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            ‘Ginzburg gives us a new template for the female voice and an idea of what it might sound like.’ Rachel Cusk
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            ‘Ginzburg’s beautiful words have such solidity and simplicity. I read her with joy and amazement.’ Tessa Hadley
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             Introduction

         

         For Italians, I’ve found after 33 years in Italy, to belong to a family, a group of friends, a city, a region, a corporation or trade union, a church, a political party, is generally more important than to be morally unimpeachable, or free and independent, or even successful and powerful. The strongest positive emotions come from being instrumental to your family or group, the strongest negative emotions from feelings of abandonment. And members of the community must be worthy members. Hence aggressive criticism between members is constant and shame a characteristic emotion. All this in a situation where it’s impossible to distance oneself from the other people involved, or not without a traumatic, perhaps fatal break.

         This may seem a strange preamble to a consideration of the work of Natalia Ginzburg, a writer sometimes criticised in Italy for having restricted her comments on the highly influential, privileged and politicised peer group she lived among to accounts of their domestic foibles. But coming back to Ginzburg now, some 25 years after her death, one appreciates that it’s precisely the focus on home that makes her books such a profound commentary on Italian life. One is given, as it were, in a period that extends from fascism right through to the anni di piombo (the so-called years of lead: the late 1960s to the 1980s), the basic domestic tensions that drive the larger public and political dramas outside the frame of her narratives.

         Ginzburg was born Natalia Levi in Palermo in 1916. Her father was a Triestine Jew, a biologist and professor (eventually of some fame), her mother a Lombard gentile who made a virtue of cheerful idleness. Last of five siblings (three boys, two girls), Natalia was seven years younger than the fourth child. In 1919 the family moved to Turin where she was kept at home with private tutors until she was 11 for fear that contact with other children might cause illness and so grew up with a sense of being a late and insignificant arrival in a family where everything important had already happened.

         Aged 13, Natalia sent a collection of poems to the critic and philosopher Benedetto Croce. He returned them with a kind note but judged them worthless. She switched to stories. The first she felt happy with was ominously entitled ‘An Absence’. One of her older brothers gave it to his friend Leone Ginzburg, who together with Giulio Einaudi, son of a rich property owner, economist and member of the Italian senate, was starting a publishing company. Ginzburg was impressed and sent the story to a magazine. Natalia was barely 17, Leone was 24. Five years later, the couple married. ‘I married her. She writes good stories,’ Ginzburg told Einaudi. Writing had found Natalia a husband and a place in one of Italy’s most influential liberal and intellectual communities. It would be a second family to her for the rest of her life.

         After their marriage in 1938 Leone and Natalia produced three children in four years as if establishing their own family were a matter of some urgency. After war was declared on France and Great Britain in 1940, Leone was sent into internal exile in the Abruzzi; a typically Italian punishment, as it deprived the victim of his community of reference. Natalia followed him with the children and here, in the remote mountain village of Pizzoli, she wrote her first novel, La strada che va in città [The Road to the City]. In 1943, after the armistice, the two moved to Rome where Leone began organising resistance to the Nazi occupation. Arrested in November, he died in prison the following February after interrogation and torture. In one of her rare written comments on his death Natalia remarked, ‘so he died, and no one was there when Leone died’. In her novels the lonely death, far from family and friends, is a moment of maximum pathos and social breakdown.

         There are special reasons why it’s useful to be aware of Ginzburg’s biography when reading her books, in particular Family Lexicon, which was published to huge and immediate acclaim in 1963, selling half a million copies and winning Italy’s most important literary prize, the Strega. Italian readers knew Ginzburg’s family story before opening the book; they knew of her close connection with Giulio Einaudi, whose father, Luigi, had been governor of the Bank of Italy from 1945 to 1948 and president of the Republic from 1948 to 1955; they knew of the death of her husband, of her experience of wartime anti-Semitism, her ties with the influential and progressive Olivetti family and again with various historical leaders of the Socialist Party. Hence a family biography from Ginzburg aroused intense expectations, especially since Italy was still deeply divided about its immediate past. The way Ginzburg at once aroused and frustrated those expectations won her extravagant praise in some circles and criticism bordering on contempt in others. Essentially, she says nothing about fascism, the resistance, Jewishness or anti-Semitism, and never remotely considers the public life of the people she writes about, or their political views. Nor does she have much to say, or not explicitly, about herself and her war. The only things intensely evoked are the relationships between the family members who were also, of course, among the first readers of the book. ‘I hope you are not going to bring dishonour on our family,’ her father wrote to her when he heard of her project.

         The first impression on opening Family Lexicon is one of infectious vitality, a quality conspicuous by its absence in her previous novels. Her mother and father are a perfect double act, the mother charmingly gossipy, forever telling the same old family stories, while the father flies into a rage at having to hear them again, but always with the understanding that the pair are inseparable. Very soon a core group of anecdotes and speech tics are established, expressions this or that member of the family would always use in certain situations, so that Ginzburg can write, in what is generally considered the book’s central passage:

         
            My parents had five children. We now live in different cities, some of us in foreign countries, and we don’t write to each other often. When we do meet up with one another we can be indifferent or distracted. But for us it takes just one word. It takes one word, one sentence, one of the old ones from our childhood, heard and repeated countless times … If my siblings and I were to find ourselves in a dark cave or among millions of people, just one of those phrases or words would immediately allow us to recognise each other.

         

         The family sayings are the glue of belonging and the focus of the book. Born of intense attrition they are perhaps more attractive precisely because the family is long since split up. Parental and fraternal conflicts over, it’s a pleasure to think of these special family words serving as recognition in the kinds of emergency that befell Jewish families twenty years before. There’s a feeling throughout Family Lexicon that family can be so lovingly evoked because it’s no longer a threat. One can indulge the luxury of missing it.

         It’s often said that Family Lexicon couldn’t have been written without the prior publication of The Garden of Finzi-Continis (1962), in which Giorgio Bassani tells the story of a Jewish family in 1939 who live entirely secluded in their spacious villa and garden, inviting other Jewish families to play tennis with them in a determined denial of the ugly anti-Semitism all around them. These are not claims one can verify, and in fact the two books and the families they describe could hardly be more different. The Finzi-Continis, whose father refuses to engage in Italian life in any way, develop a private language all their own, ‘Finzi-Continiesque’, which others can’t understand.

         Ginzburg’s book is written in an extremely colloquial Italian, something quite unusual in the early 1960s and difficult to show when translating into English where the difference between the written and the spoken is not traditionally so great. When I arrived in Italy in 1981 and, knowing little Italian, found Ginzburg one of the easiest authors to read in the original, friends quickly warned me I absolutely mustn’t copy her style which was vulgar and ‘incorrect’. Such criticisms have largely (though not absolutely) fallen away, but the colloquial style suggests that life in the Ginzburg household, linguistically at least, was absolutely in line with the Italian world all around. So that while, reading Bassani, one has the impression that no one could ever really penetrate the Finzi-Contini family, Ginzburg’s book seems to invite us to share her family sayings and make them our own, to the point that, when recognised by strangers after its publication, it was not unusual for Ginzburg to hear them quoting her father’s more idiosyncratic sayings back to her. Her writing about her family thus gave both her and them a place in the larger, though always dysfunctional, family that is Italy.

