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            for Remo N.

         

         
            
               What you thought was a tiny point on earth

               was all.

               And no one can ever steal that matchless treasure from your

               jealous sleeping eyes.

               Your first love will never be violated.

            

            
               Virgin, she is wrapped in night

               like a gypsy in her black shawl,

               star suspended in the northern sky

               for eternity: no danger can touch her.

            

            
               Young friends, handsomer than Alexander and Euryalos,

               forever handsome, protect the sleep of my boy.

               The fearful emblem will never cross the threshold

               of that blessed little island.

            

            
                                              And you’ll never know the law

               that I, like so many, have learned—

               and that has broken my heart:

            

            
               Outside Limbo there is no Elysium.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            If I see myself in him, it seems clear to me …

            — Umberto Saba, Il Canzoniere
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            CHAPTER 1

            King and Star of the Sky

         

         
                     … Paradise

lofty and chaotic …

            — SANDRO PENNA, POESIE

         

         King and Star of the Sky

         One of my first glories was my name. I had learned early (he, it seems to me, was the first to inform me) that Arturo—Arcturus—is a star: the swiftest and brightest light in the constellation of Boötes, the Herdsman, in the northern sky! And that this name was also borne by a king in ancient times, the commander of a band of faithful followers: all heroes, like the king himself, and treated by the king as equals, as brothers.

         Unfortunately, I later discovered that that famous Arthur, King of Britain, was not a true story, only a legend; and so I abandoned him for other, more historical kings (in my opinion legends were childish). Still, another reason was enough in itself for me to give a noble value to the name Arturo: and that is, that it was my mother, I learned, who, although I think ignorant of the aristocratic symbolism, decided on that name. Who was herself simply an illiterate young woman but for me more than a sovereign. 

         In reality, I knew almost nothing about her, for she wasn’t even eighteen when she died, at the moment that I, her only child, was born. And the sole image of her I ever knew was a portrait on a postcard. A faded, ordinary, almost ghostlike figure, but the object of fantastic adoration for my entire childhood.

         The poor itinerant photographer to whom we owe this unique image portrayed her in the first months of her pregnancy. You can tell from her body, even amid the folds of the loose-fitting dress, that she’s pregnant; and she holds her little hands clasped in front of her, as if to hide herself, in a timid, modest pose. She’s very serious, and in her black eyes you can read not only submissiveness, which is usual in most of our girls and young village brides, but a stunned and slightly fearful questioning. As if, among the common illusions of maternity, she already suspected that her destiny would be death and eternal ignorance.

         The Island

         All the islands of our archipelago, here in the Bay of Naples, are beautiful.

         For the most part, the land is of volcanic origin, and, especially near the ancient craters, thousands of flowers grow wild: I’ve never seen anything like it on the mainland. In spring, the hills are covered with broom: traveling on the sea in the month of June you recognize its wild, caressing odor as soon as you approach our harbors.

         Up in the hills in the countryside, my island has solitary narrow roads enclosed between ancient walls, behind which orchards and vineyards extend, like imperial gardens. It has several beaches with pale, fine sand, and other, smaller shores, covered with pebbles and shells, hidden amid high cliffs. In those towering rocks, which loom over the water, seagulls and turtledoves make their nests, and you can hear their voices, especially in the early morning, sometimes lamenting, sometimes gay. There, on quiet days, the sea is gentle and cool, and lies on the shore like dew. Ah, I wouldn’t ask to be a seagull or a dolphin; I’d be content to be a scorpion fish, the ugliest fish in the sea, just to be down there, playing in that water.

         Around the port, the streets are all sunless alleys, lined with plain, centuries-old houses, which, although painted in beautiful pink or grayish shell colors, look severe and melancholy. On the sills of the small windows, which are almost as narrow as loopholes, you sometimes see a carnation growing in a tin can, or a little cage that seems fit for a cricket but holds a captured turtledove. The shops are as deep and dark as brigands’ dens. In the café at the port, there’s a coal stove on which the owner boils Turkish coffee, in a deep blue enameled coffeepot. She’s been a widow for many years, and always wears the black of mourning, the black shawl, the black earrings. A photograph of the deceased, on the wall beside the cash register, is festooned with dusty leaves.

         The innkeeper, in his tavern, which is opposite the monument of Christ the Fisherman, is raising an owl, chained to a plank high up against the wall. The owl has delicate black and gray feathers, an elegant tuft on his head, blue eyelids, and big eyes of a red-gold color, circled with black; he always has a bleeding wing, because he constantly pecks at it with his beak. If you stretch out a hand to give him a little tickle on the chest, he bends his small head toward you, with an expression of wonder.

         When evening descends, he starts to struggle, tries to take off, and falls back, and sometimes ends up hanging head down, flapping on his chain.

         In the church at the port, the oldest on the island, there are some wax saints, less than three palms high, locked in glass cases. They have skirts of real lace, yellowed, faded cloaks of brocatelle, real hair, and from their wrists hang tiny rosaries of real pearls. On their small fingers, which have a deathly pallor, the nails are sketched with a threadlike red line.

         Those elegant pleasure boats and cruise ships that in greater and greater numbers crowd the other ports of the archipelago hardly ever dock at ours; here you’ll see some barges or merchant ships, besides the fishing boats of the islanders. For many hours of the day the square at the port seems almost deserted; on the left, near the statue of Christ the Fisherman, a single carriage for hire awaits the arrival of the regularly scheduled steamers, which stop here for a few minutes and disembark three or four passengers altogether, mostly people from the island. Never, not even in summer, do our solitary beaches experience the commotion of the bathers from Naples and other cities, and all parts of the world, who throng the beaches of the surrounding areas. And if a stranger happens to get off at Procida, he marvels at not finding here that open and happy life, of celebrations and conversations on the street, of song and the strains of guitars or mandolins, for which the region of Naples is known throughout the world. The Procidans are surly, taciturn. All the doors are closed, almost no one looks out the window, every family lives within its four walls and doesn’t mingle with the others. Friendship, among us, isn’t welcomed. And the arrival of a stranger arouses not curiosity but, rather, distrust. If he asks questions, they are answered reluctantly, because the people of my island don’t like their privacy spied on.

         They are a small dark race, with elongated black eyes, like Orientals. And they so closely resemble one another you might say they’re all related. The women, following ancient custom, live cloistered like nuns. Many of them still wear their hair coiled, shawls over their heads, long dresses, and, in winter, clogs over thick black cotton stockings; in summer some go barefoot. When they pass barefoot, rapid and noiseless, avoiding encounters, they might be feral cats or weasels.

         They never go to the beach; for women it’s a sin to swim in the sea, and a sin even to watch others swimming. 

         In books, the houses of ancient feudal cities, grouped together or scattered through the valley and across the hillsides, all in sight of the castle that dominates them from the highest peak, are often compared to a flock around the shepherd. Thus, too, on Procida, the houses—from those densely crowded at the port, to the ones spread out on the hills, and the isolated country farmhouses—appear, from a distance, exactly like a herd scattered at the foot of the castle. This castle rises on the highest hill (which among the other, smaller hills is like a mountain); and, enlarged by structures superimposed and added over the centuries, has acquired the mass of a gigantic citadel. To passing ships, especially at night, all that appears of Procida is this dark mass, which makes our island seem like a fortress in the middle of the sea.

         For around two hundred years, the castle has been used as a penitentiary: one of the biggest, I believe, in the whole country. For many people who live far away the name of my island means the name of a prison.

         On the western side, which faces the sea, my house is in sight of the castle, but at a distance of several hundred meters as the crow flies, and over numerous small inlets from which, at night, the fishermen set out in their boats with lanterns lighted. At that distance you can’t distinguish the bars on the windows, or the circuit of the guards around the walls; so that, especially in winter, when the air is misty and the moving clouds pass in front of it, the penitentiary might seem the kind of abandoned castle you find in many old cities. A fantastic ruin, inhabited only by snakes, owls, and swallows.

         The Story of Romeo the Amalfitano

         My house rises alone at the top of a steep hill, in the middle of an uncultivated terrain scattered with lava pebbles. The façade looks toward the town, and on that side the hill is buttressed by an old wall made of pieces of rock; here lives the deep blue lizard (which is found nowhere else, nowhere else in the world). On the right, a stairway of stones and earth descends toward the level ground where vehicles can go.

         Behind the house there is a broad open space, beyond which the land becomes steep and impassable. And by means of a long rockslide you reach a small, triangular, black-sand beach. No path leads to this beach; but, if you’re barefoot, it’s easy to descend precipitously amid the rocks. At the bottom a single boat was moored: it was mine, and was called Torpedo Boat of the Antilles.

         My house isn’t far from a small, almost urban square (boasting, among other things, a marble monument) or from the densely built dwellings of the town. But in my memory it has become an isolated place, and its solitude makes an enormous space around it. There it sits, malign and marvelous, like a golden spider that has woven its iridescent web over the whole island.

         It’s a two-story palazzo, plus the cellar and the attic (in Procida houses that have around twenty rooms, which in Naples might seem small, are called palazzi), and, as with most of the inhabited area of Procida, which is very old, it was built at least three centuries ago.

         It’s a pale pink color, square, rough, and constructed without elegance; it would look like a large farmhouse if not for the majestic central entrance and the Baroque-style grilles that protect all the windows on the outside. The façade’s only ornaments are two iron balconies, suspended on either side of the entrance, in front of two blind windows. These balconies, and also the grilles, were once painted white, but now they’re all stained and corroded by rust.

         A smaller door is cut into one panel of the central entrance door, and this is the way we usually go in: the two panels are, instead, never opened, and the enormous locks that bolt them from the inside have been eaten by rust and are unusable. Through the small door you enter a long, windowless hall, paved with slate, at the end of which, in the style of Procida’s grand houses, a gate opens to an internal garden. This gate is guarded by two statues of very faded painted terra-cotta, portraying two hooded figures, which could be either monks or Saracens, you can’t tell. And, beyond the gate, the garden, enclosed by the walls of the house like a courtyard, appears a triumph of wild greenery.

         There, under the beautiful carob tree, my dog Immacolatella is buried.

         From the roof of the house, one can see the full shape of the island, which resembles a dolphin; its small inlets, the penitentiary, and not far away, on the sea, the bluish purple form of the island of Ischia. The silvery shadows of more distant islands. And, at night, the firmament, where Boötes the Herdsman walks, with his star Arturo.

         From the day it was built, for more than two centuries, the house was a monastery: this fact is common among us, and there’s nothing romantic about it. Procida was always a place of poor fishermen and farmers, and its rare grand buildings were all, inevitably, either convents, or churches, or fortresses, or prisons.

         Later, those religious men moved elsewhere, and the house ceased to belong to the Church. For a certain period, during and after the wars of the past century, it housed regiments of soldiers; then it was abandoned and uninhabited for a long time; and finally, about half a century ago, it was bought by a private citizen, a wealthy shipping agent from Amalfi, who, passing through Procida, made it his home, and lived there in idleness for thirty years.

         He transformed part of the interior, especially the upper floor, where he knocked down the dividing walls between numerous cells of the former monastery and covered the walls with wallpaper. Even in my time, although the house was run-down and in constant disrepair, it preserved the arrangement and the furnishings as he had left them. The furniture, which had been collected by a picturesque but ignorant imagination from the small antique and secondhand dealers of Naples, gave the rooms a certain romantic-country aspect. Entering, you had the illusion of a past of grandmothers and great-grandmothers, of ancient female secrets.

         And yet from the time those walls were erected until the year our family arrived, they had never seen a woman.

         When, a little more than twenty years ago, my paternal grandfather, Antonio Gerace, who had emigrated from Procida, returned with a modest fortune from America, the Amalfitano, who by then was an old man, still lived in the ancient palazzo. In old age, he had become blind; and it was said that this was a punishment from Santa Lucia, because he hated women. He had hated them since youth, to the point that he wouldn’t receive even his own sisters, and when the Sisters of the Consolation came to beg he left them outside the door. For that reason, he had never married; and he was never seen in church, or in the shops, where women are more readily encountered.

         He wasn’t hostile to society; in fact, he had quite a splendid character, and often gave banquets, and even masked parties, and on such occasions he proved to be generous to the point of madness, so that he had become a legend on the island. However, no woman was admitted to his entertainments; and the girls of Procida, envious of their boyfriends and brothers who took part in those mysterious evenings, spitefully nicknamed the Amalfitano’s abode the Casa dei Guaglioni, or Boys’ House (guaglione, in Neapolitan dialect, means boy or youth).

