the autostrada.

         At first my uncle stopped the car and, addressing a traffic conductor, stuck his head out of the window and with his high-pitched voice shouted, “Scusi, vigile,” and proceeded to ask directions to the highway. The tall, elegant vigile, dressed in white with a white tapered helmet, pivoted with the agile grace of a ballerina, politely lowered his head to the driver’s window, and briefly explained the way to my uncle, who thanked him and drove on. But on reaching an uphill crossroads, he felt lost again and determined to ask another traffic cop, “Scusi, vigile …,” but once again, not finding the directions in any way fathomable, banged both palms on the steering wheel and began shouting, 19first at the car, then at Naples, which he called a befouled hole filled with urchins and criminals, and then let out his fury on the three of us. I was a complete imbecile, he said, with a fourth-grade knowledge of Italian, my brother a simpering toad who might as well be deaf like his mother, and finally my mother, who should have tried a bit harder to help him with directions but naturally couldn’t understand a word because her illiterate parents had put her in the care of witch doctors who made sure to keep her a deaf-and-dumb mutant condemned to deaf-dumbness for the rest of her deplorable, meaningless life. My mother had no idea what he was saying but could tell from his ruddy complexion and protruding mandible that he was beyond furious. At the next crossroad, “Scusi, vigile …”: high-pitched voice, affected deference, and seething incomprehension. By then my brother and I were almost ready to guffaw when, hearing my brother whispering something to me, he turned around and, raising his voice again with a stare filled with undiluted venom, said, “As for the two of you, eat your puny candies and shut your little mouths.” Any excuse for humor instantly ebbed from the back seat. But to this day those two words, Scusi, vigile, have remained a source of humor and horror between us.

         At some point one of the vigili had suggested taking a sinistra, a left turn, but my uncle was turning right. So, thinking I was being helpful, I reminded him that the traffic conductor had said left, not right. What ensued was a battery of insults. “Keep that tongue of yours in your silly mouth and don’t dare open it again in my car. You’re unable to understand anything, least of all the instructions of a vigile.” Then, under his breath, “Failures and imbeciles, the three of them, the mother, the son, and that holy idiot”—me.

         Never in my life, before or after, had I known such abuse. The trouble with abuse when it is dealt so implacably is that it leaves a mark, and you end up believing it. And for a long time I did believe everything he’d said to me that day. If I struggled not to let myself be swayed by his bullying, I always had the feeling that he had seen through me and assayed every shortcoming, every failure, real, imagined, or yet to come, and from these there was no hiding. I 20was a prattler, I didn’t know my left from my right, I was an imbecile and, above all, a failure, something I’d been fearing since writing my first poem at the age of ten. I’d written about an escaped slave who knows he doesn’t stand a chance and, sooner or later, will be caught, because the Roman family who owned him was bound to track his whereabouts. Facing the Mediterranean, he doesn’t know whether to run left or right; he stares at the beach and is thinking of his wife and children and is tempted to turn himself in, but something holds him back. He is hungry, he needs to eat, and though he knows he is doomed, he cannot turn back. They’ll find him and, for the sheer fun of it, put him to death. So he keeps fleeing, never knowing what awaits him.

         This was my welcome to Italy.
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         Eventually we did emerge from the city and started driving on the highway. “These idiot vigili don’t know their own city! They need a man born elsewhere to teach them their own streets, their history and their own language too.” As he drove, my uncle decided to test my logic and math and gave me a puzzle to solve, which, I vaguely recall, went something like this: if a car drives at eighty kilometers per hour and bypasses another running at forty kilometers per hour, how much faster will the slower car have to accelerate if it wants to reach destination X at the same time as the faster car?

         I couldn’t understand the question, let alone figure out an answer. I said I knew the formula but didn’t recall it just then. “You don’t need a formula, you simply don’t know. Why not say I don’t know, Uncle Claude.” Then, pricked by some evil insect, he asked my brother to decline any Latin noun he pleased. My brother told him he didn’t know Latin but had just started studying it on his own. “So you know nothing, my good man. He doesn’t know math, you don’t know Latin, and clearly neither of you knows Italian, since you couldn’t understand what the vigile was saying.” 21

         I was almost tempted to tell him that he couldn’t understand the vigili either, but stayed quiet. Still, he wasn’t giving up, and turning to my brother, he asked: “What’s the plural of house in English?” “Houses?” the rise in my brother’s voice almost asked rather than answered, no longer certain of being right. “No, it’s pronounced houzez.” “What about the plural of this?” he asked me, pointing to his forehead. “Foreheads?” Like my brother, I hesitated. “Almost right, except you don’t pronounce the h. So English isn’t really one of your strengths either. Now tell me this,” he said, turning to me again, “what book have you read recently?” I told him that I was reading The Greeks by H. D. F. Kitto. “E chi è ’shto Kitto?” Who might this Kitto be? A kitten? he asked in mock-Roman dialect. “An author of detective novels?” And before hearing my explanation, he began poking fun at the name with all kinds of rhymes in Italian, howling with intensified laughter each time he came up with yet another rhyme: “Vitto fritto, zitto zitto, fritto misto, letto sfitto.” My mother, seeing him laughing, and not realizing that her sons were being systematically demolished with derision and scorn, affected a muted smile to harmonize with his beaming joy, which made him think that she agreed with him, and he threw a look of winking complicity at her. “Even your mother thinks you’re a fool, even your mother!”

         At some point on the highway he decided we needed to stop at a snack bar. My uncle parked the car and, staring at my mother, brought the bunched fingers of his left hand in front of his mouth to signal the word food. As he locked the car and we began heading toward the restaurant, he put a tentative arm around my shoulder, and I would have accepted and been pleased with the conciliatory let there be no bad blood between us gesture had he not shoved me through the revolving door with a renewed surge of contempt, meaning, Don’t just stand there like a child, be a man and move in. Haven’t you ever seen a revolving door before? Quietly I entered the restaurant. I did not look back, but I was sure that the thought had crossed his mind to slap me on the nape.