         Into this lively soap opera of family life other figures are drawn – Filippo Turati, one-time leader of the Socialist Party; Adriano Olivetti, who marries Ginzburg’s sister and helps Ginzburg herself to escape the Nazis in Rome; Giulio Einaudi, the successful publisher; Cesare Pavese, the great novelist and poet; but these well-known figures are given no more space than other friends, tradesmen or servants, and their characteristics are always understood in relation to the Levi family’s concerns. Are they, for example, on the mountain-walking side of the family, or the side that would rather stay at home and talk politics and books? In general each family member’s engagement in the outside world, in terms of work or politics or recreation, is quietly related to their position inside the family. As a rule the way a character dresses gets more attention than his views on fascism.

         The one person who doesn’t have much personality in the book, critics like to say, making a great virtue of the fact, is the narrator herself. In fact, it’s exactly the last child’s difficulty in finding a role for herself among those who have come before her that conditions her personality. This anxious awareness of an absence where the narrating self should be is Ginzburg’s most effective way of describing herself: she is the family member without a position. And this absence together with the general reticence about unhappiness in the book, prevents the humour and vitality from becoming merely sentimental.

         In 1983, Ginzburg was elected as a member of parliament for the Indipendenti di Sinistra (Leftwing Independents). The last issue she raised in Parliament, in 1990, was the curious case of Serena Cruz, a Filipino girl adopted by an Italian family. Because the family had lied to speed up the adoption process, Italian judges ordered that the girl be removed to an orphanage – this after she had already been with the family for two years. Ginzburg started a campaign to have the decision reversed and wrote a book that amounts to a J’accuse directed at Italian magistrates. Least known of all her works, Serena Cruz o la vera giustizia [Serena Cruz, or The Meaning of True Justice] nevertheless offers a key to much of the writing that came before.

         
            What is a family? A group of people who live together. They form relationships, which may be strong or weak, solid or slippery. It is the place whence the child looks out on the rest of the world. Families can be awful, repressive, obsessive, or cool and uncaring and distracted, or toxic, tainted and maggoty. Very often they are like that. But a child needs one all the same … Maybe he grows up unhappy in his family, he’s ashamed of it, hates it, but it’s an unhappiness memory can feed on. In the future he will go back in his mind to that thick and woody forest. Move a child when he’s young and you damage him. Now he has to look at the world from a new place. The old place and the new place clash. A war starts. And that war may be worse than unhappiness, because in the future, going back to all this upheaval, he won’t be able to track down his childhood.

         

         However happy or unhappy Ginzburg may have been in her childhood, it’s a place she tracks down and reconstructs triumphantly in Family Lexicon, and very likely, one way and another, in all her other fiction. In doing so she asserts the relational nature of identity, such that her own life and work cannot be understood separately from her Jewishness, her Italianness, and above all from the father who yelled at his children when they complained about wearing stiff hiking boots and the mother who told the same stories over and over, protesting bitterly when the silent Natalia wouldn’t give her the cheerful responses a family conversation surely deserves.

         
             

         

         Tim Parks, 2018 

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Preface
      

         

         The places, events, and people in this book are real. I haven’t invented a thing, and each time I found myself slipping into my long-held habits as a novelist and made something up, I was quickly compelled to destroy the invention.

         The names are also real. In the writing of this book I felt such a profound intolerance for any fiction, I couldn’t bring myself to change the real names which seemed to me indissoluble from the real people. Perhaps someone will be unhappy to find themselves so, with his or her first and last name in a book. To this I have nothing to say.

         I have written only what I remember. If read as a history, one will object to the infinite lacunae. Even though the story is real, I think one should read it as if it were a novel, and therefore not demand of it any more or less than a novel can offer.

         There are also many things that I do remember but decided not to write about, among these much that concerned me directly.

         I had little desire to talk about myself. This is not in fact my story but rather, even with gaps and lacunae, the story of my family. I must add that during my childhood and adolescence I always thought about writing a book about the people whom I lived with and who surrounded me at the time. This is, in part, that book, but only in part because memory is ephemeral, and because books based on reality are often only faint glimpses and fragments of what we have seen and heard.
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             Family Lexicon

         

         At the dinner table in my father’s home when I was a girl if I, or one of my siblings, knocked a glass over on the tablecloth or dropped a knife, my father’s voice would thunder, ‘Watch your manners!’

         If we used our bread to mop up pasta sauce, he yelled, ‘Don’t lick your plates. Don’t dribble! Don’t slobber!’

         For my father dribble and slobber also described modern painting, which he couldn’t stand.

         He would say, ‘You have no idea how to behave at the table! I can’t take you lot anywhere.’

         And he said, ‘Any table d’hôte in England would quickly show you slobs the door.’

         He had the greatest respect for England and believed that civility had found there, more than anywhere else in the world, its greatest expression.

         At dinner he’d comment on the people he’d encountered during the day. He was very harsh in his judgements and thought everyone was stupid. For him someone stupid was a ‘nitwit’.

         ‘He struck me as a real nitwit,’ he would say about some new acquaintance.

         In addition to the ‘nitwits’, there were also the ‘negroes’. For my father, a ‘negro’ was someone who was awkward, clumsy, and fainthearted; someone who dressed inappropriately, didn’t know how to hike in the mountains, and couldn’t speak foreign languages.

         Any act or gesture of ours he deemed inappropriate was defined as a ‘negroism’.

         ‘Don’t be negroes! Stop your negroisms!’ he yelled at us continually.

         The gamut of negroisms was wide. Wearing city shoes on a mountain hike was called a negroism, as was engaging in a conversation on a train with a fellow traveller or in the street with a passer-by; or speaking to a neighbour from your window; taking off your shoes in the living room; warming your feet on the radiator; complaining on a mountain hike of thirst, fatigue, or blisters; bringing greasy cooked food on a hike along with napkins to wipe your fingers.

         On our mountain hikes only certain foods were allowed: fontina cheese, jam, pears, hard-boiled eggs. And we were only allowed to drink tea prepared on a portable stove by our father. Frowning, he would lean his big head covered in short red hair over the stove while shielding the flame from the wind with the flaps of his rust-coloured wool jacket, the pockets threadbare and singed. He always wore that same jacket whenever we were on holiday in the mountains.

         
             

         

         Brandy and sugar lumps were, according to him, ‘negro stuff’ and therefore forbidden on our hikes; and we were never allowed to stop for a snack in the mountain chalets as this was considered a negroism. Protecting your head from the sun by wearing a kerchief or a straw hat, or from the rain with a waterproof cap, or tying a scarf around your neck were also deemed negroisms. Such preventive wear was, instead, precious to my mother, and the morning before we left on our hike she would try to slip these things into a rucksack for both our use and her own. If my father laid his hands on any of them, he would angrily throw it out.

         While on hikes, wearing our large, rigid, lead-heavy hobnailed boots, thick woollen socks, balaclava helmets, and snow goggles across our foreheads with the sun beating squarely down on our sweating heads, we would stare with envy at the ‘negroes’ who strode easily by in tennis shoes or lounged at the chalet tables eating cream.

         My mother called mountain hiking ‘the devil’s idea of fun for his children’, and she always tried to stay home, above all when the outing included a meal, since after eating she loved to read the paper and then take a nap on a sofa indoors.