         My grandfather Antonio, disembarking in his homeland after some decades of absence, did not think that destiny had reserved the Casa dei Guaglioni for his family. He scarcely recalled the Amalfitano, with whom he had never had a friendly relationship; and that old monastery-barracks among the thorns and prickly pears did not in the least resemble the dwelling he had dreamed of for himself during his exile. He bought a house in the country, with a farm, in the southern part of the island, and went to live there, alone with his tenant farmers, being a bachelor with no close relatives. 

         Actually, there existed on the earth one close relative of Antonio Gerace, whom he had never seen. This was a son, born during his early life as an emigrant, from a relationship with a young German schoolteacher, whom he soon abandoned. For several years after the abandonment (the emigrant had moved to America following a short stint in Germany), the girl-mother had continued to write to him, begging him for material help, because she found herself without work, and seeking to move him with marvelous descriptions of the child. But the emigrant was himself so wretched at the time that he stopped answering the letters, until the young woman, discouraged, stopped writing. And when, returning to Procida aged and without heirs, Antonio tried to find her, he learned that she had died, leaving the child, now around sixteen, in Germany.

         Antonio Gerace then summoned that son to Procida, to finally give him his own name and his own inheritance. And so he who was to become my father disembarked on the island of Procida, dressed in rags like a gypsy (I learned later).

         He must have had a hard life. And his childish heart must have been nourished on rancor not only toward his unknown father but also toward all the other innocent Procidans. Maybe, too, by some act or behavior, they affronted his irascible pride from the start, and forever. Certainly, on the island, his indifferent and offensive manner made him universally hated. With his father, who tried to win his affection, the boy was aloof to the point of cruelty.

         The only person on the island he saw was the Amalfitano. It was some time since the latter had given entertainments or parties, and he lived isolated in his blindness, surly and proud, refusing to receive those who sought him out and pushing away with his stick those who approached him on the street. His tall, melancholy figure had become detested by everyone.

         His house opened again to only one person: the son of Antonio Gerace, who formed such a close friendship with him that he spent every day in his company, as if the Amalfitano, and not Antonio Gerace, were his real father. And the Amalfitano devoted to him an exclusive and tyrannical affection: it seemed that he couldn’t live a day without him. If the son was late in his daily visit, the Amalfitano went out to meet him, sitting at the end of the street to wait. And, unable to see if he was finally coming, in his blind man’s anxiety he would every so often call out his name, in a hoarse voice that seemed already to come from the grave. If passersby answered that Gerace’s son wasn’t there, he would throw some coins and banknotes on the ground, haphazardly and with contempt, so that, thus paid, they would go and summon him. And if they returned later to say that they hadn’t found him at home, he had them search the entire island, even unleashing his dogs in the hunt. In his life now there was nothing else: either being with his only friend or waiting for him. Two years later, when he died, he left him the house on Procida.

         Not long afterward, Antonio Gerace died: and the son, who some months earlier had married an orphan from Massa, moved to the Amalfitano’s house with his young, pregnant bride. He was then about nineteen, and the wife not yet eighteen. It was the first time, in almost three centuries since the palazzo was built, that a woman had lived within its walls.

         The farmers remained in my grandfather’s house and on his land, and are still tenants there today.

         The Boys’ House

         The premature death of my mother, at eighteen, giving birth to her first child, was certainly a confirmation, if not the origin, of a popular rumor according to which the deceased owner’s hatred meant that it was forever fatal for a woman to live in the Casa dei Guaglioni, the Boys’ House, or even simply to enter it.

         My father had barely a faint smile of scorn for that country tale, so that I, too, from the start learned to consider it with the proper contempt, as the superstitious nonsense it was. But it had acquired such authority on the island that no woman would ever agree to be our servant. During my childhood a boy from Naples worked for us; his name was Silvestro, and at the time he entered our house (shortly before my birth) he was fourteen or fifteen. He returned to Naples at the time of his military service, and was replaced by one of our tenant farmers, who came only a couple of hours a day, to do the cooking. No one gave any thought to the dirt and disorder of the rooms, which to us seemed natural, like the vegetation of the uncultivated garden within the walls of the house.

         It’s impossible to give an accurate picture of this garden (today the cemetery of my dog Immacolatella). Around the adult carob could be found, among other things, the rotting frames of old furniture covered with mosses, broken dishes, demijohns, oars, wheels, and so on. And amid the rocks and the debris grew plants with distended, thorny leaves, sometimes beautiful and mysterious, like exotic specimens. After the rains, hundreds of flowers of more noble stock bloomed, from seeds and bulbs planted there long ago. And in the summer drought everything blackened, as if burned.

         In spite of our affluence, we lived like savages. A couple of months after my birth, my father had departed from the island for an absence of almost half a year: leaving me in the arms of our first boy, who was very serious for his age and raised me on goat’s milk. It was the same boy who taught me to speak, to read and write; and then, reading the books I found in the house, I educated myself. My father never cared to make me go to school: I was always on vacation, and my days of wandering, especially during his long absences, ignored any rule or schedule. Only hunger and sleep signaled the time to return home.

         No one thought to give me money, and I didn’t ask for it; besides, I didn’t feel a need for it. I don’t remember ever possessing a cent, in all my infancy and childhood.

         The farm inherited from my grandfather Gerace provided the foods necessary for our cook: who didn’t depart too far from the primitive and the barbarian in the arts of the kitchen. His name was Costante; and he was as taciturn and rough as his predecessor, Silvestro (the one I could, in a certain sense, call my nurse), had been gentle.

         Winter evenings and rainy days I occupied with reading. After the sea and roaming around the island, I liked reading best. Usually I read in my room, lying on the bed, or on the sofa, with Immacolatella at my feet.

         Our rooms gave onto a narrow hall, along which, at one time, the brothers’ cells (perhaps twenty in all) had opened. The former owner had knocked down most of the walls between the cells in order to make the rooms more spacious; but (perhaps charmed by their decorations and carvings) had left some of the old doors intact. So, for example, my father’s room had three doors, all in a row along the hall, and five windows, similarly in a line. Between my room and my father’s, one cell had been preserved in its original dimensions, and there, during my childhood, the boy Silvestro slept. His sofa bed (or, to be clearer, a sort of cot) was still there, together with the empty chest for storing pasta where he put his clothes.

         As for my father and me, we didn’t put our clothes anywhere. Our rooms had dressers and wardrobes available, which, if you opened them, threatened to collapse, and emitted the odors of some extinct Bourbon bourgeoisie. But these pieces of furniture were of no use to us, except, sometimes, for tossing no longer serviceable objects that cluttered the rooms—for example, old shoes, broken fishing rods, shirts reduced to rags, and so on. Or storing booty: fossil shells, from the time when the island was still a submarine volcano; cartridge cases; bottoms of bottles mottled by the sand; pieces of rusted engines. And subaqeous plants, and starfish, which later dried out or rotted in the musty drawers. Maybe that’s partly why I’ve never recognized the smell of our rooms anywhere else, in any human space or even in the dens of earthly animals; maybe, rather, I’ve found something similar in the bottom of a boat, or in a cave.

         Those enormous dressers and wardrobes, occupying a large part of the free wall space, barely left a place for the beds, which were the usual iron bedsteads, with decorations of mother-of-pearl or painted landscapes, such as are found in all the bedrooms of Procida and Naples. Our winter blankets, in which I slept wrapped up, as if in a sack, were full of moth holes; and the mattresses, which were never plumped or carded, were flattened with use, like sheets of dough.

         I recall that every so often, using a pillow or an old leather jacket that had belonged to Silvestro as a broom, my father, with my help, swept up from around his bed the old cigarette butts, which we piled in a corner of the room and later threw out the window. It was impossible to say in our house what material or color the floor was, because it was hidden under a layer of hardened dust. Similarly, the windowpanes were all blackened and opaque; suspended high up in the corners and between the window grilles the iridescence of spider webs was visible, shining in the light.

         I think that the spiders, the lizards, the birds, and in general all non-human beings must have considered our house an uninhabited tower from the time of Barbarossa, or even a rocky protrusion rising from the sea. Along the outside walls, lizards emerged from cracks and secret furrows as from the earth; countless swallows and wasps made nests there. Birds of foreign species, passing over the island on their migrations, stopped to rest on the windowsills. And even the seagulls came to dry their feathers on the roof after their dives, as if on the mast of a ship or the top of a cliff.

         At least one pair of owls lived in our house, although it was impossible for me to discover where; but it’s a fact that, as soon as evening descended, you could see them flying out of the walls, with their entire family. Other owls, of different species, came from far away to hunt in our land, as in a forest. One night, an immense owl, an eagle owl, came to rest on my window. From its size I thought for a moment that it was an eagle; but it had much paler feathers, and later I recognized it from its small upright ears.

         In some of the uninhabited rooms of the house, the windows, forgotten, stayed open in all seasons. And, entering those rooms unexpectedly, at an interval of months, you might encounter a bat, or hear the cries of mysterious broods hidden in a chest or among the rafters.

         Certain curious creatures turned up, species never seen on the island. One morning, I was sitting on the ground behind the house, pounding almonds with a stone, when I saw emerge, up from the rockslide, a small, very pretty animal, of a species between a cat and a squirrel. It had a large tail and a triangular snout with white whiskers, and it observed me attentively. I threw it a shelled almond, hoping to ingratiate myself. But my gesture frightened it, and it fled.

         Another time, at night, looking out over the edge of the slope, I saw a bright white quadruped, the size of a medium tuna, advancing up from the sea toward our house; it had curved horns, which looked like crescent moons. As soon as it became aware of me it turned back and disappeared amid the cliffs. I suspected that it was a dugong, a rare species of amphibious ruminant, which some say never existed, others that it is extinct. Many sailors, however, are sure they’ve often seen one of these dugongs, which lives in the neighborhood of the Grotta Azzurra of Capri. It lives in the sea like a fish, but is greedy for vegetables, and during the night comes out of the water to steal from the farms. 

         As for visits from humans, Procidans or foreigners, the Casa dei Guaglioni had not received any for years.

         On the first floor was the brothers’ former refectory, transformed by the Amalfitano into a reception room. It was an enormous space, with a high ceiling, almost twice the height of the other rooms, and windows that were high off the ground and looked toward the sea. The walls, unlike those of the other rooms, were not covered with wallpaper but decorated all around by a fresco, which imitated a columned loggia, with vine shoots and bunches of grapes. Against the back wall there was a table more than six meters long, and scattered everywhere were broken-down sofas and chairs, seats of every style, and faded cushions. One corner was occupied by a large fireplace, which we never used. And from the ceiling hung an immense chandelier of colored glass, caked with dust: only a few blackened bulbs were left, so that it gave off the same light as a candle.

         It was here that in the days of the Amalfitano, amid music and singing, the groups of youths had their gatherings. The room still bore traces of their celebrations, and faintly recalled the great halls of villas occupied by the conquerors in war or, in some respects, the assembly halls in prisons—and in general all the places where youths and boys gather together without women. The worn, dirty fabrics covering the sofas showed cigarette burns. And on the walls, as well as on the tables, there were inscriptions and drawings: names, signatures, jokes, and expressions of melancholy or of love, and lines from songs. Then a pierced heart, a ship, the figure of a soccer player balancing the ball on his toes. And some humorous drawings: a skull smoking a pipe, a mermaid sheltering under an umbrella, and so on.

         Numerous other drawings and inscriptions had been scratched off, I don’t know by whom; the scars of the erasures remained visible on the plaster and on the wooden tables.

         In other rooms, too, similar traces of past guests could be found. For example, in a small unused room, you could still read on the wallpaper above an alabaster stoup (left from the time of the monastery) a faded ink signature surrounded by flourishes: “Taniello.” But, apart from these unknown signatures and worthless drawings, nothing else could be found, in the house, to bear witness to the time of parties and banquets. I learned that after the death of the shipping agent many Procidans who had taken part in those celebrations in their youth showed up at the Casa dei Guaglioni to demand objects and souvenirs. They claimed, vouching for one another, that the Amalfitano had promised them as gifts for the day of his death. So there was a kind of sack; and perhaps it was then that the costumes and masks were carried off, which are even now much talked about on the island; and the guitars, and mandolins, and glasses with toasts written in gold on the crystal. Maybe some of these spoils have been saved, in the cottages of peasants or fishermen. And the women of the family, now old, look with a sigh at such mementos, feeling again the jealousy they felt as girls of the mysterious revels from which they were excluded. They’re almost afraid to touch those dead objects, which might contain in themselves the hostile influence of the Casa dei Guaglioni!