         From that moment on I swore I would one day come to spit on his grave. 22

         Claude ordered a dish with his favorite wine, Rosatello il Ruffino. My mother ordered a ham sandwich. We ordered spaghetti with tomato sauce because we couldn’t tell what the other sauces on the menu were. And for a quick dessert, my brother and I ordered a strawberry ice cream. Claude ordered a bowl of raspberries. He encouraged my mother to order the same. Knowing he was a miser and that another bowl of raspberries would cause an added expense, she declined the offer. I knew that my mother adored raspberries. But I also knew what was running through her mind. She was still hungry. Watching my mother fold her cloth napkin and put it away, I felt for her. He told me to tell my mother that when eating ham, one should always remove the fat, which is something he’d always done. I took my time passing along his message. “Tell her!” he said. I told her. But she was quick to sense the enmity in the air and simply nodded and whispered that I should tell him to go hang himself. She, too, by then, had determined to spit on his grave.

         Several years later, he died in his sleep in a glamorous hotel in Monte Carlo.

         I never made it to his grave.
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         It was late in the day when we arrived at Via Clelia. The neighborhood, it took me no time to realize, was thoroughly working-class—many buses crowding the main thoroughfare of Via Appia Nuova, drab, ill-lit stores everywhere, and so much soot on buildings that time had discolored them. The grandeur of imperial Rome had no place here. Via Clelia itself was ugly, dirty, and at the approach of dusk seemed sad. This, I thought, was a neighborhood for poor folk, not a refugee camp, but not much better. I said nothing, my mother said nothing, my brother sat totally stunned in the car. When we parked and opened the door, we saw a group of screaming boys playing calcio on the sidewalk.

         Uncle Claude walked upstairs with us, while my brother and I 23lugged our two suitcases. He opened the door to the furnished apartment he was subletting to us, and a whiff of something between incense and old wood shavings hit me, as though the place hadn’t been aired in weeks. The apartment was very warm. Uncle Claude opened one window, and all I heard was the sound of the same boys playing downstairs. He then gave my mother the keys, saying that we should make copies at the ferramenta, the hardware store, down the street. He said he hadn’t had time to ask Grazia, the portinaia, our concierge, to purchase some staples for us, but if we hurried we still had time to go to the supermarket on Via Appia Nuova two blocks down. We’d find everything there. Grazia was under instructions to bring up pots and pans and a tiny refrigerator, all of which for some reason she’d been keeping in her basement. One of her brothers had promised to carry it up as soon as he was back from work that evening. “These people are so lazy,” Uncle Claude said. He told us he would come by in three to four days; he was a member of a golf club on Via Appia Antica nearby and had many obligations there. “They made me an important member of the club because I am Jewish. We are in a completely different world here. And you want to go to America!!!”

         Another put-down.

         He said he would send a telegram to my father that very evening to tell him of our safe arrival.

         As he was about to go, he remembered to give my mother some bills for buying food. On leaving Egypt, we’d been allowed only the equivalent of five dollars and had spent what we had for extra food in the snack shop on board. Once again, he reminded us to hurry, as the supermarket might be closed; otherwise we’d have to buy what we could at the corner grocery or see what the caffè-bar nearby had for snacks. He explained that every month he would give us a certain sum drawn from my father’s small account in Switzerland, which was under his care. “Not a gold mine by any means, let’s be clear,” he added. Then, before shutting the door, he took a good look at us and said something totally startling: “And please, don’t hate me. I’m no ogre.”

         I smiled politely, as if to say, What could possibly have put such a 24notion in your head? But he didn’t pay me any heed. He nodded three times as though he’d been granted a pardon. Atonement, in his view, however perfunctory, always expiated the crime.

         Once he was out the door, my mother, who had a gift for mimicry, imitated his features when he’d tried to charm the girl at the refugee camp. It made the two of us burst out laughing. My brother imitated her imitation, which made me laugh even harder. But we were crushed.

         This was our first late afternoon in Rome, and not only had my uncle’s attitude already made me hate Rome, but the thought of living in this small apartment stirred a wave of gloom that none of us was able to tame. We sat facing one another in what appeared to be a living room and didn’t say a word. I don’t know how long this lasted, but when I looked outside again, the streetlights on Via Clelia were already glowing. So this was evening, I thought. I felt the evening’s full weight and couldn’t shake it off. I wished it hadn’t come so soon. I wasn’t ready for evening yet. Maybe it was much later than I thought. Maybe we needed time before facing our first night in Rome. Eventually, Mother found a light switch, and the light helped, but the oppressive, mournful feeling wasn’t lifting away and was heavier the darker it grew outside. When we stood up and walked over to the narrow kitchen whose back window already faced the night, concealing everything that lay beyond, we realized we didn’t even want to know, much less see, what darkness hid from view outside.

         What I felt at that moment was not sorrow, not even anger at my uncle. What I felt was the persistent, undefinable numbness that eventually overtakes you and won’t let go. You feel nothing because there’s nothing to feel, the pain is still working itself out, has yet to come, will come, just never when you expect. I tried to feel grief instead; grief was easier because it was factual and thinkable—grief for what was lost, for who we’d been and had left behind, grief for old habits that were meant to die but hadn’t yet, grief for my father, who was still in Egypt and might be arrested on who knows what trumped-up charges before even being allowed to rejoin us, grief for my deaf mother, who knew not a word of Italian and was as broken 25and rudderless as my brother and I. I felt like a child who had strayed from his mother’s grip and was now stranded and helpless in a huge department store that was about to close for the day, except that I knew Italian and my mother did not, and I was the grown-up and she the child.

         That night we did go to the supermarket. We’d never been in a supermarket before, nor pushed a shopping cart, nor could we tell one coin from the next. We liked the supermarket. The only ones we’d seen were in American films. But none of us was hungry. All we wanted was to sleep and put the day away. The apartment had three rooms and a tiny alcove, but that night the three of us slept in the same bed. 26
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            They’re in My Pocket

         

         Aunt Flora, who had moved to Rome after being expelled from Alexandria two years earlier, lived with relatives who had long resided in Rome. Theirs was a large house, where she and her niece and nephew lived on a separate floor. Flora’s was the first telephone call we ever received in Rome, and hearing her voice after two years was an instant source of comfort. She said we should meet on Largo di Villa Peretti. “Impossible to miss,” she said, “it’s the very last stop on any bus line going from Via Appia Nuova to Stazione Termini.” There was a tiny caffè where she said she’d wait for us. But how were we to take a bus? my mother asked. “Very simple: you step in the back of the bus, you pay fifty lire each.” Did we have money? Yes, we had money. Did we know where Via Appia Nuova was? Yes, we did. “Simple, then,” added Aunt Flora. Cast into the role of perpetual interpreter for my mother, I kept hoping I hadn’t misunderstood my aunt’s instructions. But my mother was not nervous at all. We had breakfast—Rice Krispies, using the few pieces of stainlesssteel cutlery we found in one of the drawers. No one, it seemed, had used these spoons in ages. But we rushed through breakfast, washed, put on clean clothes, and were about to leave the apartment when my 28mother remembered to take our garbage pail and leave it outside our main door as Uncle Claude had reminded us to do. Outside our door I found a pair of bottles of mineral water that had been delivered. We’d been warned about bad tap water. Grazia had told me that we’d have to return the bottles every few days. Or we could cancel delivery of bottles and buy our own water as needed, the cheaper option. I’d forgotten to tell her to cancel the deliveries.