         We went to the mountains every summer. We rented a house for three months, from July through September. The houses were usually far from town in some remote location. Every day, our rucksacks on our backs, my father, my siblings, and I went to do the shopping in the village. There were no amusements or distractions of any kind. We children and my mother spent the evenings in the house sitting around a table. My father retreated to a distant part of the house to read, every so often sticking his head into the room where the rest of us were talking and playing together. Frowning and suspicious, he complained to my mother about our servant Natalina who had disturbed certain books of his. ‘Your darling Natalina, that halfwit,’ he would say, careless of the fact that from the kitchen Natalina could hear his every word. She was, however, accustomed to hearing herself called ‘that halfwit Natalina’ by him and took not the slightest offence.

         On some evenings during our mountain holiday my father would prepare for the next day’s hike or climb. Kneeling on the ground, he greased his and my siblings’ boots with whale fat; he believed that he alone knew how to grease the boots properly with the fat. A great clashing of metals would then be heard throughout the apartment as he looked for crampons, pitons, and ice axes.

         ‘Where have you hidden my ice axe?’ he roared. ‘Lidia! Lidia! Where have you lot hidden my ice axe?’

         He would set off for a mountain climb at four o’clock in the morning, sometimes alone, sometimes with an Alpine guide who was also a friend, sometimes with my siblings. He’d be so worn out the day following these climbs he’d become unbearable. He’d read the paper silently, his face red and swollen, having been burnt by the sun reflecting off glaciers, his lips chapped and bleeding, his nose covered in a yellow cream that looked like butter, his brow furrowed and stormy. Any trifle would send him flying into a terrifying rage. Whenever he returned from these climbs with my siblings, my father announced that his children were ‘numbskulls’ and ‘negroes’, and that none of his children had inherited his passion for the mountains – with the exception of Gino. Gino was the eldest and a great climber. Along with a friend he’d completed highly difficult ascents. When my father spoke about Gino and his friend, he did so with a mixture of pride and envy, declaring that he no longer possessed their stamina now that he was getting old.

         My brother Gino was, in any case, his favourite and he was gratified by him in every way. Gino was interested in natural history; collected insects, crystals, and other minerals; and was very studious. Gino later enrolled in engineering school and when he came home after an exam reporting that he had received an A, my father would ask, ‘What do you mean you got an A? Why didn’t you get an A-plus?’

         And if he did get an A-plus, my father would say, ‘Oh, it must have been an easy exam.’

         In the mountains, when he wasn’t on a climb or hike that lasted until the evening, my father would go ‘walking’ every day. He left early in the morning, dressed exactly as he would have been for a climb but without ropes, crampons, or his ice axe. He often went walking alone, because we and my mother were, in his words, ‘loafers, dolts, and negroes’. He set off with his hands clasped behind his back, his tread heavy due to his hobnailed boots, his pipe between his teeth. Sometimes he made my mother go with him. ‘Lidia! Lidia!’ he thundered in the morning, ‘Let’s go walking! If you don’t, you’ll grow lazy always lounging about in the meadows.’ My obedient mother, her walking stick in hand, her sweater tied around her waist, followed a few paces behind him, shaking her head of curly grey hair that she wore very short, even though my father objected vehemently to the current fashion for short hair – so much so, that on the day she’d had it cut, he’d flown into a rage violent enough to bring down the house.

         ‘You’ve cut your hair again! What a jackass you are!’ my father told her every time she came home from the hairdresser. ‘Jackass’ in my father’s lexicon didn’t mean someone who was ignorant but someone who was rude or ill-mannered. We children were ‘jackasses’ when we were either uncommunicative or talked back.

         ‘Frances put you up to it!’ my father said to my mother when he saw she’d cut her hair again. Frances, a friend of my mother’s and the wife of a childhood classmate of my father’s, was in fact much loved and respected by my father. In his eyes her only flaw was having introduced my mother to the short hairstyle. Frances had relatives in Paris, whom she visited often, and one winter arrived home declaring, ‘In Paris, short hair is in fashion. In Paris, everyone has the sporty look.’ All winter long, my sister and mother kept repeating, ‘In Paris, the sporty look is all the rage’, trying to sound like Frances who spoke with the soft r. They shortened the hems on all their dresses, and my mother cut her hair. My sister didn’t cut hers because her hair was beautiful and blonde and fell down the entire length of her back – and she was too afraid of my father.

         
             

         

         My grandmother – my father’s mother – usually joined us on those mountain holidays. She didn’t stay with us but at a hotel in the village.

         When we went to visit her we often found her sitting on the hotel terrace under a sun umbrella. She was small and on her minuscule feet wore black ankle boots with tiny buttons. She was proud of her small feet, which poked out from under her skirt, and she was proud of her crimped, snow-white hair combed up into a bouffant. Every day my father took her for a ‘stroll’. They went along the main roads because she was old and couldn’t manage the trails, especially in her ankle boots with those little heels. He walked ahead, his strides long, his hands behind his back, his pipe in his mouth, while she followed, her dress swishing as she took tiny steps in her tiny heels. She never wanted to take the same road as the day before, always desiring new ones.

         ‘This is the same road we took yesterday,’ she complained.

         Without turning around, my father responded perfunctorily, ‘No, it’s a different one.’

         But she continued to repeat, ‘It’s the same road as yesterday. It’s the same one.’

         After a while she said, ‘I have a cough that’s choking me to death,’ but my father pushed on ahead without looking back. ‘I have a cough that’s choking me to death,’ she repeated, raising her hands to her throat.

         She always repeated the same thing two or three times. She said, ‘That scoundrel Fantecchi insisted on making me a brown dress! I wanted a blue one! I wanted a blue one!’ And she angrily struck her umbrella against the pavement. My father told her to watch the sunset over the mountains, but having been seized by an attack of rage at her tailor Fantecchi, she furiously continued to jab the tip of her umbrella into the ground. She came to the mountains only in order to be with us. The rest of the year she lived in Florence and we lived in Turin so we only ever saw each other in the summers. But she couldn’t stand the mountains and her dream would have been to go on holiday to the spa towns of Fiuggi or Salsomaggiore, places where she’d spent her summers when she was young.

         My grandmother was once very rich but had been impoverished by the Great War. Convinced Italy wouldn’t win, and nurturing a blind faith in Franz Joseph, she had insisted on keeping her Austrian investments and so had lost a great deal of money. My father, an irredentist, had tried in vain to convince her to divest of her Austrian interests. My grandmother referred to her money loss as ‘my misfortune’, and in the mornings she despaired over it while pacing up and down in her room and wringing her hands. But she wasn’t all that poor. In Florence, she had a beautiful home with Turkish carpets and furniture from China and India because one of her grandfathers – he was called Parente – had been a collector of precious objects. Portraits of her various ancestors hung on the walls, including those of her grandfather Parente and of La Vendée, an aunt who was so called because of her reactionary politics and the fact that she had held a salon for diehards and counterrevolutionaries. There were many more portraits of aunts and cousins called Margherita or Regina, names once common in Jewish families. Among the portraits, however, my grandmother’s father was not to be found, and he wasn’t to be mentioned either. He was a widower, and after quarrelling one day with his two daughters, by then adults, he declared that to spite them he would marry the first woman he met on the street, and he’d done just that. Or, at any rate, that was the family story. Whether or not he did actually marry the very first woman he encountered after walking out his front door, I don’t know. In any case, with his new wife he had another daughter whom my grandmother wanted nothing to do with, and whom she referred to with disgust as ‘Daddy’s doll-baby’. Occasionally, we would run into ‘Daddy’s doll-baby’ – by now a mature and distinguished woman of fifty – while we were on holiday in the mountains, and my father would turn to my mother and say, ‘Did you see that? Did you see? There went “Daddy’s doll-baby”!’