         Another mystery was what became of the Amalfitano’s dogs. It’s known that he had several, and loved them; but at his death they disappeared from the house without a trace. Some assert that, after their master was carried to the cemetery, they grew sad, refusing food, and were all left to die. Others say that they began to roam the island like wild beasts, growling at anyone who approached, until they all became rabid, and the wardens captured them one by one, and killed them, throwing them off a cliff.

         Thus the things that had happened in the Casa dei Guaglioni before my birth came down to me indistinctly, like adventures from long-ago centuries. Even of my mother’s brief stay (aside from the photograph that Silvestro had saved for me) I could find no sign in the house. From Silvestro himself I learned that one day when I was around two months old, and my father had recently departed on his travels, some relatives from Massa arrived, apparently peasants, who carried off everything that had belonged to my mother, as if it were their lawful inheritance: her trousseau, brought as a dowry, her clothes, and even her clogs and her mother-of-pearl rosary. They certainly took advantage of the fact that there was no adult in the house to resist: and Silvestro at a certain point was afraid that they wanted to carry me off, too. So, on some pretext, he hurried to his cell, where he had put me to sleep on the bed, and quickly hid me in the old pasta crate where he kept his clothes (and whose battered cover let in air). Next to me he put the bottle of goat’s milk, so that if I woke up I would be quiet and give no sign of my presence. But I didn’t wake up, staying silent during the entire visit of the relatives, who, besides, weren’t much concerned to have news of me. Only on the point of leaving with their bundle of things, one of them, more out of politeness than anything else, asked if I was growing well and where I was: and Silvestro answered that I had been put out to nurse. They were satisfied with that and, returning forever to Massa, were not heard from again.

         And so passed my solitary childhood, in the house denied to women.

         In my father’s room there is a large photograph of the Amal fitano. It portrays a slender old man, enveloped in a long jacket, with unfashionable pants that allow a glimpse of white stockings. His white hair falls behind his ears like a horse’s mane, and his high, smooth forehead, struck by the light, has an unnatural whiteness. His lifeless, open eyes have the clear, enraptured expression of certain animal eyes.

         The Amalfitano chose a calculated, bold pose for the photographer. He is taking a step, and hints at a gallant smile, as if in greeting. With his right hand, he raises an iron-tipped black stick, which he is in the act of twirling; and with the left he holds two large dogs on a leash. Under the portrait, in the shaky hand of a semiliterate blind old man, he has written a dedication to my father:

         
            TO WILHELM

ROMEO

         

         This photograph of the Amalfitano reminded me of the figure of Boötes, Arturo’s constellation, as it was drawn on a big map of the northern hemisphere in an astronomy atlas that we had in the house.

         Beauty

         What I know about my father’s origins I learned when I was already grown. Since I was a boy, I’d occasionally heard the people of the island call him “bastard,” but that word sounded to me like a title of authority and mysterious prestige: such as “margrave,” or some similar title. For many years, no one ever told me anything about the past of my father and grandfather: the Procidans are not loquacious, and, at the same time, following my father’s example, I kept my distance from the island’s inhabitants, and had no friends among them. Costante, our cook, was a presence more animal than human. In the many years that he worked for us, I don’t remember ever exchanging with him two words of conversation; and, besides, I very rarely saw him. When his work in the kitchen was done, he returned to the farm; and I, coming home when I felt like it, found his simple dishes waiting for me, now cold, in the empty kitchen.

         Most of the time, my father lived far away. He would come to Procida for a few days, and then leave again, sometimes remaining absent for entire seasons. If at the end of the year you made a summary of his rare, brief sojourns on the island, you would find that, out of twelve months, he had been on Procida, with me, for perhaps two. Thus I spent almost all my days in absolute solitude; and this solitude, which began in early childhood (with the departure of my nurse Silvestro), seemed to me my natural condition. I considered my father’s every sojourn on the island an extraordinary favor on his part, a special concession that I was proud of.

         I believe I had barely learned to walk when he bought me a boat. And one day when I was about six, he brought me to the farm, where the farmer’s shepherd bitch was nursing her month-old puppies, so that I could choose one. I chose the one that seemed to me the most high-spirited, with the friendliest eyes. It turned out to be a female; and since she was white, like the moon, she was called Immacolatella.

         As for providing me with shoes, or clothes, my father seldom remembered. In the summer, I wore no other garment than a pair of trousers, in which I also dove into the water, letting the air dry them on me. Only occasionally did I add to the trousers a cotton shirt that was too short, and all torn and loose. Unlike me, my father possessed a pair of khaki bathing trunks; but, apart from that, he, too, in summer, wore nothing but some old faded trousers and a shirt that no longer had a single button, and fell open over his chest. Sometimes he knotted around his neck a flower-patterned kerchief, of the type that peasant women buy at the market for Sunday Mass. And that cotton rag, on him, seemed to me the mark of a leader, a wreath of flowers that declared the glorious conqueror!

         Neither he nor I owned a coat. In winter, I wore two sweaters, one over the other, and he a sweater underneath and, on top, a threadbare, shapeless checked wool jacket, with excessively padded shoulders that increased the authority of his height. The use of underwear was almost completely unknown to us.

         He had a wristwatch (with a steel case and a heavy steel-link wristband), which also marked the seconds and could even be worn in the water. He had a mask for looking underwater when you were swimming, a speargun, and naval binoculars with which you could distinguish the ships traveling on the high sea, along with the figures of sailors on the bridge.

         My childhood is like a happy land, and he is the absolute ruler! He was always passing through, always leaving; but in the brief intervals that he spent on Procida I followed him like a dog. We must have been a comical pair, for anyone who met us! He advancing with determination, like a sail in the wind, with his fair-haired foreigner’s head, his lips in a pout and his eyes hard, looking no one in the face. And I behind, turning proudly to right and left with my dark eyes, as if to say: “Procidans, my father is passing by!” My height, at that time, was not much beyond a meter, and my black hair, curly as a gypsy’s, had never known a barber. (When it got too long, I shortened it energetically with the scissors, in order not to be taken for a girl; only on rare occasions did I remember to comb it, and in the summer it was always encrusted with sea salt.)

         Our pair was almost always preceded by Immacolatella, who ran ahead, turned back, sniffed all the walls, stuck her muzzle in all the doors, greeted everyone. Her friendliness toward our fellow citizens often made me impatient, and with imperious whistles I recalled her to the rank of the Geraces. I thus had occasion to practice whistling. Since I’d lost my baby teeth, I’d become a master of the art. Putting index and middle fingers in my mouth, I could draw out martial sounds.

         I could also sing reasonably well; and from my nurse I had learned various songs. Sometimes, while I walked behind my father or was out in the boat with him, I sang over and over again “Women of Havana,” “Tabarin,” “The Mysterious Sierra,” or Neapolitan songs, for example the one that goes: Tu si’ ’a canaria! Tu si’ ll’amore! (You’re the canary! You’re love!), hoping that in his heart my father would admire my voice. He gave no sign even of hearing it. He was always silent, brusque, touchy, and reluctantly conceded me a glance or two. But it was already a great privilege for me that the only company tolerated by him on the island was mine.

         In the boat, he rowed, and I monitored the route, sitting in the stern or astride the prow. Sometimes, intoxicated by that divine happiness, I let go, and with enormous presumption began to give orders: Go, right oar! Go, with the left! Back-oar! But if he raised his eyes to look at me his silent splendor reminded me how small I was. And it seemed to me that I was a minnow in the presence of a great dolphin.

         The primary reason for his supremacy over all others lay in his difference, which was his greatest mystery. He was different from all the men of Procida, that is to say from all the people I knew in the world, and also (O bitterness) from me. Mainly he stood out from the islanders because of his height. (But that height revealed itself only in comparison, if you saw him near others. When he was alone, isolated, he seemed almost small, his proportions were so graceful.)

         Besides his height, his coloring distinguished him. His body in summer acquired a gentle brown radiance, drinking in the sun, it seemed, like an oil; but in winter he became as pale as a pearl. And I, who was dark in every season, saw in that something like the sign of a race not of the earth: as if he were the brother of the sun and the moon.

         His hair was soft and smooth, of an opaque blond, which in certain lights glinted with gem-like highlights; and on the nape, where it was shorter, almost shaved, it was truly gold. Finally, his eyes were a blue-violet that resembled the color of certain expanses of the sea darkened by clouds.
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         That beautiful hair of his, always dusty and disheveled, fell in locks over his wrinkled brow, as if to hide his thoughts with their shadow. And his face, which preserved, through the years, the energetic forms of adolescence, had a closed and arrogant expression.

         Sometimes a flash of the jealous secrets that his thoughts seemed always intent on passed over his face: for example, a rapid, wild, and almost gratified smile; or a slightly devious and insulting grimace; or an unexpected ill humor, without apparent cause. For me, who could not attribute to him any human whim, his brooding was grand, like the darkening of the day, a sure sign of mysterious events, as important as universal history.

         His motives belonged to him alone. For his silences, his celebrations, his contempt, his sufferings I did not seek an explanation. They were, for me, like sacraments: great and grave, beyond any earthly measure and any frivolity.

         If, let’s say, he had shown up one day drunk, or delirious, I would surely have been unable to imagine, even with that, that he was subject to the common weaknesses of mortals! Like me, he never got sick, as far as I remember; however, if I had seen him sick, his illness would not have seemed to me one of the usual accidents of nature. It would have assumed, in my eyes, almost the sense of a ritual mystery, in which Wilhelm Gerace was the hero, and the priests summoned to be present received the privilege of a consecration! And certainly I would not have doubted, I believe, that some upheaval of the cosmos, from the earthly lands to the stars, was bound to accompany that paternal mystery.

         There is, on the island, a stretch of level ground surrounded by tall rocks where there’s an echo. Sometimes, if we happened to go there, my father amused himself by shouting phrases in German. Although I didn’t know their meaning, I understood, from his arrogant expression, that they must be terrible, rash words: he flung them out in a tone of defiance and almost profanation, as if he were violating a law, or breaking  a magic spell. When the echo came back to him, he laughed, and let out more brutal words. Out of respect for his authority, I didn’t dare to second him, and although I trembled with warlike anxiety, I listened to those enigmas in silence. It seemed to me that I was present not at the usual game of echoes, common among boys, but at an epic duel. We’re at Roncesvalles, and suddenly Orlando will erupt onto the plain with his horn. We’re at Thermopylae and behind the rocks the Persian knights are hiding, in their pointed caps.

         When, on our rounds through the countryside, we came to an upward slope, he would be seized by impatience and take off at a run, with the determination of a wonderful task, as if he were climbing the mast of a sailboat. And he didn’t care to know if I was behind him or not; but I followed at breakneck speed, with the disadvantage of my shorter legs, and joy kindled my blood. That was not one of the usual runs I did, countless times a day, competing with Immacolatella. It was a famous tournament. Up there a cheering finish line awaited us, and all thirty million gods!

         His vulnerabilities were as mysterious as his indifference. I remember that once, while we were swimming, he collided with a jellyfish. Everyone knows the result of such an accident: a brief, inconsequential reddening of the skin. He, too, surely knew that; but, seeing his chest marked by those bloody stripes, he was stricken by a horror that made him go pale to his lips. He fled immediately to the shore and threw himself faceup on the ground, arms spread, like one already overwhelmed by the nausea of the death agony! I sat beside him: I myself had more than once been the victim of sea urchins, jellyfish, and other marine creatures, giving no importance to their injuries. But that day, when he was the victim, a solemn sense of tragedy invaded me. A vast silence fell over the beach and the whole sea, and in it the cry of a passing seagull seemed to me a female lament, a Fury. 

         The Absolute Certainties

         He scorned to win my heart. He left me in ignorance of German, his native tongue; with me, he always used Italian, but it was an Italian different from mine, which Silvestro had taught me. All the words he spoke seemed to be just invented, and still undomesticated; and even my Neapolitan words, which he often used, became, uttered by him, bolder and new, as in poems. That strange language gave him, for me, the charm of the Sibyls.

         How old was he? Around nineteen years older than me! His age seemed serious and respectable, like the holiness of the Prophets or of King Solomon. Every act of his, every speech, had a dramatic fatality for me. In fact, he was the image of certainty, and everything he said or did was the verdict of a universal law from which I deduced the first commandments of my life. Here was the greatest seduction of his company.