         Downstairs, we greeted her as she sat on a stool by the main entrance clipping green bean pods and placing the pods in a neat row on a newspaper spread open on an adjacent bench. What awaited her after the beans was the rice she was going to sort, one grain at a time, to avoid cooking either hardened clay or grit or brittle chips of stone, she said. She asked if we’d slept well. I replied that we had, using a tone so deferential as to suggest that she herself might have had something to do with the general silence we’d been experiencing every night since our arrival. Had the noise really not upset us? I hadn’t heard any noise, I lied. “Did your mother hear anything?” No, I said, my mother was deaf. Yes, the dottore had told her as much. “But doesn’t she hear even a tiny bit?” I shook my head. As so frequently happened, my mother had intuited exactly what we were discussing, and, pointing hastily to both her ears with an index finger, shook that same finger to mean Ears don’t work. Grazia uttered a few words of sympathy and commiseration in pure Roman and, in an attempt to establish some kind of parity between my mother’s ailment and hers, with her paring knife in one hand and her cigarette in the other, she pointed to her swollen ankles and to her bean pods with an expression that seemed to say, Look what I’ve been reduced to myself. She would remain a loyal friend to my mother, as would Grazia’s mother and both her brothers. My mother’s smile and her humility would have won over a famished beast ready to pounce on the first human it ran into.

         What I didn’t tell Grazia was that no one had warned us about the marketplace set up on Via Enea every weekday at dawn. By five in the morning, the owners of a long line of market stalls came in small loud trucks or in equally loud three-wheeled mini truck-scooters bearing 29all manner of wares: shoes, shirts, kitchen utensils, vegetables, fruits, cheeses, pizzas, breads, and countless kinds of meat and fish. Some of these merchants brought wooden pallets while others brought long planks that needed to be nailed to hold up their stalls and keep awnings in place. By day’s end, though, everything had to be taken down and brought back to their depot. The racket of engines, people yelling, and the relentless nailing of the planks would become my alarm clock until, eventually, as happens with the blare of fire engines in large cities, one simply slept through them. In the evening, as I soon found out, not a sprig of parsley or a wedge of garlic or a rotten tomato was left on the street. This happened every day of the week except on Sundays and holidays.

         I told Grazia that we were headed to meet my aunt near Termini. It was to be our first trip away from Via Clelia and I wanted to know where to find the nearest bus stop. “Di fronte al Diana,” in front of the Diana, she replied. “It’s a cinema,” she said. So Uncle Claude hadn’t lied. I was so grateful to Grazia that, by way of showing some enthusiasm for her city, I told her I couldn’t wait to see the Colosseum and the Vatican. “They say they’re beautiful,” she said. Then she confessed. She had never seen either. “And I was born here,” she added upon seeing the stunned look on my face.

         It was as if someone raised in Alexandria claimed never to have seen the sea, or a Parisian not to know the Eiffel Tower. Foreigners often know a city far better than its denizens, the way they know an acquired language better than its native speakers; they just speak with an accent, which will always mark them as outsiders regardless of their efforts to brush off those dead-giveaway inflections that disclose the beat of their hearts.

         I was under the impression that my knowledge of Italian was passable but I didn’t want to be spotted immediately as a foreigner, though I was no less Italian than any Roman. My ancestors, Jews displaced from Spain in the early sixteenth century, had indeed resided in Italy for centuries, and my home was Livorno, though that was a bit of a stretch, since some of them, after moving from Italy 30to Turkey, hadn’t lived there for at least two centuries. When my father had given up his Turkish nationality in Egypt, the easiest and most natural option was to reacquire our lapsed Italian nationality, but the only city that we could claim as our home was Livorno, not just because many Jews had settled there when the Medici opened the city to them following their expulsion from Spain, but for the simple reason that the records office in Livorno had burned down and anyone could allege having roots there. To prepare for what seemed our fated move to Italy, my father had hired an Italian tutor, an elegant and kindly gentleman who had escaped Mussolini’s regime and settled in Egypt partly because it was a British colony and he had always liked Britain and had learned English with great zeal, though he spoke it with a very thick Italian accent. Signor Dall’Abaco was originally from Siena, which he claimed was the one city where perfect Italian was spoken.

         Grazia’s Roman dialect, however, especially when spoken very quickly, was unfathomable. Hers was a spare, almost infantile Italian though cluttered with idioms, expressions, and figures of speech totally beyond my comprehension. I learned to nod, something I had picked up from my mother, who did so just when a nod was called for and never before. She had an instinct for where to use her nods for punctuation, all based on nothing more than mere guesswork and facial observation. As a child I was not aware of her gift for penetrating the minds and motives of others, but as I grew I was always surprised at how right she was when she said that so-and-so was to be trusted, but never such-and-such. Thus, within a few months of the start of our life in Rome, she told some of the people in our immediate neighborhood that she was good at giving injections, which she’d learned as a nurse during the Second World War. When our sixteen-year-old neighbor across the street, Amina, kept coming for injections because, her parents said, she was far too skinny and needed to put on more weight and had seen a doctor who recommended injections to that effect, my mother’s guess was not entirely wrong: “She is coming for my injections, but she is here for you, and if she sits with me at the 31kitchen table and watches me cook or asks me to wash her hair in the sink, it’s all for you.” I was not attracted to Amina, so the more I avoided her in our apartment, the more she found a reason to knock at our door and sit with my mother in the kitchen, eventually teaching my mother how to cook typically Roman dishes. Her parents knew a great deal about food, as they owned one of the stalls in the marketplace on Via Enea, a block away.
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         After waiting for what seemed like an hour for the bus that was to take us to meet Aunt Flora, we finally saw one approach in the distance. We paid for the tickets as if we knew what we were doing, and my mother pocketed them with the self-assurance of someone who’d been living in Rome her whole life. My brother spotted an empty seat, looked at my mother, read her lips, and right away walked over and sat down. After all, we came from a place where you grabbed an empty seat as soon as you saw one.