         ‘For you lot everything is a bordello. In this house you make a bordello out of everything,’ my grandmother always said, meaning that for us nothing was sacred. The saying became famous in our family and we used to repeat it every time we found ourselves laughing over a death or a funeral. My grandmother had a profound revulsion for animals and went into a frenzy whenever she saw us playing with a cat, saying that we would catch diseases and then infect her with them. ‘That dreadful creature,’ she would say, stamping her feet and jabbing the tip of her umbrella into the ground. She had an aversion to everything and a terror of disease. She was, however, incredibly healthy and in fact lived to be over eighty without ever needing a doctor or a dentist. She was always afraid that one of us might trick her into being baptised, since one of my brothers once jokingly pretended to baptise her. She said her prayers daily in Hebrew without understanding a word since she didn’t know Hebrew. For those who weren’t Jewish, as she was, she had a horror similar to the one she had for cats. My mother was the sole exception, the only non-Jew for whom she ever had any fondness. My mother returned her affection and said of her that in her utter self-absorption she was as innocent and naive as a newborn baby.

         According to my grandmother she was very beautiful when she was young, the second-most beautiful girl in Pisa. The first was her friend Virginia Del Vecchio. A man named Signor Segrè arrived one day and asked to meet the most beautiful girl in Pisa so that he could ask for her hand in marriage. Virginia turned down the proposal. He then introduced himself to my grandmother. She also refused him, saying that she didn’t want ‘Virginia’s leftovers’.

         She then married my grandfather, Michele, a man who must have been very sweet and gentle. She became a widow very young. We once asked why she didn’t remarry. With a strident laugh and a brutal frankness that we never expected from that querulous and plaintive old lady, she responded, ‘Come now! And have him eat me out of house and home?’

         
             

         

         My siblings and my mother sometimes complained of boredom while on those mountain holidays, staying in isolated houses where there was nothing to do, no social life. Being the youngest, I amused myself with very little and at the time had yet to experience the boredom of those holidays.

         ‘You lot get bored,’ my father said, ‘because you don’t have inner lives.’

         One year when we were particularly short of money it looked as if we were going to have to remain in the city for the summer, but at the last minute we rented an inexpensive house with no electricity, only oil lamps, in a village hamlet called Saint-Jacques-d’Ajas. The house must have been very small and very uncomfortable because the whole summer all my mother could say was, ‘What a dump of a house! How vile a place is Saint-Jacques-d’Ajas!’ Our only source of entertainment was eight or ten leather-bound books containing back issues of I’m not sure which weekly magazine with riddles, puzzles, and horror stories. They had been lent to my brother Alberto by his friend Frinco. We lived on Frinco’s books throughout that entire summer. Then my mother struck up a friendship with the woman next door. They chatted when my father wasn’t around. He said talking with one’s neighbours was ‘a negro thing to do’. It turned out, however, that this woman, Signora Ghiran, lived in the same building as Frances in Turin and knew her slightly, making an introduction to my father possible. He was then very kind to her. The fact was that when it came to strangers my father was always wary and suspicious, fearing they might be of ‘questionable character’, but as soon as he discovered even a tenuous connection he was immediately reassured.

         My mother could speak of nothing else but Signora Ghiran, and at mealtimes we ate dishes from recipes Signora Ghiran had taught us. ‘New star rising,’ my father said every time Signora Ghiran’s name was mentioned. ‘New star rising’, or simply ‘new star’, was how my father ironically greeted our every new infatuation. ‘I don’t know what we would have done without Frinco’s books or Signora Ghiran,’ my mother said at the end of the summer. Our return to the city that year was marked by the following incident: After two hours on a bus, we arrived at the train station and took our seats on the train. We suddenly realised that all of our luggage was still on the platform. Raising the flag, the conductor cried out, ‘The train is departing!’ To which my father responded ‘The hell it is!’ with a shout that echoed throughout the entire carriage. The train didn’t budge an inch until every last one of our suitcases had been loaded aboard.

         Back in the city we had to wrench ourselves away from Frinco’s books because Frinco wanted them back. And as for Signora Ghiran, we never saw her again. ‘We have to invite Signora Ghiran over! How rude we are!’ my father would say every so often. But my mother’s affections were as erratic as ever, her relationships inconstant. Either she saw someone every day or she never wanted to see them. She was incapable of cultivating acquaintances just to be polite. She always had a crazy fear of becoming ‘bored’, and she was afraid visitors would come to see her just when she wanted to go out.

         The friends my mother did see were always the same ones. With the exception of Frances and a few of my father’s friends’ wives, my mother’s friends were young, a good deal younger than she – young women who were newly married and poor. She could give them advice, suggest seamstresses. She had a horror of ‘old biddies’, as she called them, alluding to women who were more or less her age. She had a horror of entertaining. If one of her old acquaintances sent word that she would like to pay her a visit, my mother went into a panic. ‘That means today I won’t be able to go out!’ she said in despair. On the other hand, she could take her young friends out with her or to the cinema. They were easy to manage, amenable, and more than willing to maintain a casual relationship with her. If they had small children better yet, because she loved children very much. Sometimes, in the afternoon, these friends would come all together to see her. In my father’s language my mother’s friends were called the ‘gabblers’. When dinner time approached, my father would shout from his office, ‘Lidia! Lidia, have the gabblers all gone home?’ At which point a last terrified gabbler could be seen slinking down the hallway and slipping out the front door. My mother’s young friends were all very afraid of my father. At dinner my father would say to my mother, ‘Aren’t you tired of gabbling? Aren’t you tired of chitchat?’

         Sometimes in the evening my father’s friends came to our apartment. Like him, they were university professors, biologists, and scientists. On the evenings his friends were coming over, at dinner he would ask my mother, ‘Have you prepared some refreshments?’ Refreshments meant tea and biscuits. Alcoholic beverages were never allowed in our home. Sometimes my mother hadn’t prepared anything and my father got angry. ‘What do you mean there are no refreshments? You can’t have people over without offering refreshments! One cannot commit such negroisms!’

         The Lopezes – Frances and her husband – and the Ternis were among my parents’ closest friends. Frances’s husband’s name was Amedeo but he was nicknamed ‘Lopez’ from the time he and my father were students together. As a student my father’s nickname was ‘Pom’, short for pomodoro, a tomato, due to his red hair, but whenever anyone called him Pom he got very angry and only ever allowed my mother to call him that. Nevertheless, when the Lopezes mentioned our family among themselves they referred to us as ‘the Poms’ just as we called them ‘the Lopezes’. No one has ever been able to explain to me why Amedeo was given his nickname, its origin no doubt lost in the mists of time. Amedeo was fat, his head covered in tufts of fine silken white hair; he spoke with the soft r as did his wife and their three boys who were our friends. The Lopezes were much more elegant, refined, and modern than we were: their building had an elevator, their apartment was nicer than ours, and they had a telephone, which in those days hardly anyone had yet. Frances, who went frequently to Paris, brought back with her the latest fashions and fads. One year she brought back a Chinese game, in a box with dragons painted on it, called ‘mah-jongg’. They had all learnt to play this mah-jongg and Lucio, the youngest Lopez, who was my age, often boasted about this mah-jongg to me but never wanted to teach me how to play: he said it was too complicated and his mother wouldn’t let anyone touch the box. Whenever I went over to their apartment, I was consumed with envy at the sight of that exquisite, forbidden box full of mystery.