         By birth he was a Protestant; but he professed no faith, displaying a sullen indifference toward Eternity and its problems. I’ve been a Catholic, on the other hand, since I was a month old, on the initiative of my nurse Silvestro, who took care, at the time, to have me baptized in the parish church at the port.

         That was, I think, the first and last time I visited a church as a Christian subject. I liked at times to linger in a church, as in a beautiful aristocratic room, in a garden, on a ship. But I would have been ashamed to kneel, or perform other ceremonies, or pray, even only in thought: as if I could truly believe that that was the house of God, and that God is in communication with us, or even exists!

         My father had received some education, thanks to the teacher, his girl-mother; and he possessed (in large part inherited from her) some books, including some in Italian. To this small family library were added, in the Casa dei Guaglioni, numerous volumes left there by a young literature student who for many summers had been a guest of Romeo the Amalfitano. Not to mention various novels suitable for youthful taste, mysteries and adventure stories of differing provenance. And so I had available a respectable library, even if it was made up of battered old volumes.

         They were, for the most part, classics, or scholastic or educational texts: atlases and dictionaries, history books, narrative poems, novels, tragedies, and poetry collections, and translations of famous works. Apart from the texts incomprehensible to me (written in German or Latin or Greek), I read and studied all these books; and some, my favorites, I reread many times, so that even today I remember them almost by heart.

         Among the many teachings, then, that I got from my readings, I chose on my own the most fascinating, and those were the teachings that best corresponded to my natural feeling about life. With those and, in addition, the early certainties that the person of my father had already inspired in me, a kind of Code of Absolute Truth took shape in my consciousness, or imagination, whose most important laws could be listed like this:

         
            I. THE AUTHORITY OF THE FATHER IS SACRED!

            II. TRUE MANLY GREATNESS CONSISTS IN THE COURAGE TO ACT, IN DISDAIN FOR DANGER, AND IN VALOR DISPLAYED IN COMBAT.

            III. THE BASEST ACT IS BETRAYAL. THUS ONE WHO BETRAYS HIS OWN FATHER OR LEADER, OR A FRIEND, ETC., HAS REACHED THE LOWEST POINT OF DEPRAVITY!

            IV. NO LIVING CITIZEN ON THE ISLAND OF PROCIDA IS WORTHY OF WILHELM GERACE AND HIS SON ARTURO. FOR A GERACE TO BE FRIENDLY TOWARD A FELLOW CITIZEN WOULD BE TO DEBASE HIMSELF.

            V. NO AFFECTION IN LIFE EQUALS A MOTHER’S.

            VI. THE CLEAREST PROOFS AND ALL HUMAN EXPERIENCES DEMONSTRATE THAT GOD DOES NOT EXIST.

         

         The Second Law

         These boyhood certainties of mine were for a long time not only what I honored and loved but the substance of the only possible reality for me! In those years, to live outside my great certainties would have appeared to me not only dishonorable but impossible.

         However, lacking a suitable interlocutor with whom to discuss them intimately, I had never said a word about them to anyone in the world. My Code had remained my jealous secret: and this, certainly, out of superiority and pride, was a good quality; but it was also a difficult quality. Another difficult quality of my Code was a reticence. None of my laws, I mean, named the thing I hated most: that is, death. That reticence was, on my part, a sign of elegance and of contempt for that hated thing, which could only insinuate itself into the words of my laws in a devious manner, like a pariah or a spy.

         In my natural happiness, I avoided all thoughts of death, as of an impossible figure with horrendous vices: hybrid, abstruse, full of evil and shame. But, at the same time, the more I hated death, the more fun I had and the more pleasure I got from attempting proofs of daring: in fact, I disliked any game that didn’t include the fascination of risk. And so I had grown up in that contradiction: loving valor, hating death. It may be, though, that it wasn’t a contradiction.

         All reality appeared to me clear and distinct: only the abstruse stain of death muddied it; and so my thoughts, as I said, retreated with horror at that point. On the other hand, with a similar horror I thought I recognized a perhaps fatal sign of my immaturity, like fear of the dark in ignorant girls (immaturity was my shame). And I waited, as for a sign of marvelous maturity, for that unique muddiness—death—to dissolve into the clarity of reality, like smoke into transparent air.

         Until that day, I could consider myself only, in essence, an inferior,  a boy; and meanwhile, as if drawn in by the insidious pull of a mirage, I ran wild, a little hooligan (as my father said), in every kind of childish exploit … But such bold acts, naturally, could not suffice, in my judgment, to promote me to the envied rank (maturity) or free me from an inner and supreme doubt of myself.

         In fact, it was in essence always a matter of games; death, there, was still a stranger to me, almost an unreal fantasy. How would I behave at the true test, in war, for example, when I really saw that murky, monstrous stain advancing, growing larger, before me?

         Thus, a skeptic in my games of childish daring, from the start I always waited at the ultimate challenge, like a provocateur and rival of myself. Maybe, was it because I was only a vain kid and no more (as W.G. once accused me of being)? Maybe, was my precocious bitterness toward death, which shadowed me and tempted me to redemption, nothing but the anxiety to be pleasing to myself to the point of perdition—the same anxiety that destroyed Narcissus?

         Or maybe, instead, was it only a pretext? There is no answer. And, besides, it’s my business. In conclusion: in my Code, the Second Law (where the famous reticence huddled more naturally, as in its den) counted most of all for me.

         The Fourth Law

         The Fourth Law, suggested to me by my father’s attitude, was, perhaps along with my natural inclination, evidently the original cause of my Procidan solitude. I seem to see again my small figure of the time wandering around at the port, amid the traffic and the movement of people, with an expression of mistrustful and surly superiority, like a stranger who finds himself in the middle of a hostile population. The most demeaning feature I noted, in that population, was a permanent dependence  on practical necessity; and that feature made the glorious and different species of my father stand out even more! There not only the poor but the rich as well seemed constantly preoccupied by their present interests or earnings: all of them, from the ragged kids who scuffled for a coin, or a crust of bread, or a colored pebble, to the owners of fishing boats, who discussed the price of fish as if that were the most important value of their existence. No one among them, evidently, was interested in books, or in great actions! Sometimes the schoolboys were lined up in an open space by the teacher for pre-military exercises. But the teacher was fat and sluggish, the boys displayed neither ability nor enthusiasm, and the whole spectacle, from the uniforms to the actions and the methods, appeared so unmartial, in my judgment, that I immediately looked away with a sense of pain. I would have blushed with shame if my father, turning up at that moment, had surprised me looking at certain scenes and certain characters!

         The Prison Fortress

         The only inhabitants of the island who did not seem to arouse my father’s contempt and antipathy were the invisible, unnamed inmates of the prison. In fact, certain of his romantic and terrible habits might let me suppose that a kind of brotherhood, or code of silence, bound him not only to them but to all the life convicts and imprisoned of the earth. And I, too, of course, was on their side, not only in imitation of my father but from a natural inclination, which made prison seem an unjust, absurd monstrosity, like death.

         The prison fortress was a kind of grim and sacred domain, and thus forbidden; and I don’t remember that, during all my childhood and adolescence, I ever entered alone. Sometimes, as if enthralled, I started up the ascent that led to it, and then, as soon as I saw those gates, I fled. 

         I recall that, during walks with my father in those days, I had perhaps once or twice passed through the gates of the fortress and traversed its solitary spaces. And in my childhood memory those rare excursions were like journeys through a region far from my island. Following my father, I looked furtively from the deserted roadway toward those barred slits of windows like air vents, or glimpsed, behind an infirmary grille, the mournful white color of a prisoner’s uniform … and immediately turned away my gaze. Curiosity, or even mere interest, on the part of free and happy people seemed to me insulting to the prisoners. The sun, on those streets, was an insult, and up there the roosters crowing on the balconies of the cottages, the doves cooing along the cornices irritated me, with their tactless insolence. Only my father’s freedom did not seem offensive, but, on the contrary, comforting, like an assurance of happiness, the only one on that sad height. With his rapid, graceful gait, slightly swaying like a sailor’s, and his blue shirt swelling in the wind, he seemed to me the messenger of a victorious adventure, of an enchanting power. In the depths of my feelings, I was almost convinced that only a mysterious contempt, or carelessness, kept him from exercising his heroic will, beating down the gates of the prison and freeing the prisoners. Truly, I could imagine no limits to his dominion. If I had believed in miracles, I would surely have considered him capable of performing them. But, as I’ve already revealed, I didn’t believe in miracles or in occult powers, to which some people entrust their fate, the way shepherd girls entrust it to the witches or the fairies!

         Pointless Acts of Bravado

         The books I liked most, needless to say, were those which celebrated, with real or imagined examples, my ideal of human greatness, whose living incarnation I recognized in my father. 

         If I had been a painter, and had had to illustrate epic poems, history books, and so on, I think that in the vestments of their leading heroes I would always have painted a portrait of my father, again and again. And to begin the work I would have had to dissolve a quantity of gold dust on my palette, so as to color the locks of those protagonists in a worthy fashion.

         As girls imagine fair-haired fairies, fair-haired saints, and fair-haired queens, I imagined great captains and warriors all as fair, and resembling my father like brothers. If a hero I liked in a book turned out to be, from the descriptions, dark and of medium height, I preferred to believe it was the historian’s mistake. But if the description was documented, and unquestionable, I liked that hero less, and he could no longer be my ideal champion.

         When Wilhelm Gerace set out again on his travels, I was convinced that he was leaving to carry out adventurous and heroic deeds: I would certainly have believed him if he had told me that he was going to conquer the Poles, or Persia, like Alexander the Great; that he had waiting for him, beyond the sea, companies of gallant men under his command; that he was a scourge of pirates or bandits, or, on the contrary, that he himself was a great pirate, or a bandit. He never said a word about his life outside the island; and my imagination pined for that mysterious, fascinating existence, in which, naturally, he considered me unworthy to participate. My respect for his will was such that I didn’t allow myself, even in thought, the intention to secretly spy on him, or follow him; and I didn’t dare even to question him. I wanted to win his respect, and maybe his admiration, hoping that one day, finally, he would choose me as a companion on his journeys.

         Meanwhile, when we were together, I was always looking for occasions to appear bold and fearless in his eyes. Barefoot, almost flying on my toes, I crossed cliffs that were burning hot from the sun; I dove into the sea from the highest rocks; I performed extraordinary aquatic acrobatics,  wild, flashy exercises, and demonstrated my expertise in every kind of swimming, like a champion. I swam underwater until I lost my breath, and resurfacing brought back underwater prey: sea urchins, starfish, shells. But, peering at him from afar, I sought admiration in his gaze, or at least attention, in vain. He sat on the shore taking no notice of me; and when, pretending that I was indifferent to my feats, I casually ran to join him, and collapsed on the sand next to him, he rose capriciously, negligently, eyes distracted and brow wrinkled, as if a mysterious invitation had been murmured in his ear. He raised his arms lazily; he slipped sideways into the sea. And he went off, swimming very slowly, as if embraced by the sea, by the sea as if by a bride.

         The Story of Algerian Dagger

         Finally one day I believed that the occasion I had always been waiting for to prove myself had arrived! We were swimming together, and, as we swam, he inexplicably lost in the sea the famous amphibious watch he was so proud of and wore in the water. We were both saddened by the loss; he looked at the sea with an expression of rage, then looked again at his bare wrist; and he answered me with a shrug when I offered to go and look for the watch in the underwater depths. Yet he gave me his scuba mask, and I left, trembling with ambition and honor. He stayed on the shore, waiting for me.
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         I explored the whole seafloor, in the area that we had passed through earlier on our swim: the water there was not very deep, and was broken by shoals and reefs. My search continued, the high cliffs hid me from his view; and resurfacing every so often to get my breath I heard his whistles  calling me back. At first I didn’t answer, because I was ashamed of not being able to announce a victory; but finally, to reassure him that I hadn’t disappeared into the sea like the watch, I answered him, from the top of a cliff, with a long whistle. He looked at me in silence, without any gesture; and I, looking at his body, gilded by summer, and marked at the wrist by a whiter circle, decided: “Either return to him with the watch or die!”
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         I put on the mask again, and resumed my exploration. By now, finding the watch did not mean only the recovery of a treasure: it was no longer only a question of honor. The search had assumed a strange sense of fatality, the time already passed seemed immeasurable, and its end was like a milestone of my fate! I wandered through those varied and fantastic depths, outside of human realms, burning, minute by minute, with that unparalleled hope: of shining, like a prodigy, in the eyes of Him! It was this, the grandiose stake that was in play! And no one to help me, neither angels nor saints to pray to. The sea is an indifferent splendor, like Him.
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         My search remained futile; exhausted, I took off the mask and, with my hands, gripped a rock sticking out of the water to rest. The rock hid from me the view of the shore, and hid from my father the scene of my defeat. I was alone on a field without directions, worse than a maze.