         But my brother was mistaken. About two stops later an older woman came on board and asked him to give up his seat, as she was stanca morta, dead tired. He relinquished his seat, not sure whether he was doing so as a young man who felt sorry for an old lady or as a well-behaved boy who’d been asked to give up his seat. To make light of the incident, he pointed to the old woman and, whispering in Arabic, said she had a massive ass.

         As soon as the bus swooped to its final stop on Largo di Villa Peretti, we immediately caught sight of Aunt Flora. She was seated at the caffè she’d indicated by phone, had ordered and finished an espresso, and must have been reading a newspaper, which lay folded over sloppily in her failed attempt to recompose its original folds, which meant she’d been reading it for quite a while. She was well-dressed, more attractive than I recalled, and her pronounced wide forehead, now that her hair was pulled back, allowed her aquiline nose and full lips to acquire an almost bold and emphatic look that did not agree with 32the Flora I’d known, whose mild, attenuated, frequently submissive mood made her the person I loved most after my parents. Were we late? I asked as we embraced her. She said no. Meeting us, she explained, allowed her to escape her relatives, who were simply suffocating. How did we like Rome? she asked, avoiding further talk of her family. The bus ride, our first in Italy, had taken twenty minutes through a city that felt emptied of people. Sunday, said Flora. Sitting next to her, I made out the scent of suntan oil, which she’d always used, and told her that I’d have recognized that scent in the most crowded spot on earth. “What we need is our beach, especially on a day like today,” she said, with her usual brevity that voiced her ageless, self-deriding tilt to nostalgia. Once we could walk to the beach, she added, but here in Rome you needed public transportation to the train station, then the train ride itself, and then the long walk from the station, all of which eventually snuffed out the very desire to dip a toe in water.

         She missed the beach. She missed so much, she said. She hadn’t changed. My mother liked the beach, but as something she’d enjoyed, not something lost. In this, the two women were completely different. With Flora, even in Egypt, the essence of the life she’d been robbed of when fleeing Germany was grafted onto her bones and choked her ability to give herself over to so many things, and ultimately, I suspect, to love. My father, thinking of his brief crush on Flora, told me years later that for her to know she loved someone, she needed to distrust her love, then deny it, rehearse its loss, and eventually bring about that very loss before realizing she truly loved the person she’d lost. My mother was not like that.

         I grew to understand Flora.

         But I knew one thing more about her: the loss of Germany was probably incidental. Flora had already lost herself well before losing Germany during the war when she joined her brother in Egypt. This was what everyone said about her. Some people are born lost and may never find themselves. Others are born without love and struggle to find it however they can. 33

         Coffee was good, but never as good, she said, but stopped, realizing that she was about to repeat herself. And as for the juices here, they added water to them, something unheard of in Egypt. I ordered a chinotto, a drink I’d started to tolerate in Egypt when it had temporarily replaced Coca-Cola, but I’d grown to prefer to Coca-Cola. My mother ordered a coffee, my brother a cheese sandwich, which I realized I should have ordered instead but I didn’t want Flora to buy me one, now that it was clear she was the one treating. The waiter, wearing a contemptuous frown that was to become the habitual look of all self-respecting waiters in Italy, tossed the receipt on our table. As always happened at the jus de fruits, their old fruit juice spot in Alexandria, the two women squabbled over who was to pay, but my mother still hadn’t learned to distinguish Italian coins and had to yield to Aunt Flora. The two lifelong friends decided right away that they would meet here and, to simplify things, rechristened the caffè the jus de fruits, which gave Rome a sudden Alexandrian tilt. Flora said she didn’t want to leave the waiter a tip. My mother, who knew nothing of Italian customs, said something had to be left.

         All the shops on Via Nazionale were closed on Sunday and looked so neat, not like the shops in Alexandria, whose old names were yellowed or whose windows were sometimes covered up by large cardboard panels sitting inside glass cases with ill-shaped letters and frequently misspelled French words. Alexandria, or at least our Alexandria, was dying, everyone knew.

         We walked the length of the avenue until we reached one movie theater and then another, then we turned to our right and headed toward Via del Corso. This street also looked emptied, its shops mostly clothing stores. Aunt Flora said we were going to need to buy winter clothes and maybe the large department store off Piazza San Silvestro would suit our means better. More than an hour later, we approached Via Frattina, then found an ice cream shop that offered all manner of flavors, many of which I’d never heard of before; in Egypt we had lemon, mango, strawberry, chocolate, and vanilla and sometimes pistachio. Flora suggested I try nocciola, hazelnut, which I’d never tried 34before. I preferred to stick to strawberry, but in the end relented and ordered nocciola. My brother liked pistachio. My mother borrowed a flat spoon and had a taste of both. Much, much better than strawberry, she said.

         Did we want to sit down? Flora asked. My mother said we liked walking. It was clear that, though they were repeating old habits and taking the same long walks together, the two were also avoiding spending anything, which may have been why neither my mother nor Flora bought ice cream. Flora explained that she was on a perpetual diet now. What surprised me about the two friends, who for two decades couldn’t have been any closer and had witnessed the sordid turns life had taken for each, was that both hid from the other what each would easily have called poverty.

         Both had seen the other’s heartbreak. Flora had once witnessed my father’s mistress buying clothes at the most expensive store in Alexandria and billing them loudly for all to hear to my father’s account, while my mother had seen how Flora’s brother had thrown himself from a window when news of his parents’ death in Germany finally reached him long after the end of the war. Each woman understood that the other lived off a pitiful allowance doled out by relatives who’d settled in Italy decades earlier. But neither would admit it to the other.