         After an evening spent with the Lopezes, my father would come home exalting to the high heavens their apartment, their furniture, the tea served in beautiful porcelain cups from a trolley. He would say Frances was ‘in the know’, meaning she knew where to find nice furniture and beautiful cups, she knew how to decorate a home and how to serve tea.

         It was hard to tell if the Lopezes were richer or poorer than us. My mother said they were much richer. My father said that no, like us, they didn’t have a lot of money, it was just that Frances was ‘in the know’ and ‘not a lummox like you lot’. My father, however, felt himself to be extremely poor, especially early in the morning when he first awoke; he awakened my mother as well and said to her, ‘I don’t know how we’re going to keep going. Have you seen that the property shares have gone down?’ The property shares were always down, they never went up.

         ‘Those vile property shares,’ my mother would always say and complain that my father hadn’t the slightest business sense and as soon as there was a rotten stock, he bought it. She often begged him to consult a stockbroker but this only infuriated him because he wanted, as in all things, to do it his own way.

         As for the Ternis, they were very rich. Even so Mary, Terni’s wife, was a woman of simple tastes and didn’t go out much, spending her days in contemplation of her two children and their nanny, Assunta, who dressed entirely in white. Both Mary and the nanny, who imitated her, made an ecstatic whispering sound: ‘Ssst! Ssst!’ Even Terni made this same sound ‘ssst, ssst’ whenever in contemplation of his children. Actually, he made this sound ‘ssst, ssst’ about everything, about our maid Natalina who was no beauty, and he made the noise whenever he saw my sister and my mother wearing old dresses. He said of every woman he laid eyes on that she had ‘an interesting face’ and that she resembled someone or other in a famous painting. He remained in contemplation of her for a few minutes more, then removed his monocle from his eye and cleaned it with an impeccable white handkerchief. Terni was a biologist and my father greatly respected his work, but he would call him ‘that moron Terni’ because he believed he was a poseur in his personal life. ‘Terni’s a poseur,’ he would say after every time they met up. He would then repeat, ‘I think he’s a poseur.’ When Terni came over he would usually come into the garden to discuss novels. He was very cultured, had read all the modern novels, and was the first to introduce us to À la recherche du temps perdu. Now that I think about it, I believe he was actually trying to resemble Swann with that monocle and his affectation of discovering in each of us an ancestral link to a famous painting. From his study my father would call out loudly for him to come inside so they could discuss tissue cells. ‘Terni,’ he yelled, ‘come here! Don’t be such a moron!’ Whenever Terni, making his ecstatic whispering sounds, stuck his nose into the dusty, threadbare curtains in our dining room and asked if they were new, my father would yell, ‘Don’t be such a buffoon!’

         
             

         

         The things my father appreciated and respected were socialism, England, Zola’s novels, the Rockefeller Foundation, mountains, Val d’Aosta Alpine guides. The things my mother loved were socialism, Paul Verlaine’s poetry, music, in particular Lohengrin, which she used to sing for us in the evenings after dinner.

         My mother was Milanese but her family, like my father’s, was originally from Trieste. In marrying my father she’d also married his many Triestine expressions. Whenever she recounted her childhood memories, Milanese dialect mixed into her speech.

         Once when she was a small girl walking down the street in Milan she’d seen a man standing rigid and immobile in front of a hairdresser’s window staring at a mannequin’s head. He was muttering to himself, ‘Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. Too long in the neck.’

         A lot of her memories were like this: simple phrases that she overheard. One day she was out for a walk with her boarding-school classmates and teachers. Suddenly one of the girls broke rank and ran to embrace a passing dog. She hugged it and in Milanese dialect said, ‘It’s her, it’s her, it’s her, it’s my bitch’s sister!’

         My mother attended boarding school for many years. She had a grand old time at that boarding school.

         She acted, sang, and danced in the school productions; she performed in a comedy dressed up as a monkey; she sang in a light opera entitled The Slipper Lost in the Snow.

         She wrote the libretto and music for an opera. Her opera began like this:

         
            
               I am Don Carlos Tadrid

               And I’m a student in Madrid!

               While strolling down via Berzuellina,

               I stopped in my tracks for I’d seen a

               Window in which I spied quite a creature,

               A young and most beautiful teacher!

            

         

         And she wrote a poem that went:

         
            
               Ignorance I thee hail,

               You’re my holy grail!

               Happiness is your realm so please

               Let’s leave studying to the Maccabees!

               Let’s drink, dance, and avoid debate,

               C’mon let’s celebrate!

               Now Muse inspire you must,

               What is in my heart do say,

               Tell me the philosopher is bust,

               True love the ignoramus’s way.

            

         

         And she parodied Metastasio:

         
            
               If each man’s inner stress

               His forehead did express

               How many who by foot travel far

               Would appear to rather go by car.

            

         

         She stayed at boarding school until she was sixteen. Every Sunday she went to visit an uncle on her mother’s side who was nicknamed ‘Barbison’. Turkey was served; after they had eaten, Barbison pointed to the leftovers and said to his wife, ‘That’ll be our breakfast.’

         Barbison’s wife, Aunt Celestina, was nicknamed ‘Baryte’. Someone had told her that baryte was in everything, so she would, for example, point to the bread on the table and say, ‘See that bread there? It’s all baryte.’

         Barbison was a coarse man with a red nose. ‘A Barbison nose’ my mother would say whenever she saw a red nose. After those turkey lunches Barbison would say in dialect to my mother, ‘Lidia, you and me, we know a thing or two about chemistry so what’s sulphuric acid stink of? It stinks of fart. Sulphuric acid stinks of fart.’

         Barbison’s real name was Perego. Some of his friends had made up this ditty for him:

         
            
               Night or day there’s no grander feller

               Than Perego and his wine cellar.

            

         

         Barbison’s sisters were nicknamed ‘the Blesseds’ because of their sanctimoniousness.

         Another aunt of my mother’s, Aunt Cecilia, was famous in the family for a particular remark. My mother was telling her how they’d all been worried something terrible had happened to my grandfather when he’d been very late coming home for lunch. In dialect, Aunt Cecilia promptly asked her, ‘What did you serve for lunch, rice or pasta?’

         ‘Pasta,’ my mother responded.

         ‘Good thing you didn’t serve rice or there’s no saying how long he would have been gone.’

         My maternal grandparents both died before I was born. Grandmother Pina, my mother’s mother, was from a modest family and had married a neighbour. Young, diminutive, and bespectacled, my grandfather was at the beginning of his career as a distinguished lawyer. Every day my grandmother heard him at the front entrance to the building asking the concierge, ‘Are there any let-ters for me?’ My grandfather pronounced each t emphatically as if the one word were actually two. This pronunciation impressed my grandmother as a sign of great refinement. She married him because of his pronunciation, and because she wanted a black velvet coat for the winter. It was not a happy marriage.