         Then, at a movement I made as I gripped the rock, dejectedly keeping myself afloat, I spied a metallic glint in the sun! Planting my hands, I jumped up and discovered the lost watch, sparkling in a dry hollow in the rock. It was unharmed, and bringing it to my ear I heard it ticking. 

         I held it in my fist and, with the mask hanging around my neck, in a few seconds reached the beach. My father’s eyes lighted up at seeing me arrive victorious. “You found it!” he exclaimed, almost incredulous. And in the act of possession, and affirmation of a right, he tore the watch from my hands, as if it were some booty that I could compete for. He brought it to his ear, and looked at it with satisfaction.

         “It was there, on that rock there!” I cried, still panting. I was beside myself, I would have liked to skip and dance, but I proudly restrained myself, so as not to show how much importance I gave my undertaking. My father looked at the rock frowning, lost in thought:

         “Ah,” he said after a moment, “now I remember. I took it off while we were searching for shellfish, to get some limpets that were wedged in at the tip of the rock. Then you called to show me a sea urchin you’d found, and made me forget. If you hadn’t been so bullying, you with your sea urchin, I wouldn’t have forgotten it!

         “Lost!” he added then, shrugging his shoulders, in a sarcastic tone. “I knew it, I knew it couldn’t be lost. It has a very secure clasp, guaranteed.” And, with satisfaction, he carefully fastened the watch around his wrist.

         So fate had played a trick, my action lost almost any splendor. The disappointment, mounting like a fever, made the muscles of my face tremble and burned my eyes. I thought, “If I cry, I’m dishonored,” and to protect myself, with violence, from my weakness, I angrily took the useless mask off my neck, and angrily gave it to my father.

         My father, taking it back, gave me an arrogant glance as if to say, “Hey, kid!” and I, unable to look at him after I’d been so disrespectful, wanted to flee. But quickly, with a playful expression, he placed his bare foot firmly on my bare foot, to hold me in check; and I saw his face bending over me, smiling, with a marvelous look that, for an instant, made him resemble a goat. He put his wrist with the watch under my eyes and said harshly: 

         “You know the maker of this watch? Read it, it’s printed on the face.”

         On the face, in almost imperceptible letters, was printed the word “Amicus.”

         “It’s a Latin word,” my father explained. “You know what it means?”

         “Friend!” I answered, pleased with my quickness.

         “Friend!” he repeated. “And this watch, with this name, has a meaning of great importance. An importance of life and death. Guess.”

         I smiled, imagining for a moment that my father, with that symbol of the watch, wanted to proclaim our friendship: in life and in death.

         “You can’t guess!” he exclaimed, with a slight grimace of contempt. “You want to know? This watch is a present that a friend of mine gave me, maybe the dearest friend I have: you know the phrase ‘two bodies and one soul’? For example, one New Year’s Eve long ago, I was in a town where I didn’t know anyone. I was alone, I had used up all my money, and I had to spend the night under a bridge in the cold. That night, my friend was in a different city, and hadn’t heard from me for a long time, so he couldn’t know where or in what condition I was. In fact, since it was New Year’s, he had wondered all evening: ‘I wonder where he is? I wonder who he’s celebrating with tonight?’ And he went to bed early, but around midnight he began shivering, with a chill that he couldn’t explain. He didn’t have a fever, he was in a heated room, in bed, with warm covers, and all night he continued to shiver, unable to get warm, as if he had gone to bed on the icy earth, with no shelter.

         “Another time, joking with him, I unluckily fell, injuring my knee on a piece of glass. And he, by himself, with an Algerian dagger I’d given him, made a wound in his knee, in the same place.

         “When he gave me the watch he said: ‘Here, I’ve locked up my heart in this watch. Take it, I give you my heart. Wherever you are, near or far from me, the day this watch stops ticking, my heart, too, will have stopped beating!’”

         It was unusual for my father to make me a speech so long and intimate.  But he didn’t tell me the name of his great friend, and immediately a name flashed in my mind: Romeo! Romeo-Boötes, in fact, was the only friend of my father I’d heard about; but he was dead, and so it was another my father was speaking of today. This other, who in my mind had the name Algerian Dagger, lived in the glorious Orients that my father always returned to: foremost among the satellites who, in those fugitive southern zones, followed the light of Wilhelm Gerace. The favorite! For a moment I glimpsed him: abandoned, in who knows what magnificent, tragic rooms, perhaps in the Great Urals, alone, waiting for my father; his face rapt, Semitic-looking, his knee bleeding, and a void in place of his heart.

         Departures

         That day, my father left. As usual, Immacolatella and I watched him as he randomly put back in his suitcase the shirts without buttons, the sweater, the heavy jacket, and so on. Every time he left, he put his entire wardrobe in the suitcase, since he could never predict how long he would be away: he might return in two or three days, or he might be absent for months, until winter and beyond.

         He always made his preparations for departure at the last minute, with a mechanical haste in his gestures, while his face was distracted, as if in his mind he had already left the island. Suddenly, when I saw him close the suitcase, I felt my heart whirl with an unexpected resolve and I said to him:

         “Couldn’t I go with you?”

         I hadn’t planned to ask the question that day, and it was immediately clear that he didn’t even consider it. His gaze darkened slightly, and his lips made an almost imperceptible frown, as if he were thinking of something else. 

         “With me!” he replied then, studying me. “To do what? You’re a little kid. Wait till you grow up, to go with me.”

         He rapidly tied a rope around his suitcase (which was an ordinary one, and beat-up) and secured it with a strong, skillful sailor’s knot. Then, with Immacolatella and me on his heels, he hurried downstairs. Thus he left the Casa dei Guaglioni at a swift pace, holding the suitcase by one end of the rope, his cheeks alight, his eyes clouded by impatience. Now already he was mythical, unreachable, like a gaucho crossing the Argentine pampas with a lassoed bull; or a captain of the Greek armies flying in a chariot over the plain of Troy, with the corpse of the conquered Trojan dragging behind; or a horse tamer on the steppes, running beside his horse, ready to jump onto its back. And to think that he had still on his skin the salt of the Procidan sea, where he had been swimming with me that morning!

         Down in the street the carriage that would take him to the port was waiting, and I sat beside him on the red damask seat while, as usual, Immacolatella followed us happily on foot, to race against the horse. From the start of the route, she easily outpaced us by a good distance, and came back from the end of the street with her ears in the wind, barking as if to greet us and provoke the horse. But he proceeded at his usual old trot, and didn’t take the trouble to compete, surely considering her a fanatic.

         My father was silent and kept looking at his watch: then he looked at the driver’s back, and the horse, with a stubborn impatience, as if to incite the driver to crack the whip harder, and the horse to run. And meanwhile my imagination rose, like a flame, toward another departure, which today had been promised. Then, I would sit in the carriage beside my father; but not to accompany him to the port and say goodbye from the pier while he departs on the steamer, no! to board the ship with him and depart with him! Maybe for Venice, or Palermo, maybe as far as Scotland, or the mouth of the Nile, or Colorado! To find again Algerian Dagger and our other followers, who will be waiting for us there. 

         Wait till you grow up, to go with me. I had a thought of rebellion against the absoluteness of life, which condemned me to pass an endless Siberia of days and nights before taking me away from this bitter situation: of being a boy. Out of impatience, at that moment, I would even have subjected myself to a very long lethargy, which would let me get through my lesser ages without being aware of it, to find myself suddenly a man, equal to my father. Equal to my father! “Unfortunately,” I thought, looking at him, “even when I’m a man I can never be his equal. I’ll never have blond hair, or violet-blue eyes, nor will I ever be so handsome!”

         The steamer that came from Ischia and was to carry my father to Naples had not yet entered the harbor. There were still a few minutes to wait. My father and I sat nearby on the suitcase, and Immacolatella, tired out from her races, lay at our feet. She seemed convinced that that sojourn on the pier meant the end of the journey for our family. And that, having now reached our destination and settled down, we could all three rest as long as we liked, without ever having to be separated.

         But when the gangplank had been lowered, and my father and I got up, she, too, quickly rose, wagging her tail, without showing any surprise. When my father was separated from the two of us, on the ship that was moving away from the pier, she barked loudly, with an accusing expression; but she didn’t make a fuss. She wasn’t too sad that my father had left. For her I was the master. If I had left, she certainly would have jumped into the sea and tried to swim to the ship; then, returning to land, desperate, she would have remained on the pier weeping and calling me, until death.

         Immacolatella

         From the moment my father left Procida, he again became a legend for me! The interval we had spent together—almost still present, almost still my domain, all alight—hovered before me, to fascinate me bitterly with its spectral grace; then, like the Flying Dutchman, it vanished, spinning with dizzying speed. A kind of sparkling mist and some echoes of fractured voices, full of manly arrogance and mockery, were all that remained to me. It already seemed an event outside of time, and outside of the history of Procida: perhaps not lost but nonexistent! Every sign of my father’s sojourn in our house—the hollow left by his head on the pillow, a toothless comb, an empty packet of cigarettes—seemed to me miraculous. Like the Prince on finding Cinderella’s glass slipper, I repeated to myself: “So he exists!”

         After my father’s departures, Immacolatella circled around me constantly in the Casa dei Guaglioni, worried about my listlessness, inciting me to play and forget the past. How many shows that wild dog put on! She leaped into the air and dropped to the ground like a ballerina. She even became a jester: I was her king. And, seeing that I wasn’t interested in her, she approached me impatiently, asking with her brown eyes: “What are you thinking right now? Will you tell me what’s wrong?” Like women, who often when a man is serious think he’s sick, or get jealous, because his serious thoughts seem a betrayal of their frivolity.

         As one would with a woman, I avoided her, saying: “Leave me in peace for a while. I want to think. Some things you can’t understand. Go and play on your own: we’ll see each other later.” But she was obstinate, and wouldn’t be persuaded; and finally, confronted by her frenzied games, I regained the desire to play and to be frenzied with her. She would have had the right to boast; but she had a happy heart, without vanity. She welcomed me in marvelous triumph, like a final gallop, thinking that I had pretended my earlier seriousness in order to make a good impression, as in the tarantella.

         Someone will say: So much talk about a dog! But as a boy I had no other companion, and it can’t be denied that she was extraordinary. To converse with me, she had invented a kind of deaf-mute language: using her tail, her eyes, her positions, and many different notes of her voice, she could tell me all her thoughts; and I understood her. Although she was a girl, she loved boldness and adventure: she swam with me, and was my helmsman in the boat, barking when obstacles came into view. She followed me everywhere when I roamed the island, and every day, returning with me along lanes in a countryside already passed through countless times, she would get excited, as if we were pioneers in unexplored lands. When, crossing the narrow strait, we disembarked on the uninhabited little island of Vivara, a few meters from Procida, the wild hares fled at our arrival, thinking that I was a hunter with a hunting dog. And she chased them a little, for the pleasure of running, and then came back to me, content to be a shepherd.

         She had many loves, but until the age of eight she never got pregnant.

         Grandson of an Ogress?

         One could say that in all my youth I knew no female being other than Immacolatella. In my famous Code of Absolute Certainties no law concerned women and love, because I had no certainties (apart from maternal affection) with regard to women. My father’s greatest friend, Romeo-Boötes, detested them; but had my mother, as a woman, also been rejected by him? That question was a reason for distrust between me and the shade of the Amalfitano. And it had no answer—since I had never heard from my father any talk about the Amalfitano or about women, and his smile (when the terror of the Casa dei Guaglioni on the part of all women was mentioned) wasn’t an explanation but, rather, an enigma.

         As for my mother, maybe no more than a couple of times in all our life did I hear him name her; but it was only in passing, and by chance. The memory remains of how his voice seemed to focus almost tenderly for a moment on that name, and immediately moved on, with sharp, evasive haste. He had the expression, on those occasions, of a handsome exotic cat that, walking impudently at night, stops for a moment to look at the cold fur of a lifeless female, touching it with a velvet paw.

         Certainly I would have dearly wished him to tell me something about my beloved mother; but I respected his silence, understanding that it must be too painful for him to return to the memory of his wife’s death.