         As we walked on Via Frattina, Flora announced that she might have found a position with a cruise company as a multilingual secretary. Then, to dampen the news, perhaps not to hurt my mother, who had never held a job in her life other than as a volunteer nurse and who feared she’d have to start looking for a position as well, Flora asked me if someday soon I might look over her English translation of her shipping company’s brochure, which was meant for American tourists.

         On our way down Via dei Condotti, I suddenly understood that Rome was indeed a wealthy city; I’d never seen such lovely, well-kept shops in my life. These were all small boutiques, but from the exclusive jewelers to the antiquarians, one could easily spot luxury even if their 35stores were closed that day and their windows mostly but not altogether emptied of merchandise. In a store window I suddenly caught sight of the very brand of tie that my grandmother had bought me several months earlier in Alexandria but which I hadn’t had a chance to wear. My grandmother had bought them on the black market in a tiny shop so dingy and soiled that, regardless of her admiration for the ties or for how she had rubbed their silk approvingly between her thumb and forefinger to determine their quality, I was persuaded that they were worthless and bound to fray within months. Now, seeing their prices on tiny labels in the window, I realized they could easily be the most expensive ties I’d own for years to come, maybe forever. Meanwhile, Aunt Flora and my mother were staring at this year’s new collection of scarves, which they said they admired so much.

         A part of me knew that onto these very ties was inscribed the larger tragedy of our lives. I knew huge changes had occurred but I couldn’t quantify them, much less fathom their reach.
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         From Via dei Condotti we walked toward the Piazza di Spagna and from there headed on Via del Babuino toward Piazza del Popolo. Then we wandered down Via del Corso again, without real purpose or any sense of leisure. The city was vacant on Sunday, as it would always be on Sundays, dull, sluggish, and bleak, where the scattered groups of buoyant young tourists making so much noise and wearing identical colored hats could do nothing to lift the mood that had settled over us. I couldn’t wait for the evening. All of us must have felt the same way; it was time to head home. I wanted the Rome of movies, of grand monuments, of beautiful women turning their heads to smile at young men my age. But that Rome was nowhere in sight, maybe never existed. Instead, this was black-and-white Rome, like the films shot in Rome in the mid-fifties and early sixties.

         Aunt Flora looked at her watch and realized that we had been walking for three hours. Walking, she remarked, was the poor man’s 36tourism. There was no need to say it. My brother and I knew it; my mother knew it too.

         Flora walked us to Piazza San Silvestro, where she said we would need to take a different bus to get home. This one would go down Via Tuscolana, not the Appia Nuova. All I needed to do was ask the conductor to let us know when we neared Via Clelia. It’s two stops after you pass the bridge, she explained. I had no idea which bridge she meant but I yessed her and nodded. As soon as we stepped onto the bus, Aunt Flora had a second thought and went to the back for a moment to ask the conductor to please remember to indicate our stop to us. He nodded. Then we said goodbye.

         Inside the bus we bought our tickets, stood, and because it was hot, my mother lowered one of the windows. The three of us enjoyed the platform in the back of the bus, from where we could watch the city unroll behind us. Flora had told us that on this bus we’d be passing by a lovely surprise and that I should make a wish when we reached it. An older lady who was standing in front of us complained that there was a draft coming from the window we had opened. When I cautiously told my mother that the old lady had complained, my mother, unfazed, shrugged her shoulders, turned to the old lady, and fanned her palm across her face to show it was boiling hot in the bus. I was always embarrassed when witnessing her blustering indifference to those trying to scare her or shame her into bending to their will; but I also envied her courage, her cheek. She had always shielded us, and often made fun of my easy acquiescence before those who intimidated me.

         As our bus sped its way down Via del Corso, I recognized some of the shops we’d seen two hours earlier. The bus passed the Victor Emmanuel monument and Via dei Fori Imperiali, flanking the Roman Forum. Then suddenly we saw what Flora had called a surprise. I’ll never forget the first time I set eyes on the Colosseum. The three of us were facing the window with the wind fanning our hair and couldn’t believe that the monument we’d seen so many times before in picture books, magazines, and films stood before us, impossible to observe in 37its entirety because of its size and because of our speeding bus, but more because of our sheer incredulity that what stood before our startled eyes was almost in reach and so present to our gaze. It was early evening and the arches of the Colosseum were all aglow with muted orange floodlights sweeping its walls and leading the way within. Nothing I’d ever seen could rival this. I wanted the bus to spin around the Colosseum another time, just to make me happy, and to spin yet once more, because I knew that I could easily have overlooked aspects of the monument I’d never forgive myself for failing to spot the first or second time. Then, as I watched the Colosseum drift from sight, I caught myself trying to grow indifferent to the large monument. Something made me say I’d finally seen the Colosseum and that it was now time to move on.

         The conductor, who sat at the back of the bus, forgot to warn us that we were nearing Via Clelia, but my brother noticed that we had just passed under a bridge. To confirm that we were indeed almost there, I nervously asked the conductor whether perhaps we might be close to our destination. I knew he had forgotten but I didn’t want to offend him, so my tone verged on the apologetic. The conductor, rather than admit he had forgotten, turned to me and, with a loutish tone, said, “If you knew where the stop was, why did you ask me to point it out?” A woman who’d been chatting with the conductor, and was resting her whole body on the pole closest to him, gave me an arch look that emphasized his point. Yes, why did you ask, then? I apologized, almost persuaded that he was right. My mother sensed that something had gone wrong by the snarky expression on the man’s face and flung the dirtiest look she could muster. It said, I know all about you, you scoundrel. As we were about to get off the bus, I could tell what my mother was doing. She’d noticed that the bus driver had been speeding along the avenues and was probably rushing to reach the last station and finish his shift. She took her time getting down the stairs and then, just before touching the ground with one foot, hesitated as though she were uncertain that this was indeed her stop and might within seconds change her mind and step back on. 38

         My mother did not know a word of Italian, but she had mastered the unmistakable eloquence of the dirty look.

         That night she boiled water for pasta and for the first time in our lives, rather than have Abdou stew fresh tomatoes to prepare the sauce, she opened a can of precooked tomatoes we had bought and double-boiled them, her way of heating anything that came in a can. We had only three pots in the house, but those would have to do, she said, until our suitcases were brought to us, if indeed they were ever coming back. The good thing, she said, was that her jewelry and the silverware were in one of the two sharkskin suitcases that we’d brought with us in Uncle Claude’s car.