         When she was young my grandmother Pina was blonde and pretty. Once she performed in an amateur drama production. When the curtain rose my grandmother Pina was onstage with a paintbrush and easel. She said these words: ‘I cannot go on painting; my soul cannot be constrained by toil and art; it flies far from here and is nourished by painful thoughts.’

         My grandfather threw himself into socialism. He was friends with Bissolati, Turati, and Kuliscioff. My grandmother Pina stayed out of her husband’s political activities. Because he always packed the house full of socialists, my grandmother Pina used to say bitterly, in dialect, of their daughter, ‘That girl’s going to marry the gasman.’ They ended up living separately. In the last years of his life, my grandfather gave up politics and resumed his practice as a lawyer, but he slept until five in the afternoon and when clients turned up he would say, ‘What are they doing here? Send them away!’

         At the end of her life, my grandmother Pina lived in Florence. Sometimes she went to visit my mother who was married by then and also living in Florence. My grandmother Pina, however, was terrified of my father. One day she came to visit my brother Gino – still a babe in arms – who was running a slight fever. My father was nevertheless very worried and in an effort to calm him down my grandmother suggested that the fever was due to teething. My father became furious, insisting that teething did not cause fevers. On her way out my grandmother Pina met my uncle Silvio, who was also coming to visit us. In dialect, she whispered to him on the steps, ‘Whatever you do, don’t say it’s the teeth.’

         Beyond ‘Don’t say it’s the teeth’, ‘That girl’s going to marry the gasman’, and ‘I cannot go on painting’, I don’t know anything about this grandmother of mine and no other words of hers came my way. I do remember, however, often hearing repeated in the family this phrase of hers, also in dialect: ‘Every day it’s something, every day something, and today Drusilla’s broken her specs.’

         She had three children, Silvio, my mother, and Drusilla, who was short-sighted and always breaking her eyeglasses. My grandmother died alone in Florence after a life full of sorrow: Her eldest child, Silvio, committed suicide when he was thirty by shooting himself in the temple one night in a public park in Milan.

         After boarding school, my mother left Milan and went to live in Florence. She enrolled at the university to study medicine but never finished her degree because she met my father and married him. My grandmother on my father’s side was opposed to the marriage because my mother wasn’t Jewish and someone had told her that my mother was a devout Catholic and that every time she saw a church she bowed low and made the sign of the cross several times. This was entirely untrue. No one in my mother’s family went to church or crossed themselves. So for a while my grandmother was opposed to the marriage, but then she agreed to try to get to know my mother. They met one evening at the theatre and watched a play in which a white woman ended up among black Africans and a black woman who was jealous of her gnashed her teeth and, glaring at her with terrible eyes, said,

         ‘White lady cutlet! White lady cutlet!’ ‘White lady cutlet,’ my mother would always say whenever she ate a cutlet.

         They’d been given complimentary seats for that play because my father’s brother, Uncle Cesare, was a theatre critic. He was, this uncle Cesare, completely different from my father – calm, fat, and always cheerful. As a theatre critic he was not at all caustic and never wanted to say anything bad about a play, finding something positive about each production. When my mother told him that a play seemed stupid to her, he would get mad and say, ‘Why don’t you try to write one yourself.’ Later Uncle Cesare married an actress, a great tragedy for my grandmother; for many years she didn’t want to be introduced to Uncle Cesare’s wife because in my grandmother’s opinion an actress was even worse than a woman who made the sign of the cross.

         At the time he got married my father was working in Florence in a clinic run by one of my mother’s uncles, nicknamed the ‘Lunatic’ because he was a doctor who treated the insane. The Lunatic was, in fact, a man of great intelligence, cultivated and wry. I’m not sure if he ever knew what our family called him. In my paternal grandmother’s house my mother encountered a retinue of various Margheritas and Reginas who were either my father’s cousins or aunts, and she also met the renowned La Vendée who was still alive in those days. As for my grandfather Parente, he’d been dead for some time as was his wife, my grandmother Dolcetta, and their servant known as Bepo, the porter. It was known that my grandmother Dolcetta was small and round like a ball and always had indigestion because she ate too much. She felt sick, vomited, then went to bed, but after a little while they would find her eating an egg. ‘It’s so fresh,’ she’d say by way of justification.

         Grandfather Parente and Grandmother Dolcetta had a daughter called Rosina. Rosina’s husband died leaving her with small children and little money so she moved back into her father’s house. The day after she returned, while everyone was at the dinner table, Grandmother Dolcetta stared at her and said, ‘What’s wrong with our Rosina today? She’s not her usual self.’

         My mother used to tell us, and at some length, the stories about ‘our Rosina’ and Grandmother Dolcetta and the egg because my father wasn’t any good at telling stories, always confusing the facts and details, and interrupting himself with his thunderous and prolonged laughter – because memories of his family and his childhood delighted him – making it hard for us to follow him.

         Enjoying the sheer pleasure of storytelling, my mother was always greatly cheered up whenever she told a story. She would turn to one of us at the dinner table and begin telling a story, and whether she was telling one about my father’s family or about her own, she lit up with joy. It was as if she were telling the story for the first time, telling it to fresh ears. ‘I had an uncle,’ she would begin, ‘whom they called Barbison’.

         And if one of us said, ‘I know that story! I’ve already heard it a thousand times!’ she would turn to another one of us and in a lowered voice continue on with her story.

         ‘I can’t even begin to count how many times I’ve heard this story,’ my father would shout, overhearing a word or two as he passed by.

         My mother, her voice lowered, would continue on with the story.

         The Lunatic had a madman in his clinic who believed he was God. Every morning the Lunatic said to him, ‘Good morning, most eminent Signor Lipmann.’ And the madman responded, ‘Most eminent, perhaps yes, Lipmann, probably not!’ because he believed he was God.

         And then there was the famous line from the orchestra conductor, an acquaintance of Silvio’s, who while on tour in Bergamo said to his restless or undisciplined singers, ‘We haven’t come to Bergamo on a military campaign but to conduct Carmen, Bizet’s masterpiece.’

         My parents had five children. We now live in different cities, some of us in foreign countries, and we don’t write to each other often. When we do meet up we can be indifferent or distracted. But for us it takes just one word. It takes one word, one sentence, one of the old ones from our childhood, heard and repeated countless times. All it takes is for one of us to say ‘We haven’t come to Bergamo on a military campaign’, or ‘Sulphuric acid stinks of fart’, and we immediately fall back into our old relationships, our childhood, our youth, all inextricably linked to those words and phrases. If my siblings and I were to find ourselves in a dark cave or among millions of people, just one of those phrases or words would immediately allow us to recognise each other. Those phrases are our Latin, the dictionary of our past, they’re like Egyptian or Assyro-Babylonian hieroglyphics, evidence of a vital core that has ceased to exist but that lives on in its texts, saved from the fury of the waters, the corrosion of time. Those phrases are the basis of our family unity and will persist as long as we are in the world, re-created and revived in disparate places on the earth whenever one of us says, ‘Most eminent Signor Lipmann’, and we immediately hear my father’s impatient voice ringing in our ears: ‘Enough of that story! I’ve heard it far too many times already!’