         And about another death, too, he remained stubbornly silent: I mean about my grandmother, the German. Against her, however, his silence must have fostered some terrible reproach: or at least so I deduced from a single brief episode.

         One day, rummaging through some books in the wardrobe in his room while he was smoking absentmindedly nearby, I found in my hands a photograph I’d never seen before: it portrayed a group of girls about the same age, one of whom was marked with an ink cross. Naturally, my gaze rested with greater interest on her, who seemed to me, in the brief minute that I could look, a fairly ordinary girl, dressed in a skirt and blouse and wearing a ribbon in her hair. She had an ample, womanly bosom confined under the white shirt, which was buttoned up to the throat; but otherwise her figure, like the features of her face, was too big, heavy, and solid to be called beautiful. But her romantic pose betrayed an almost pitiful need to feel weak and pretty.

         Under the photograph some words were written in German; in addition, I could distinguish a vague resemblance, especially in her gaze and in her mouth, in spite of her ordinary looks, which let me guess at once who she was. A natural curiosity drove me to ask my father for confirmation of my discovery. And I rushed to show him the photograph and ask if that fair-haired woman was my grandmother from Germany.

         At which, rousing himself from his absent thoughts, he hastily and rudely observed the card, which I brought him in triumph, and abruptly took it out of my hands. “What sort of relics are you finding?” he said. “It’s your grandmother, yes, it’s my mother,” he then admitted, in a surly tone, emphasizing it’s my mother with an almost vulgar expression of ostentatious rejection. And he said softly, through clenched teeth, “Rather, luckily, was.”

         He added no other words; but going to the chest of drawers he threw the photograph in the bottom drawer, which he closed brutally with his foot. And in that act, his face disgusted by irritation, like a grim executioner, he seemed to say: “Stay there, evil, terrible, and intolerable woman. And don’t ever show up again, from now on!”

         That was all; but it was enough to instill in me a confused suspicion that my paternal grandmother had been, in life, an ogress, or some other similar scourge. I happened to glance inside that drawer later, but the photograph had disappeared. My father must have put it in some even darker hiding place.
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         In conclusion, my father’s knowledge did not at all illuminate my ignorance regarding women.

         Women

         Besides, apart from the maternity of my mother, nothing, in the obscure population of women, seemed important to me, and it didn’t much interest me to investigate their mysteries. All the great actions that enthralled me in books were carried out by men, never by women. Adventure, war, and glory were men’s privileges. Women, instead, were love; and books told stories of royal, splendid females. But I suspected that such women, and even that marvelous feeling love, were only an invention of books, not a reality. The perfect hero existed—I saw the proof in my father. But I knew no glorious women, sovereigns of love, like those in books. And so love, passion, that famous great fire, was perhaps a fantastic impossibility.

         Although I was ignorant about real women, I had only to catch a glimpse of them to conclude that they had nothing in common with the women of books. According to my judgment, real women possessed no splendor and no magnificence. They were small beings, who could never grow as tall as a man, and they spent their lives shut up in kitchens and other rooms: that explained their pallor. Bundled into aprons, skirts, and petticoats, in which they must always keep hidden, by law, their mysterious body, they appeared to me clumsy, almost shapeless figures. They were always busy, and elusive; they were ashamed of themselves, maybe because they were so ugly; and they went around like sad animals, different in every way from men, without elegance or daring. Often they gathered in a group, and discussed with passionate gestures, glancing around in fear that someone might surprise their secrets. They must share many secrets, what could they possibly be? Surely all childish things! No absolute certainty could interest them.

         Their eyes were all the same color: black! Their hair, all of it, was dark, rough, wild. Truly, as far as I was concerned, they could stay as far away as they wanted from the Casa dei Guaglioni: I would never fall in love with one, and didn’t want to marry one.

         Very occasionally, a foreign woman happened onto the island, who went down to the beach and took off her clothes to swim, without any respect or shame, as if she were a man. Like the other Procidans, I felt no curiosity about foreign swimmers; my father seemed to consider them ridiculous and hateful people, and, with me, fled from the places where they swam. We would happily have chased them away, because we were jealous of our beaches. And no one looked at those women. For the Procidans, and also for me, they were not women but like crazy animals, who had descended from the moon. It didn’t even occur to me that their shameless figures might have some beauty.

         And so I think I’ve related almost all the ideas I had at the time about women!

         When a girl was born on Procida, the family was displeased. And I thought of the fate of women. As children, they seemed no uglier than boys, nor very different; but they had no hope of growing up to become a handsome, great hero. Their only hope was to become the wife of a hero: to serve him, to wear his name like a coat of arms, to be his undivided property, respected by all; and to bear a handsome son, resembling his father.

         My mother missed that satisfaction: she had barely had time to see this dark son, with dark eyes, completely the opposite of her husband, Wilhelm. And if by chance that son, although dark, was destined to become a hero, she couldn’t know it, because she was dead.

         The Oriental Tent

         In the snapshot that is the only image of her known to me, my mother doesn’t appear any more beautiful than other women. But as a boy, looking at that picture, contemplating it, I never wondered if she was ugly or beautiful, and didn’t even think of comparing her to others. She was my mother! And I can no longer say how many enchanting things her lost maternity meant for me at that time.

         She had died because of me: as if I had killed her. I had been the power and violence of her fate; but her consolation cured me of my cruelty. In fact, that was the first blessing, between us: that my remorse merged with her forgiveness.

         Examining her portrait in memory, I note that she is just a girl. In fact, she isn’t even eighteen. She has a serious and concentrated manner, like an adult, but her curious face is a child’s; and the outline of youth is even more recognizable in her disfigured body, clumsily bundled in the clothes of a pregnant woman.

         At that time, however, I saw in her portrait a mother, I couldn’t see a childlike creature. The age that I gave her was, if I think about it, perhaps a maturity, as great as the sand and summer on the sea, but perhaps also an eternity, virginal, gentle, and unchanging, like a star. She was a person invented by my regrets, and so she had, for me, every wished-for kindness, and different expressions, different voices. But, above all, in the impossible longing I had for her, I thought of her as faithfulness, intimacy, conversation: in other words, all that fathers were not, in my experience.

         The mother was someone who would have waited at home for my return, thinking of me day and night. She would have admired all my words, praised all my undertakings, and boasted of the superior beauty of a dark child, with black hair, of average height or maybe even less.

         Woe to anyone who dared, in her presence, to speak ill of me! In her opinion, indisputably, I was the greatest personage in the world. The name Arturo for her was a gold standard! And in her view it would be enough to say that name for everyone to know that she was speaking of me. The other Arturos existing in the world were all imitators, inferior.

         Even hens, or cats, have certain special delicate modulations of their voice when they call their offspring. Therefore one can imagine in what a delightful voice she would have called Arturo. And certainly she would have loaded that name with every sort of female adulation, which I would graciously spurn, as Julius Caesar spurned the crown. In fact, it’s noble to show disdain for all kinds of adulation and pampering; but since one can’t be pampered by oneself, in life a mother is necessary.

         I lived completely ignorant not only of adulation but also of kisses and caresses: and this was a proud honor. But sometimes, especially in the evenings, when I was alone between the walls of a room, and began to miss my mother, mother for me signified precisely: caresses. I sighed for her large holy body, her hands of silk, her breath. My bed, on winter nights, was freezing cold: and to get warm I had to fall asleep entwined with Immacolatella.

         As I didn’t believe in God and religions, neither did I believe in a future life and the spirits of the dead. Listening to reason, I knew that all that remained of my mother was underground, in the cemetery of Procida. But reason retreated before her, and, without realizing it, I actually believed in a paradise for her. What else could that sort of Oriental tent be, raised between sky and earth and carried by the breeze, in which she dwelt alone, idle and contemplative, with her eyes on Heaven, like one transfigured? Whenever I turned to my mother, that was where she appeared naturally in my thoughts. Later, the day came when I no longer looked for her, and she disappeared; someone folded up the magnificent Oriental tent and carried it away.

         But, while I was a boy, I addressed her at the times when others pray, like a sentimentalist. My mother was always wandering around the island, and was so present, suspended there in the air, that I seemed to be talking to her, the way one talks to a girl looking out from a balcony. She was one of the enchantments of the island. I never went to her grave, because I’ve always hated cemeteries and all the signs of death; but still one of the spells that bound me to Procida was that small tomb. Since my mother was buried in that place, it almost seemed to me that her fantastic person was a prisoner there, in the blue air of the island, like a canary in its gilded cage. Maybe that was why when I went out in the boat I never got very far before the bitterness of solitude seized me, and made me turn back. It was she who recalled me, like the sirens. 

         Waits and Returns

         But in truth there was another, even stronger reason that, when I went out on the water, soon made me turn the prow back toward Procida: the suspicion that in my absence my father might return. It seemed to me intolerable not to be on the island when he was; and so, although I was free and dearly loved great enterprises, I never left the sea of Procida for other lands. Often I was tempted to flee in my boat in search of him; but then I would realize how absurd the hope of finding him was, among so many islands and continents. If I left Procida, I might lose him forever, since one certainty existed only on Procida: always, sooner or later, he would return. It wasn’t possible to guess when he would return. Sometimes he would reappear suddenly a few hours after his departure; and sometimes he wasn’t seen again for many months. And, always, every day, at the arrivals of the steamer, and every evening, returning to the Casa dei Guaglioni, I had a hope of seeing him. This eternal hope was another of Procida’s spells.

         One morning, Immacolatella and I, in the Torpedo Boat of the Antilles, decided to go as far as Ischia. I rowed for almost an hour; but when I turned and saw that Procida had grown distant, such a bitter homesickness gripped me that I couldn’t bear it. I reversed course, and we went back.

         My father never wrote letters, he never sent news of himself, or any greeting. And for me the certainty that he still existed was miraculous, and that every moment lived by me on Procida he, too, was living in some land or other, in some room, among foreign companions whom I considered glorious and blessed for the sole reason that they were with him. (I didn’t doubt, in fact, that being with my father was the most desired form of aristocracy in all human societies.)

         As soon as I thought “At this very moment he …” I immediately felt a sharp tug inside me, as if, in my mind, a black screen had been torn, and flashes of marvelous stories passed by. In these apparitions of my imagination he was almost never alone: around him were the indistinct persons of his followers; and nearby, always at his side like a shadow, the elect of that aristocracy, Algerian Dagger. My father, waving his pistol in an act of challenge, jumps onto the prow of an immense armed ship, and Algerian Dagger, exhausted, perhaps mortally wounded, drags behind, handing him the last cartridges. My father advances through a dense jungle along with Algerian Dagger, who, armed with a knife, helps him open a path through the lianas. My father is resting in his war tent, lying on a camp bed; and Algerian Dagger, kneeling on the ground at his feet, plays Spanish music on a guitar for him …

         Wait till you grow up, to go with me.

         Occasionally during my days of solitude, some trick of the senses gave me the sudden illusion that he had returned! Looking at the sea, on a stormy day, I seemed to hear, in the din of the breakers, his voice calling me. I turned toward the beach: it was empty. One afternoon, reaching the pier after the arrival of the steamer, I spied from a distance a fair-haired man sitting at the café on the square. I hurried to the café, convinced that I would find him, just off the boat, stopping to have a glass of Ischian wine—and found myself facing a dark foreigner, wearing a straw hat … One evening, having dinner in the kitchen, I saw Immacolatella go on the alert and leap at the window; I rushed over, hoping to see him outside, arriving as a surprise, and I was in time to see a cat that, having peered in at our dinner, jumped down from the window grate and fled.

         Every day, Immacolatella and I were present at almost all the arrivals of the steamer from Naples. The passengers who got off were usually people we knew, for the most part Procidans who had left in the morning and returned in the evening: the shipping agent, the wife of the tailor, the midwife, the owner of the Hotel Savoia. Then, on certain days, you could see disembark, after the ordinary passengers, the prisoners destined for the penitentiary. In civilian clothes, but handcuffed and accompanied by guards, they were immediately loaded onto a police truck, which brought them to the castle. During their brief passage on foot, I avoided looking at them: not out of contempt but out of respect.

         Meanwhile, the sailors pulled up the gangplank, the steamer departed for Ischia: this time, too, the fair-haired man I was waiting for hadn’t arrived.

         But, some time or other, he did arrive. Maybe precisely on a day that, for some reason, I hadn’t been on the pier when the steamer docked. And then, coming home, I actually found what I always pictured as a chimera: him, sitting on the bed in his room, smoking a cigarette, the suitcase at his feet, still closed.