         She wanted to have a proper dinner that evening. So she took out a tablecloth and placed it over the bridge table in the tiny living room and on it placed three matching napkins whose pattern I recognized right away. The tablecloth had to be folded four times, as the bridge table was much smaller than our old dining table in Alexandria. We’d been using the old marble-top table in the kitchen for our meals since our arrival. But tonight, maybe because we’d seen Aunt Flora and were reminded of better times, the sight of the old tablecloth brought back warm home habits—maybe it was its smell, or the welcoming feel of its old cloth, or a few stains that hadn’t quite washed out in Egypt and that I’d never really paid attention to but was grateful to find again, which is what happens on playing an old record and finding ourselves comforted to hear a scratch we’d disliked but grown used to. Maybe this is why we keep certain objects and relics, why they become amulets over time, to remind us not just of places or of people we may never see again, but of things about us that must endure outside of us because, without them, we can no longer be trusted to vouch for ourselves.

         The tablecloth was a frail bulwark against the invasive, unfamiliar, and alien world we’d found ourselves dropped into. We didn’t know how to begin hating a city that wouldn’t welcome us and couldn’t even tempt us with monuments I kept trying to overlook for fear they 39wouldn’t confide in me or let me into their secrets. The tablecloth took us back; it might keep us unharmed, untouched, unchanged.

         In setting the table, Mother thought of adding a fourth napkin, then she changed her mind. She was superstitious.

         She hated the flat stainless-steel silverware in the kitchen drawers, along with three corkscrews and a lightly rusted, beaten-up cheese grater with dented and flattened spikes that hadn’t been used in years. The knives had colored plastic handles, and the forks kept bending if you so much as used them to cut a piece of meat. As for the spoons, they were so flat and shallow that it was impossible to use them for anything except to stir sugar in one’s cup.

         “We’re not going to eat like this,” she finally said, then went back into the room adjacent to the kitchen and brought in a very thickly padded rolled cloth with stitched slots in each of which lay paired a silver knife and a silver fork, tucked together like prisoners lying face to feet in a tight bunkbed. I recognized our favorite knives and forks. At least these had stayed with us.
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         Supper that night was joyous. We had pasta, several slices of ham on the side, and a lettuce salad as well as a separate tomato salad. Then we had three popsicles that my mother had bought the previous evening. They felt like sugared water, with a tinge of strawberry something that melted away, leaving a stick in our mouths that yielded nothing of what the picture on the package had promised.

         I offered to wash the dishes, hoping my mother would refuse my help, which she did. But she said I should watch how she washed them and maybe tomorrow it would be my turn, and the next day my brother’s. My father had implored us to help in every way we could in Rome. Hearing him, Aunt Elsa repeated his advice. Gone was le luxe, she said, reminding us that in Lourdes she had lived the life of a pauper and learned to sew, cook, iron, wash, and mend her clothes 40and her husband’s. You don’t eat if you don’t work. It’s that simple. She was a good saleswoman who had learned to sell statuettes and artifacts to the Christian pilgrims who flocked to the sanctuary’s gift shops. Every penny mattered. Her husband used to smoke his pipe while she scoured the floor and the walls of the shop and then dusted the wares before clients entered. “This is where I learned to waste nothing.” “So, you were not born a miser?” my father would ask, pulling her leg. “Not at all,” she’d reply, unaware of the joke, and would follow with her tireless saw, Je suis née indépendante.

         After supper, the noise began, as it did every evening. At first I thought it must have come from the Diana or, as Grazia told us that evening, from another movie theater called Il Trianon, which she explained had a roof that opened up at night so that spectators could watch a film al fresco. I assumed that the sound of voices booming in the large courtyard surrounding our building must come from that theater. But then I heard what sounded more like a news program. Soon I realized it was the sound of every television set on Via Clelia, tuned to the same program. There were only two television channels at the time, but most people watched the same one, which meant that every time a singer sang or an actor yelled or wept, one could hear everything. Several months later, during the San Remo song festival, I heard every song without having to turn on my radio. We had never owned a television in Egypt; my father was against it. In Rome I envied people their televisions. I asked my mother if we could buy one. “Too expensive,” she said.

         It occurs to me in retrospect that she would have been the true beneficiary of the television. She read books and magazines instead. Point de vue, which she had been reading for several years in Alexandria, was a magazine that kept her abreast of news, fashion, society, blue bloods, while Jours de France was her infallible source regarding films, movie stars, gossip, culture, and books.

         She had brought with her recent issues that she had been unable to read during the tumultuous last weeks in Egypt, and would always read a few pages at night. In the months that followed, she would 41occasionally purchase issues that she devoured and then passed on to Aunt Flora, and later, when Flora returned them, to Grazia, who didn’t know French but liked the pictures, and finally to Madame Renato, whom we’d known in Egypt and who now lived, as my mother found out two months after arriving in Rome, a few blocks away on Via Turno. Like Grazia, she too was a portinaia.

         Madame Renato, as we called her, using her husband’s Christian name, could read just enough French to understand what the photos tried to capture about the French aristocracy but spoke the weirdest French I’d ever heard, totally ungrammatical but with words sprinkled without compunction from Italian, Greek, sometimes Arabic. This was also how she spoke Italian, with words and expressions borrowed from every other language, though she knew none well enough to claim it as hers. Her mother tongue was no language but a hodgepodge of at least four that borrowed the imperfect from one language and grafted it to the conditional of another with an ease that verged on syntactic sprezzatura. It was all the same to her, or, to use her favorite expression, it was all fifty-fifty. When I heard her pour out her doleful tale of her husband’s compulsive gambling debts and of how he tried to hide them from her, it was nearly impossible to hold one’s laughter. She would complain that he played the papers, he was always playing the papers, and always losing, and when he did win, he would hide his winnings to go spend them on who knows what filthy man things. Although it was not difficult to infer what she might mean by man things, none of us had any idea what playing the papers meant, but my mother, who colluded to get her to unburden herself, would ask her if her husband had played the papers that week—“But he always plays the papers,” she’d lament. Eventually my brother figured out what playing the papers meant. Monsieur Renato was playing cards all the time, but the word for “card” in Italian is carta, which also means “paper.”