         
             

         

         I don’t know how my father and his brother Cesare, both devoid of all business sense, could have emerged from that long line of bankers who were my father’s ancestors and relatives. My father spent his life immersed in scientific research, a profession that didn’t yield much money; in any case, money for him was a vague and confused concept dominated by an essential indifference. The result was that whenever he had to deal with money in any practical way, he nearly always lost it or, at least, conducted himself in such a way that he should have lost it, and if he didn’t lose it, and all went smoothly, it was only by pure chance. All his life he was plagued with the anxiety that from one moment to the next he might find himself on the street. It was an irrational worry that dwelled within him along with other dark moods and forebodings, like his foreboding about the future success and fortune of his children. His fear of homelessness weighed on him like a dark mass of black clouds hovering over rocky mountains, yet it never managed to penetrate the depths of his spirit and his essential, absolute, and intimate indifference to money. He would say ‘a considerable sum’ when speaking of fifty lire, or he would say ‘fifty francs’ since his preferred unit of monetary measurement was the franc not the lira. In the evenings, he would go from room to room shouting at us for leaving the lights on but then would go and lose millions of lire, almost without noticing, by casually buying or selling stocks, or by handing over his work to publishers then neglecting to ask for proper compensation.

         After Florence, my parents went to Sardinia because my father was appointed to a professorship in Sassari, and for a few years they lived there. They then moved to Palermo, where I was born, the last of the five children. During the war, my father was a medical officer on the Karst Plateau. Finally, we came to live in Turin.

         
             

         

         Those first years in Turin were difficult for my mother. The First World War was just over, the post-war cost of living was high, and we had little money. It was cold in Turin and my mother complained about that and about the dark, damp apartment that my father had found for us before we arrived, without having consulted anyone. My mother, according to my father, complained in Palermo, and she complained in Sassari. She always found something to grumble about. Now she spoke of Palermo and Sassari as if they were paradise on earth. In both places she had made many friends, however she never wrote to them because she was incapable of maintaining friendships with anyone at a distance. She’d had beautiful sun-drenched apartments, a comfortable and easy life, and wonderful housemaids. In Turin, at first she couldn’t find a housemaid; then one day, I don’t know how, Natalina turned up at our apartment and stayed for thirty years. The truth was, even if my mother grumbled and complained in Sassari and Palermo, she’d been very happy there because she had a joyful nature, and no matter where she was she found people to love and to love her. Wherever she was she always found a way to enjoy the places and things around her and to be happy. She was even happy during those uncomfortable, if not actually difficult, first years in Turin in which she often cried because of my father’s bad moods, because of the cold, because she missed those other places, because her children were growing up and needed books, coats, shoes, and there wasn’t much money. Still, she was happy because as soon as she stopped crying she’d become very joyful, and at home she would sing Lohengrin, The Slipper Lost in the Snow, and Don Carlos Tadrid at the top of her lungs. And later, recalling those years when she still had all her children at home and there wasn’t any money, and the price of the property shares was always going down, and the apartment was damp and dark, she always spoke of that time as beautiful and very happy. ‘The era of via Pastrengo,’ she would say later to describe those years. Via Pastrengo was the street where we lived then.

         
             

         

         The apartment on via Pastrengo was very big. There were ten or twelve rooms, a courtyard, a garden, and a glass-enclosed veranda looking onto the garden. It was, however, very dark and certainly damp because in the bathroom one winter two or three mushrooms sprouted. Those mushrooms were a great topic of conversation in the family. My brothers told my paternal grandmother, who was staying with us at the time, that we had cooked them up and eaten them. My grandmother, even if incredulous, was nevertheless alarmed and disgusted and said, ‘In this house you make a bordello out of everything.’

         I was a small girl then and I had only the vaguest memory of Palermo, the city where I was born and then left when I was three years old. I believed, however, that just like my mother and sister, I too missed Palermo terribly. I missed the beach at Mondello where we would go swimming, and I missed Signora Messina, a friend of my mother’s, and a little girl called Olga, a friend of my sister’s, whom I called ‘Live Olga’ in order to distinguish her from my doll called Olga. Every time we saw her on the beach I would say, ‘Live Olga makes me blush.’ These were the people we knew in Palermo and Mondello. Nurturing my nostalgia, or feigning nostalgia, I wrote the first poem of my life, comprised of only two lines:

         
            
               Palermino Palermino,

               You’re more beautiful than Torino.

            

         

         This poem was hailed in our family as a sign of my precocious vocation for poetry, and encouraged by my success, I immediately composed two more very short poems about mountains I’d heard mentioned by my siblings:

         
            
               Long live Grivola mountain,

               If ever you slide down one.

               Long live Mont Blanc,

               If ever you’re zonked.

            

         

         Of course, in our family writing poetry was a common practice. My brother Mario wrote a poem about the Tosi boys, playmates from Mondello whom he couldn’t stand:

         
            
               And then the Tosi boys came,

               All nasty, boring, and lame.

            

         

         But the best and most celebrated poem of all was by my brother Alberto, written when he was ten or eleven and not based on any real event but created from nothing, the product of undiluted poetic invention:

         
            
               The old maid

               With no titties

               Had a babe

               She was pretty.

            

         

         We often recited from The Daughter of Iorio at home. But mostly in the evenings, sitting around the table, we recited a poem my mother had taught us, having heard it when she was a child at a charity performance put on for refugees from the Po Valley flooding:

         
            
               For many days everyone trembled where they stood!

               And the elders said, ‘Mary, Mother of God, this flood is rising hour upon hour!

               Listen to us children; take your things and leave evermore!

               What’s that! Depart and abandon the dear old poor!’

               The father wouldn’t hear of it; and the father was young and bold and was not one to be told

               That such an aberration should ever again appear;

               And that night he said to the mother, ‘Rosa, my dear,

               Put the children to bed and have a peaceful repose,

               The Po, a tired-out giant, is calm and in need of a doze.

               In his great earth-bed carved by God does he now lie,

               So go to sleep; there are many brave spirits such as I,

               Many here with strong shoulders who will swiftly rally

               To guard the banks and defend all in this poor valley.’

            

         

         My mother had forgotten the rest of it but I don’t think her memory of the first part was totally accurate either since in some places, for example, where it goes ‘and the father was young and bold’, the line gets longer without any regard for the metre. But she made up for her memory’s imprecision with the emphasis she placed on the words.

         
            
               Many here with strong shoulders who will swiftly rally

               To guard the banks and defend all in this poor valley!

            

         

         My father couldn’t bear this poem, and whenever he heard us reciting it with my mother, he would get angry and say that we were putting on ‘puppet shows’ and incapable of ever doing anything serious.

         Almost every evening Terni and some friends of my brother Gino came over. Gino, the eldest, went to the Polytechnic then. We sat around the table and recited poetry or sang

         
            
               I am Don Carlos Tadrid

               And I’m a student in Madrid!

            

         

         My mother would sing. And my father, who’d stayed in his study reading, would show up every so often at the dining-room door, suspicious, scowling, his pipe in hand.

         ‘Still saying your nitwitteries! Still putting on your puppet shows!’