         Seeing me, he’d say:

         “Hello. You’re here?”

         But at that instant Immacolatella, who had lingered on the street, would enter the room like the wind: and my father began his usual struggle with the dog, who was always exaggerated in her greetings. I would intervene, yelling at her: “Pup. Enough!” That besotted behavior seemed to me a sign of poor judgment on her part. How could she presume? Who could say how many better dogs my father might have met, in all that time! Besides, in my view that wild greeting for my father was only a pretext for making noise. It didn’t really matter much to her that my father had returned: for her, I was the master.

         Finally, she’d calm down. And my father, smoking his cigarette, would say to me:

         “What news?”

         But he didn’t pay much attention to the news I recounted. Maybe he’d interrupt irrelevantly to ask: “Is the boat in order?” Or begin listening to the time tolled by the bell and, comparing it to his watch, protest: “What does it say, quarter to six? But no, it’s almost six! That clock over there is always going crazy.” Then, followed by the two of us, silent, aggressive, he’d pace up and down throughout the Casa dei Guaglioni, opening doors and windows, retaking possession. And already the Casa dei Guaglioni seemed like a great ship filled with ocean wind, embarked on stupendous journeys.

         Finally, my captain would return to his room and collapse on the bed, faceup, with an unhappy and distracted expression: maybe he was already thinking of leaving again? He’d look at the sky outside the window and observe, “New moon,” but with an air of saying: “Always the same moon. The usual moon of Procida!”

         More about the Amalfitano

         Meanwhile, observing him, I noticed some wrinkles under his eyes, between his eyebrows, near his lips. I thought, with envy: “They’re signs of age. When I have wrinkles, too, it will be a sign that I’m grown up, and then he and I can be together always.”

         As I waited for that mythological epoch, I cherished another hope for the present, which I never dared confess to my father, because it seemed to me too ambitious. Finally one night I made up my mind and asked him boldly: “Couldn’t you, some time or other, bring one of your friends with you here to Procida?” I said one of your friends, but I was thinking of one in particular (A.D.).

         At first my father gave me no answer except a glance so forbidding that I felt a chill in my heart; and I also felt humiliated, so much that I had the impulse to go to my room, to console myself with the friendship of Immacolatella. But, meanwhile, I saw my father’s eyes grow lustrous and animated, as if, looking at me, he had changed his mind. He smiled, and I recognized the fabulous goat-like smile that another time had been the first signal of confidences. 

         I, too, smiled, although I was still rather vexed. And he, frowning, came out with this extraordinary declaration:

         “What friends? Know that here on Procida I have one friend alone and there must be only him. I want no other. And that ban is eternal!”

         At that speech, I felt almost transfigured. Who was his only friend, here on Procida? Was it possible that my father really meant to speak of me?

         Staring at me severely, he resumed:

         “Look there! You know who that is in the photograph?”

         And he pointed to the photograph of the Amalfitano that was always in his room.

         So I murmured, “Romeo,” and he exclaimed, in a tone of cutting superiority:

         “Very good, kid.”
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         “When I came here to Procida for the first time,” he began, scowling at the memory, “I immediately realized (and, besides, I knew it even before getting off the boat) that this, for me, was a desert island! I agreed to call myself Gerace, because one name is the same as another. There’s even a poem that says so, the type that girls write in autograph albums:

         
            
               What does the name matter? Call the rose

               by any other name: will it smell less sweet?
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         “For me Gerace meant: future owner of farms and income. And so I bore that Procidan surname. But in this deserted crater, I had only one friend: him! And if Procida became my country, it wasn’t because of the Geraces but because of him! 

         “I recall that when I disembarked here (when everyone looked at me suspiciously, as if at an exotic beast), the only ones who honored me as I deserved were his dogs. There were eight, all mean, and usually they attacked anyone who approached. Instead, when I climbed up here to get a closer look at them (I had had a glimpse from down below, and they interested me, because they were of diverse and handsome breeds), all eight came around to greet me, as if they recognized me and I were already master of the house. That was also when I made his acquaintance; and from then on, you could say, not a day passed that I wasn’t here. To tell the truth, I kept coming back more to play with the dogs than for him, since although he made an effort to be brilliant, it wasn’t much fun to sit listening to the chat of an old man, who on top of that was blind. But even if I valued the dogs’ company more than his, he was content: provided I didn’t fail!

         “Every so often he said to me: ‘I was always fortunate and now, before I die, I’ve had the greatest good fortune. The only reason I regretted not having married was this: not to have a son of my own, to love as much as myself. And now I’ve found him, my angel, my son: it’s you!’

         “He also declared that, the night before he met me, he had gone from one dream to another, and all these dreams were prophetic. He had dreamed, for example, of returning to the time when he was a shipping agent, and of receiving, anonymously, a fragrant wooden chest that contained magnificent colored stones and Oriental spices that gave off a perfume like a garden. Then he had dreamed that, still healthy and spry, he had gone hunting on the island of Vivara; and that his dogs flushed out a family of hares (but without wounding them), among them a young hare as handsome as an angel, which had a ray of gold in its black fur. Then he had dreamed that an enchanted bitter-orange tree was growing in his room, all silvered by the moon … and other visions of this type.

         “I sneered, skeptical, hearing him tell these stories, because I knew very well that they were all nonsense. He expected me to believe that, ever since he’d been blind, he’d had fantastic dreams, much more colorful than reality, and that even going to sleep had become a gala party, an adventure from a novel, in other words—a second life. But I knew a thing or two, on his account, and right away I recognized the trademark of all those boasts. I understood perfectly well that they were his inventions that he wanted me to believe, to show off, not to make a poor impression with his miserable old age. But the truth was that for him it was too late even for the consolation of dreams. Like most old people diminished at the end, he suffered from insomnia, and was also ill with stupid manias, frenzies, obsessions, which disturbed him day and night. These things were known about him, here on Procida. But he didn’t want to confess them to me: first of all, out of vanity; and then because he guessed that if he got in the habit of crying about his troubles, I would soon leave him. I’m made like that, I don’t have the vocation of a sister of charity. My mother, too, scolded me all the time: You’re one of those of whom the Gospel says: if a friend asks them for bread, they give him a stone.

         “Well, in the midst of all his boasts, the reality was that for him the only wonderful dream was my company—it didn’t take much to grasp that. And as for me, even though I would have liked some variation, I didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter of pastimes, here on Procida. I had no other friend, no place to go, and, besides, I never had a cent in my pocket. In fact your grandfather, before letting me inherit, didn’t fork out any money, nor did I ask for any. Rather, I preferred to ask the Amalfitano, but he gave it to me reluctantly, and only a little, for cigarettes; because he was afraid that if I had money available I could run away from the island.

         “So, one way or another, I ended up here every day.

         “Sometimes he’d say to me: ‘Think, in the past I saw so many landscapes, so many people: I could populate a nation with the people I’ve seen. And the dearest friend of my entire existence, which is you, I only met now that I’m blind. To say that I knew all the beauty of life, I’d have to see one person alone: you. And yet it is precisely you I haven’t been able to see. Now, at the thought of dying, of leaving this life and this beautiful island of Procida, where I’ve known all happiness and freedom from care, I console myself with one hope: Some believe that the dead are spirits and see everything. Who can say that it’s not true? And if it’s true I’ll be able to see you after I die. That consoles me for death. What do you think?’ I answered him: ‘Hope, hope, Amalfi’—that’s what I usually called him—‘if the dead really can see, you can be content to die. To see me it’s worth the trouble. Too bad the facts are different: do you want to know what difference there is between a blind man, like you, and a dead man?’ ‘What difference? Tell me.’ ‘A blind man like you still has eyes, but no longer has sight; and a dead man doesn’t have sight and doesn’t have eyes, either. You can be sure, Amalfi, you, you’ve never seen me in person and you never will, forever and ever.’

         “He was constantly asking me to describe what I looked like: my features, and the colors of my face and my eyes, and if I had streaks in my irises, a halo around the pupils, and so on. And, in order not to satisfy his curiosity too completely, I answered sometimes one way, sometimes another, capriciously. Once I told him that I had bloodshot eyes, like a tiger; and once that I had one blue eye and one black. Or I said that I had a scar on my cheek and immediately contracted the muscles of my face so that when, to make sure, he touched my cheek, he found there a deep hollow, and was almost in doubt.

         “Then he said to me: ‘But on the other hand it’s better for me not to see you when I’m dead. What could I expect from it, except a bitter sorrow, since I’d see that you had made other friends, and were together with them, as before you were with me? I’d see you in the company of other friends, maybe on this very island where our friendship is written even in the rocks, even in the air!’ ‘Ah, of that,’ I answered, ‘you can be sure. The company of the dead is fine for the beyond, but I am ALIVE, and I will find my companions among the living. Of course I’ll have better things to do, during my days, than cultivate chrysanthemums on a dead man’s grave!’ He didn’t want to let me see the suffering that answer caused him; but he turned pale, and his features, in a moment, appeared worn out. Suffering was worse for him than for others: because, until those last years of his existence, he had never known it. His life, before, had been all fun and games. He had never known that one can suffer on account of another person. Well, just like that, I taught him!

         “What tortured him most was the fear that, one day or other, out of impatience, I would quit Procida. If I was a little later than usual, he immediately suspected that I had gone without telling him and was perhaps already far from the coast. But I never left the island during those two years that he was still alive: until one night, while I was sleeping, as usual, down at your grandfather’s house, he died unexpectedly, here, alone, unable even to say goodbye to me. It was strange for me, the next day.

         “At the moment I wanted to convince myself, by force, that he had only fainted; and I even began to rail at the doctor, yelling that he was a worthless provincial doctor, an idiot, and that was why he was saying there was nothing to be done! His duty was to find a cure right away! A medicine, an injection! It was his duty! I ordered him! I insisted, in other words, that the doctor revive him without delay: I was beside myself. And then when the doctor left and I found myself alone with that dead man, it was a terrible shock to my nerves (I was still a boy), and I began to sob. Crying made me furious, and I insulted the dead man, calling him coward, clown, stinker, because he had died without even saying goodbye to me. That seemed the worst thing, the most unacceptable: I don’t know what unique, fatal importance I gave that goodbye. And I was angry, thinking again of all the times that—because of some impatience in my character, or just to be arrogant, even though I had nothing else in particular to do—I had deliberately left the Amalfitano here alone, waiting in vain for my visit, for entire days! In fact, I had done well: It’s better not to spoil your neighbor too much, to tell him to go to hell every so often, otherwise it would be the end! Our life would go forward heavily, like a boat loaded with ballast, and would carry us to the bottom to suffocate … But at that moment my nerves wouldn’t listen to reason: and all the hours and days that I had spent roaming far from the Amalfitano’s house, to make him sigh and fret, seemed to me absolute treasures, squandered without any satisfaction to me!”

         (At this point in his recollection, my father looked up at the photograph of the Amalfitano, with an expression of tender friendship; but right afterward he broke out into an irreverent, histrionic laugh, as if to mock the dead man.)

         “Now it seemed to me that nothing, no person, was worth the trouble of spending one’s time with, compared with Romeo the Amalfitano; and I felt convinced and sure that I would never meet a being so fascinating, so marvelous: a being so handsome! Yes, it seemed to me undeniable, irrefutable, that he alone possessed every advantage of true beauty! If at that moment the Queen of Sheba, or the god Mars in person, or the goddess Venus had been introduced to me, I would have considered them vulgar types, café or postcard beauties compared with him! Who else possessed that slightly feverish, sly, delicate smile and, so tall, such small hands, gesticulating at every word, especially when he was talking nonsense? And those eyes which conferred his most terrible charm—because they were hurt, and their expression seemed lost, lifeless, without judgment, different from a human gaze?

         “And those ways he had! Helpless, insecure, and ashamed (because he was bitterly ashamed of his blindness), but also grand, incurably grand! The grace of the most beautiful dancers, of the angels, was insignificant, inferior, compared with his!

         “Even his gray curls, which fell behind his ears like a mane, and his provincial style of dress, with those rather ridiculous tight pants, now seemed to me the height of refinement! And his grace, his elegance, increased my despair! Damned, idiot blind man! If, by chance, Hell truly existed, I hoped he had arrived!