         Madame Renato held Grazia’s custodian and janitor job in her own building on Via Turno and would every day take a pail with liquid cleanser and water, head up to the top floor, and mop the stairs all the way down to the basement. Of all the people I have met in my 42life, no person was ever able to better hold my attention, with her tales of endless spite, misery, complaints, laughter, all spiraling around her sheer love of gab. Her enigmatic language, which required continuous reconstruction, was a joy to fathom.

         Occasionally, Madame Renato, like my brother, would drift into Romanaccio, the dialect spoken in Rome. Neither, it turns out, knew the Italian for words they’d heard in Romanaccio only. I knew my turn would come soon enough, but I resisted. There are songs that can be sung only in Romanaccio and were taught to me by Amina, when she came for her injections and afterward would knock at my bedroom door and, before stepping inside my room, always ask, Posso? meaning, May I? Then she’d leave my door barely ajar behind her. My mother knew not to disturb.
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         One morning soon after our arrival in Rome, my brother and I were awakened not only by the continuous roar coming from the marketplace, but by another hooting sound that froze me to the spot. Someone must have opened the apartment door and was cooing a teasing, high-pitched “Yoo-hoo” from the tiny corridor leading to our rooms. When I did not answer, not believing that the voice actually came from within our apartment, it came again, “Yoo-hoo,” more insistent this time, reminding me of what I imagined a crooning castrato must have sounded like. Then I heard the main door close and made out the sound of footsteps almost hesitating outside my mother’s bedroom, the closest to the entrance. My brother, barefoot, rushed into my room to tell me that Uncle Claude was inside. “But you are all still sleeping!” said Uncle Claude.

         He could tell that we were baffled and not very pleased to see him suddenly inside the apartment so early in the morning. My mother would be furious, I thought. She must have sensed something—she always did—as she opened her door and appeared in her nightgown in the corridor. It was not even eight. I didn’t need to tell my mother 43what was happening; he stood right there before us, in another tweed jacket, an ascot, and his usual felt hat. She tried her best to gather her thoughts and put on a robe and told me to ask him to please wait in the tiny room where we’d decided to move the bridge table. My mother shook her head in disapproval, and to lift our spirits, when he wasn’t looking, imitated his expression, down to the hat, which he wore in Bogie fashion. I don’t know how she managed to convey his hat by tilting her head and aping his pout and what I’d never noticed was the beginnings of a goiter, which with her talent for mimicry she was able to suggest as well—all in the space of two seconds. Today I am no longer able to remember his face at all except by recalling her mimicry of it.

         But she was polite and as always deferential to a man who made it clear that he owned the apartment he had allowed us to sublet. He made a habit for the next few days of walking into the apartment uninvited and without warning. “Well, it’s still his apartment,” said Aunt Flora, who loathed him. My mother thought it was inappropriate, especially if he walked in when she was there alone and wasn’t able to hear him enter. As a result, she would lock the door with a chain that had always been there but that we didn’t dare use at first because it would have been an affront to him. On the fourth time that he used his key and was unable to get in, he must have understood how grotesquely inconsiderate his free entries had seemed to us, especially to a deaf woman. Eventually, he finally got in the habit of ringing our doorbell. By then my mother had asked Grazia’s brother to install red bulbs throughout the apartment that lit up whenever someone rang. I would ring four times and the light would flash four times. My brother rang three times.

         As Uncle Claude waited in the little room, I spied him crossing his legs and scribbling something on a blank piece of paper. Then he said he had a few errands to run regarding the hotel he owned at the other end of Rome, but that he would be back early that afternoon. He needed to discuss a few matters with us. He handed my mother the piece of paper on which he had been writing and said that this 44was not for her to read but that she should pass it on to my father when he finally joined us in Rome.

         But that was two months away and my mother couldn’t resist taking a quick peek at his note the moment he walked out the door. She unfolded the sheet of paper, read it, then showed it to us, unable to believe her eyes. On it he had added the cost of gas to and from Naples, the cost of our monthly rent, the lunch on the highway to Rome, an accounting of various expenses and tips needed for the people on the wharf, at customs, and in the refugee camp. Plus the money he had given my mother to buy food. We didn’t expect charity, but this niggling accounting was something she’d never seen before.

         My mother was so outraged that when he came back a few hours later, she gave him the cold shoulder. “Is she in a bad mood or what?” he finally asked me. I did not know how to answer him and said that sometimes she got that way. I was, without meaning to, siding against my own mother. I was ashamed of myself. My brother said I should have told him that she was upset with him. Why hadn’t he told him, then? I asked. “I’ll tell him if he asks again.” Claude told us to sit down and each take out a sheet of paper. I had a notebook that I’d purchased in Egypt and was planning to use as a sort of Roman journal, but then and there it lost two sheets, one on each side of the staple. I gave up on the idea of a journal.

         He dictated a few sentences in Italian. He took a look at my Italian spelling and then at my brother’s. He didn’t seem pleased, but he didn’t say anything. He asked my mother to brew him a cup of coffee. My mother couldn’t make coffee because the only coffee maker she had was in one of the suitcases still in Naples and it was a Turkish coffee maker. But there must be a moka—as he called it—somewhere in the kitchen. Indeed, there was, but the very tiny espresso maker was so old and begrimed that we didn’t dare use it. Besides, we hadn’t bought coffee. “In Italy we drink coffee,” he muttered.

         Then came Uncle Claude’s pièce de résistance.

         He asked us to write something about our voyage on the ship. All 45he wanted was a few sentences. While he would have been drinking his cup of coffee that never came, I scribbled in Italian something as best I could. When I handed him my short composition, he read it through, caught several mistakes, and said that I had a fourth-grade knowledge of Italian. My brother’s Italian was a third grader’s. This would mean that, unless I took private lessons, we’d be enrolled in grade school. I’d been a junior in an American high school in Alexandria, and my brother a freshman. Now we would be placed with students seven to eight years younger. Uncle Claude said that we would have to be registered immediately in an intensive summer course at an Italian institute that specialized in pupils who had failed exams and didn’t want to repeat their school year. We would have to work very hard to perfect our Italian to be admitted to a higher class than the one he feared we were destined for.