         The only subjects my father tolerated were either scientific, political, or changes ‘in the department’, which meant some professor or other was appointed a post in Turin, unjustly according to my father, since the man was ‘a dimwit’, or another was not appointed a post in Turin unjustly because he was a man ‘of great importance’. In any case, he deemed scientific subjects, and what went on ‘in the department’, matters beyond our capacity for understanding. At the table, however, he would report daily to my mother about the situation ‘in the department’, and about the progress of his various tissue cultures in petri dishes in the laboratory, and he’d get angry if she demonstrated even the slightest lack of attention. At mealtimes my father ate a lot, but always in such a hurry that it seemed like he ate nothing because his plate was almost immediately empty again. He was actually convinced that he hardly ate anything and had transmitted this belief to my mother who was always pleading with him to eat. He, on the other hand, was always yelling at my mother because he thought she ate too much.

         ‘Don’t eat too much! You’ll get indigestion!’

         ‘Don’t pick at your cuticles!’ he would thunder at her periodically. My mother did, in fact, have the habit of picking at her cuticles ever since, as a girl at boarding school, she’d developed a whitlow on her finger that then peeled.

         All of us, in my father’s opinion, ate too much and would have indigestion. Any dish he didn’t like he claimed was unhealthy and indigestible. Dishes he liked he claimed to be healthy and said they ‘stimulated peristalsis’.

         If a dish he didn’t like arrived at the table he would become infuriated. ‘Why do you cook the meat like this! You know that I don’t like it this way!’ If a dish he liked was prepared only for him he got angry all the same. ‘I don’t want things made specially for me! Don’t make anything special for me!’

         ‘I eat everything,’ he said. ‘I’m not picky like you lot. I don’t care in the least about food!’

         ‘One shouldn’t talk all the time about eating! It’s vulgar!’ he would thunder if he heard us talking about one dish or another.

         ‘How I do love cheese,’ my mother invariably would say whenever cheese was served.

         And my father would say, ‘How monotonous you are! All you do is repeat yourself!’

         My father liked his fruit very ripe, so whenever one of us came across an overripe pear we gave it to him.

         ‘Ah, so you give me your rotten pears! What real jackasses you are!’ he’d say with a hearty laugh that reverberated throughout the apartment, then he’d eat the pear in two bites.

         ‘Walnuts,’ he’d say as he cracked them open, ‘are good for you. They stimulate peristalsis.’

         ‘You’re monotonous too,’ my mother would say. ‘You repeat yourself too.’

         My father would then take offence. ‘What a jackass!’ he’d say. ‘You tell me I’m monotonous! What a real jackass you are!’

         At home we had ferocious arguments over politics, which ended in tantrums, napkins hurled into the air, and doors slammed so hard the whole apartment shook. That was during the early years of fascism. I still can’t understand what they were arguing about so vehemently since my father and siblings were all against fascism. I asked my siblings recently and none of them could enlighten me on the subject, yet they all remembered those fierce fights. It seems to me that my brother Mario, playing devil’s advocate with my parents, would defend Mussolini in some way, and this certainly would have enraged my father. Mario and my father always argued because Mario’s opinions were consistently at odds with my father’s.

         My father said Turati was naive and my mother, who didn’t think there was anything wrong with naiveté, would nod and sigh and say, ‘My poor Filippetto.’ During that period, Turati once came to our apartment when he was passing through Turin. I remember him in the living room, as big as a bear with a round grey beard. I saw him twice: that time and later on, when he had to flee Italy and stayed in hiding with us for a week. I can’t remember, however, even one word he said that day in our living room. All I remember is a lot of arguing and debate.

         My father always came home enraged whenever he ran into Blackshirts parading in the street or when he’d discovered new fascists among his colleagues at department meetings. ‘Buffoons! Thugs! What a joke!’ he’d say, sitting down at the table. He slammed down his napkin, slammed down his plate, slammed down his glass, and snorted in disgust. He’d express his opinion in a loud voice on the street to some acquaintances who happened to be walking home with him and they’d look around terrified. ‘Cowards! Negroes!’ my father thundered later at home, describing his acquaintances’ fear. I think he enjoyed terrifying them by speaking in a loud voice on the street when he was with them. Partly he enjoyed himself, and partly he didn’t know how to control the volume of his voice, which always sounded very loud, even when he thought he was whispering.

         Regarding my father’s inability to control the volume of his voice, Terni and my mother would tell the story of how one day during a reception for professors while they were all assembled in the halls of the university my mother asked my father in a whisper the name of someone nearby.

         ‘Who’s that?’ my father had yelled so loudly that everyone turned to stare at them. ‘Who’s that? I’ll tell you who he is! He’s a perfect imbecile!’

         In general, my father had no tolerance for jokes, those told either by us or by my mother. In our family jokes were called ‘little gags’, and we loved to both tell and hear them. But my father would get angry. The only little gags he had any tolerance for were the anti-fascist ones, and then a few from his era that both he and my mother knew and that he sometimes recollected on those evenings with the Lopezes who, of course, by then had heard his little gags many times. My father deemed some of those little gags lewd, even if I’m sure they were very innocent, and whenever we children were present he would only whisper them. His voice would become a loud hum but we could still make out many of the words, one of which was coquette, a term often featured in those nineteenth-century gags and which he, while endeavouring to whisper, pronounced louder than the other words and with a special mingling of malice and pleasure.

         
             

         

         My father always woke up at four o’clock in the morning. After getting out of bed, his first concern was to go and see if the mezzorado had turned out well. Mezzorado was a kind of sour milk he’d been taught how to make by shepherds in Sardinia. It was actually just yoghurt. Yoghurt wasn’t yet fashionable then. You couldn’t buy it in dairies and snack bars as you do nowadays. In making his own yoghurt my father was, like in so many things, a pioneer. Winter sports weren’t fashionable at the time either, and my father might have been the only one in Turin to engage in them. As soon as snow fell, no matter how light, on Saturday evening he took off for Claviere with his skis on his shoulder. Neither Sestriere nor the hotels in Cervinia existed then. My father regularly slept in a mountain hut above Claviere called the Mautino Hut. He sometimes dragged along with him my siblings or a few of his assistants who shared his passion for the mountains. He used the English pronunciation ‘ski’. He had learnt to ski as a youth while on a trip to Norway. On Sunday night when he came home he would always claim that the snow had been terrible. Snow for him was always too wet or too dry, like the mezzorado, which never turned out just as it should. It always seemed to him either too watery or too thick.

         ‘Lidia! The mezzorado didn’t set,’ he would thunder down the hall. The mezzorado was in a bowl in the kitchen covered by a plate and wrapped in an old salmon-coloured shawl of my mother’s. Sometimes it really didn’t set and the result was a greenish trickle with marble-white lumps that had to be thrown away. Making mezzorado was an extremely delicate process and the slightest thing would spoil it – for example, if the shawl slipped even slightly out of place and a sliver of air seeped in.

         ‘It didn’t set again today and it’s entirely your Natalina’s fault!’ my father thundered down the hall at my mother who was still half asleep, her response to him garbled.

         Whenever we went on our summer holiday we had to remember to bring the mezzorado yeast base, or ‘mother’, which was kept in a small cup, securely wrapped and tied up with string. ‘Where is the mother? Did you bring the mother?’ my father would ask on the train, rummaging through a rucksack. ‘It’s not here! I can’t find it!’ he’d shout. Sometimes the mother really had been forgotten and he’d have to make it again from scratch with brewer’s yeast.
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