         “To think that his company, which until yesterday had been assured, faithful, and at my disposal, had now become impossible! That desperate thought made me so furious that I threw myself on the floor, weeping and biting the iron frame of his bed. I called, Amalfi! Amalfi! and I remembered the injuries I had done him in life. I regretted them, but at the same time I almost felt like laughing, at the memory, for instance, of times when he was talking and telling me his dreams with grand gestures, and I would suddenly move away without a sound and hide in a corner, pretending to disappear like the fog. After a bit, he would notice my absence and, disconcerted, start calling me, and looking for me through the rooms, groping, pointing his stick at the walls. And the dogs, provoked by my nods, instead of helping him made an ineffectual noise, as if they, too, along with me, enjoyed agitating him. They, too, must have felt some remorse later, which may explain their suicide, if it’s true, as it seems, that they had that tragic end.

         “And now it was he who let me call without answering. If he had awakened, just for an hour, he would have heard from me marvelous things, all truths without the shadow of a lie, and he would have had reason to be proud! He would neither hear nor see anyone anymore, until the end of eternity, and I knew it; but still, at all costs I must give him a proof, a pledge, that would save our friendship from death.

         “So, placing my palm on his stiff hand, full of rings, like a sultan’s, I swore to him that, however many friends I had in the future, I would always ban them from Procida! On this island, which had been inhabited for me only by our friendship, his memory would forever be my only friend. That I swore to him. And so here to Procida, where the joined names of Wilhelm and Romeo are written even in the stones, even in the air, I will never bring other friends. If I did, I would stain myself with betrayal and perjury and would condemn our friendship to death!”

         The Amalfitano’s Dream

         After that solemn statement, my father eyed the portrait of the Amalfitano maliciously, as if to say: “Are you content, dead man, with this homage to your capricious folly?”

         And then he sighed.

         And so on the island my father had always had Romeo beside him, a faithful companion, in the same way that, away from the island, he always had Algerian Dagger beside him! They shared his love, and his secrets; and both, for me, remained unknown and unattainable. Childhood, I thought, sighing, was always the cause of my bitter destiny. The death of Romeo, the adulthood of Algerian Dagger, left it behind, excluded from my father’s enchanted realms.

         I was silent for a while; then I observed:

         “For two years, you never left Procida! Not even once!” (I was thinking: “Happy time! Ah, because I wasn’t yet born?”)

         “Never!” my father confirmed. “What do you think? It was a unique case! Well, it wasn’t only the situation, truly, it was also Amalfi. He was a wizard, and knew how to keep me on Procida. And, on the other hand, I thought, ‘He’s old, soon he’ll be out of the way, I can grant him some of my time.’ Especially since it was useful to me! If nothing else, it served me to inherit this beautiful house!” And my father laughed brutally in the face of the Amalfitano, as if intending to provoke him. But then, perhaps repentant, he looked at him with a disarming, boyish smile and, letting himself be drawn in again by memory, resumed speaking: 

         “When he named me the heir of the house, he made me a fine speech for the occasion, as in a great novel: ‘This palazzo,’ he said to me, ‘is the dearest object that I possess on the earth, and so I leave it to you. I also leave you some money that I have in the bank in Naples, and so, adding those to your father’s property, you’ll be almost a gentleman. The thought that you’ll be spared work is a great satisfaction to me, because work isn’t for men, it’s for dunces. An effort, maybe, can sometimes give pleasure, provided it’s not work. An idle effort can be useful and pleasant, but work, instead, is a useless thing, and destroys the imagination. In any case, if for some reason the money isn’t enough, and you do have to adjust to work, I advise a profession that favors imagination as much as possible, for example a shipping agent. But to live without any profession is best of all: maybe content yourself with eating only bread, provided it’s not earned.

         “‘This house I leave you was for me the palace of legends, the earthly paradise, and the day I have to abandon it, the thought that it will be your house will console me. To another thought I’m resigned as well: and that is, that you won’t live here alone, but with a wife. In fact, it seems strange, but you’re one of those who need a wife waiting for them somewhere, or their heart struggles to survive. And that’s all right, I don’t oppose your fate and your imagination: bring your wife here, to this house. Luckily, I won’t be here then: since I would prefer to breathe even my last breath facing the executioner rather than a woman. Blind as I am, the thought of having a woman before my eyes would make even death go wrong: my dying would no longer be dying, it would be dropping dead! Everything, in fact, can be forgiven one’s neighbor (at least at the point of death) but ugliness, no! And any ugly thing, at the thought, seems to me pleasing if I compare it to the ugliness of women. Lord, how ugly women are! And where else has there ever been ugliness so painful? so special? that, even if one doesn’t look at it and doesn’t see it, one feels vexed merely knowing that it exists? 

         “‘Better not to think of it. Enough: you, my Wilhelm, will marry, and you’ll bring her here, and start a family: for you it’s fated. And as for me, I told you, I will not oppose you on that. It’s your business, and doesn’t concern me. Another hope would suffice for me: that you reserve for me alone the place of friendship, in this house of yours, at least, and on this island of Procida!

         “‘But enough: this is therefore your house, and you’ll always return to it, I’m sure, because one always returns home; and for you, too, this island of mine is an enchanted garden.

         “‘You’ll always return, yes; but I would add: you’ll never stay long. About that, dear little master, I have no illusions. Men like you, who have two different kinds of blood in their veins, never find peace or happiness: when they’re there, they want to be here, and as soon as they return here immediately want to flee. You’ll go from one place to another, as if you’d escaped from prison, or were in pursuit of someone; but in reality you’ll only be following the diverse fates that are mixed in your blood, because your blood is like a hybrid animal, a griffin, or a mermaid. And you’ll also find some company to your taste among the many people you’ll meet in the world; but, very often, you’ll be alone. A mixed-blood is seldom content in company: there’s always something that casts a shadow on him, but in reality it’s he who casts a shadow, like the thief and the treasure, which cast a shadow on one another.

         “‘And on this subject I now want to tell you the dream I had last night. I dreamed that I was an elegant, dashing young man. I was supposed to become a grand vizier, or something similar: I was wearing a Turkish costume of brightly colored silk, the color (I’ll say to give you an idea) of sunflowers; but not even sunflowers! Much more beautiful! Impossible to find a fitting comparison! I wore a turban with a tall feather, on my feet dancing slippers, and I was going along humming through fields of roses, in a beautiful place somewhere in Asia, where there was no one else. I was happy, full of life, with a sweet taste in my mouth, and all around I heard sighing. But to me that sigh seemed a natural thing (there’s the strangeness of dreams) and, in my brain, I explained to myself the reason for it clearly. That explanation I remember even now, awake, and it really is a logical explanation, a true philosophical concept. (Who knows why I always have such extraordinary dreams?) Listen, if this isn’t a fine concept:

         “‘So it seems that living souls can have two fates: some are born bees, and some are born roses. What does the swarm of bees do, with the queen? They go and steal honey from all the roses, to carry to the hive, to their rooms. And the rose? The rose has in itself its own honey: rose honey, the most adored, the most precious! The sweetest thing it loves it has already in itself: there’s no need to seek elsewhere. But sometimes the roses, those divine beings, sigh for solitude! The ignorant roses don’t understand their own mysteries.

         “‘The first among all roses is God.

         “‘Between the two, the rose and the bee, the more fortunate, in my opinion, is the bee. And so the queen bee has supreme good fortune! I, for example, was born a queen bee. And you, Wilhelm? In my opinion, you, my Wilhelm, were born with the sweetest destiny and the bitterest:

         “‘You’re the bee and you’re the rose.’”

         Arturo’s Dream

         If I think back today on those conversations with my father, and see again the scenes of that distant time, everything takes on a different meaning. And I remember the fable of that hatter who always wept or laughed at the wrong moment: because he was allowed to see reality only through the images of an enchanted looking glass.

         At the time, I couldn’t understand anything of my father’s speeches (whether comic, or tragic, or playful) except what corresponded to my unquestioned certainty: that is, that he was the incarnation of human perfection and happiness! And perhaps, to tell the truth, he encouraged those boyhood concepts of mine, habitually displaying his own character in an advantageous light. But even if (let’s take an unlikely case) he had had the fantasy of vilifying himself by making the blackest confessions and declaring that he was a brazen scoundrel, it would have been the same. For me his words were divorced from every earthly reason and value. I heard them as one hears a sacred liturgy, where the drama recited is no more than a symbol, and the ultimate truth it celebrates is bliss. This last, true meaning is a mystery that only the blessed know: pointless to seek an explanation by human means.

         Like the mystics, I wanted not to receive explanations from him but to dedicate my faith to him. What I expected was a reward for my faith; and this sighed-for paradise seemed to me still so distant that (I don’t say this as a figure of speech) I couldn’t reach it even in dreams.

         Often, especially when he was absent, I dreamed about my father, but never the type of dream that would, so to speak, compensate for reality (or only deceive) with false triumphs. They were always cruel dreams, taunting me with the bitterness of my condition and retracting, without ceremony, the promises I might have believed by day. And in those dreams I had a sharp, precise feeling of suffering, which (because of my natural ignorance as a boy) I still hadn’t experienced in reality.

         One of those dreams stayed in my mind:

         My father and I are going down a deserted street; he is very tall, covered from head to toe in shining armor, and I, a boy who scarcely come up to his hip, am a recruit, with the cloth strips wrapped around my calves and a uniform of gray-green material too big for me. He walks with long strides, and I eagerly try to keep up. Without even looking at me, he orders brusquely: Go buy me some cigarettes.  Proud of receiving his commands, I run back to the tobacco shop and, in secret from him, kiss the pack of cigarettes before giving it to him.

         Although he hasn’t seen me kiss the pack, as soon as he touches it and looks at it, he notices something that merits his scorn. And in a lashing tone he scolds me: “You sappy kid!”

         Final Events

         So Arturo’s childhood passed. When I was about to turn fourteen, Immacolatella, who was eight, found a boyfriend. He was a curly-haired black dog, with passionate eyes, who lived quite a distance away, in the direction of Vivara, and he came from there every evening, just like a fiancé, to visit her. He had learned our habits and, so that he would find us at home, came at dinnertime. If he saw that the kitchen window was still dark, he waited patiently; and if he saw it lighted he announced himself by barking from a distance, and scraped at the door to get us to open it. As soon as he entered, he greeted us with a loud exclamation, in a ringing tone, which seemed like the announcement of royal trumpeters, and then he galloped three or four times around the kitchen, like a champion at the start of a tournament. He could behave with great prowess and gallantry: he watched us eat, wagging his tail, without begging, to let us know that the only reason for his visits was sentiment; and if I threw him a bone he wouldn’t touch it, waiting for Immacolatella to take it. He must have been a cross with some sort of greyhound: he always carried his head high and had a bold character, and Immacolatella was content. I sent her out under the starry sky to play with him, and stood aside; but after a while she left him and returned to me, to lick my hands, as if to say: “You are my life.” 

         When the time for love arrived, Immacolatella became pregnant, for the first time in her life. But maybe she was too old, or had always been unfit because of some genetic malformation: she died giving birth to her puppies.

         There were five: three white and two black. I hoped at least to save them, and sent Costante around the island in search of a bitch who could nurse them. Only after many hours did he return with a thin, red-haired bitch, who looked like a fox; but maybe it was too late, the puppies wouldn’t suck. I also thought of feeding them goat’s milk, as Silvestro had done with me, but I didn’t have time to try. They were weak, and born before their time: they were buried with their mother in the garden, under the carob tree.

         I decided that I would never have another dog in place of her: I preferred to be alone, and to remember her, rather than put another in her place. It was hateful to meet that black dog, who went around light-hearted, as if he had never met any Immacolatella on the island. Whenever he came near me, insistent on fun and games with me as before, I chased him away.

         When, some time afterward, my father returned to Procida and asked the usual question—“What news?”—I turned my face without answering. It wasn’t possible for me to say those words: “Immacolatella died.”

         Costante told him; and my father was unhappy at the news, because he loved animals and was very fond of Immacolatella.

         That time, he stayed on Procida barely an afternoon and a night: he had come only to get certain documents from the Town Hall. He remained absent about a month, and then reappeared, and left again the following day, after obtaining from the tenant farmer a sum of money. But as he said goodbye he informed me, for the first time in our lives, of his destination and the date of his return.

         He explained to me that for several months he had been engaged to a Neapolitan woman, and was going to Naples to get married. The wedding was fixed for Thursday of that week, and right afterward he would return to Procida, with his bride.

         So, he told me, I was to go and wait for them at the dock the following Thursday; they would arrive on the three-o’clock steamer.
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