         This was something I hadn’t been prepared to face, though I had no idea what schools I should be contemplating, having no idea yet of which were available in Rome. I had heard in Alexandria that Italian high schools usually offered two paths of study, the classico or the scientifico. In the first, one studied Latin and Greek, languages, literature, history; in the second, math and sciences. Uncle Claude was pleased to hear that I knew the difference but right away dismissed liceo classico. “What can anyone do with classics after you’ve left school? Nothing.” He wanted me to become an engineer. “In today’s world …,” he went on, lauding today’s world, where only facts, not fantasies, were trusted. But I wasn’t good at math, I said. “Yes, I’m aware,” he said, recalling our conversation in the car from Naples.

         He left. Both my brother and I were totally shattered. I could just see us surrounded by ten-year-olds.

         My mother thought he was bluffing and was just trying to scare us.

         But Uncle Claude was not bluffing. The next morning, he returned with an old duffel bag filled with clothing he thought we might need come wintertime. There were many thick beige wool shirts that smelled of having been stored in mothballs for decades.

         “Thank you so much,” said my mother with a grand smile. 46

         “Do these date from World War Two or from World War One?” asked my brother, not aware of the impertinence of his question. As always, whenever he managed to throw a pointed dart, he did it unintentionally, because he liked humor and didn’t think that people might take offense at a small joke, even at their expense.

         Claude understood the joke. His quick comeback was a veiled rebuke.

         “Winters are cold here, and I doubt you have enough wool clothing.”

         I wanted to say Thirty-one suitcases, remember? but decided not to.

         What I hadn’t noticed was that these custom-made shirts, which one could wear with a tie even, came accompanied by underpants of the same coarse wool. Just looking at these antiquities made me itch. My mother whispered, “Say thank you.”

         Uncle Claude did not hear her. I thanked him; my brother thanked him too.

         The unspoken question between us was how to dispose of them the moment he’d turned his back. To my mother, he said, “I’m taking your sons to a summer school on Via Furio Camillo, an institute for students who need to brush up on their Italian.”

         He asked my mother for the sheet that he’d handed her the day before, and to the figures he had jotted down added one month of tuition, which he was paying out of pocket. The next month we’d have to pay for ourselves, he said.

         We walked two blocks over to the school, and were greeted by the director, who obviously knew everything about us. My uncle had clearly gone to the trouble of finding an institute close by and had even spoken to the director. He took these matters seriously, it seemed, which surprised me, as I thought he couldn’t wait to be done with us the moment he’d driven us to Rome.

         Once again I was asked to write down a few sentences on a subject I knew something about. I decided to write about the destruction of Ancient Athens during the Persian invasion, my brother about our great-grandmother who had died about three years earlier. He had 47never allowed her to kiss him because her flabby, wrinkled lips disgusted him. When the director read my brother’s description of how he gave his great-grandmother his ear rather than his cheek for her to kiss, he burst out laughing. True, there were several mistakes, he said, but the boy had a certain vis comica. What my brother had not realized was that our great-grandmother was Uncle Claude’s mother. As for the pages about Ancient Athens I’d written, “The less said the better,” said the director. They were going to do their best, but of course it was doubtful that we’d be able to be put with peers our age.

         Did I have a grammar or exercise book at home? asked the director.

         “Yes, I do,” I said.

         The book had been bound by a bookbinder a few weeks before our leaving. It was given to me by our tutor, Signor Dall’Abaco. We had not opened it once.

         The next day, I brought the book to our new teacher for her approval. Signorina Longo did not seem interested in us. She looked at the book I’d been told to bring and started laughing. “This is an auspicious beginning,” she said with irony inflecting her voice, using an adjective I did not understand. She right away showed it to another tutor who had stepped into the room. She opened the book and said that it looked exactly like the kind of grammar book her mother used to have. “Or your grandmother,” added the other tutor. She giggled each time he said something. I could right away tell that there was something between them, and throughout my tutorials that summer, they flirted in sentences they believed we’d fail to understand. “Do you think they fuck?” I once asked my brother in Arabic in front of them. “I’m not sure, but they’re too friendly,” he replied. Then, on second thought: “Yes, they fuck,” he said.

         A few evenings later we wrote to my father. We tried to spare him the sordid details of our arrival, but it was impossible to avoid telling him about our uncle’s outbursts in the car that lasted till we’d almost reached Rome. We told him about Uncle Claude’s habit of letting himself in without ringing. And we told him about our probable enrollment in an elementary school. My brother always had a mischievous 48sense of humor and told him all about the old wool shirts and the sagging underpants that stank of mothballs. In short, Uncle Claude was someone whom everyone in the Roman family, according to Aunt Flora, called un gran pezzo di merda, a big piece of shit. When the envelope was sealed, I did what Uncle Claude used to do and wrote “French Language” in underlined capital letters a few spaces below my father’s address.
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         We did not see Uncle Claude for an entire week, though his figure with his Bogie hat and squealing Yoo-hoo loomed large whenever we spoke of him. His presence gave us an image not of an eternal Rome, but of a dingy, ill-tempered, piddling town into which we’d been hurled like a hapless litter trying to call our old corrugated box a home.

         But Claude’s absence allowed us to explore the city as we wished. Aunt Flora’s relatives told us about the French Institute on Piazza di Campitelli, where one could borrow French books and read magazines. A distant cousin of hers met us one evening on Piazza San Silvestro and together we walked down Via del Corso till we sighted the Capitol, which I already knew from a picture of the statue of Marcus Aurelius in Aunt Elsa’s room in Egypt. In the distance, as always, the Colosseum. At the French Institute, my mother borrowed a French translation of Doctor Zhivago, I borrowed Scènes de la vie de Bohème, a novel by Henri Murger, and Sapho by Alphonse Daudet. I carried the three books as we ambled around the area, where Aunt Flora came to meet us in a different caffè. She had started her job at the maritime company and was told by the president of the firm that within a year she’d have to relocate to Venice. She loved the idea, and this was why she accepted the position. Venice, which she’d visited for an entire summer with her parents before the war, was surrounded by water, and of all things Alexandrian, water was the most stirring and the thing she missed most.

         How could one really miss water? I asked her. 49

         Impossible to define—or maybe I was just too young to understand, she said.

         Eventually, it was she who taught me to love water—once water was no longer available, that is. But in Venice proper, you can smell seawater and you see it, and you hear it, but you could never touch the water. “Not our beach,” she said. She wasn’t thrilled.
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