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            The dead are wrong if no one defends them after their death!

            —Goliarda Sapienza tr. Anne Milano Appel

            
                

            

            I searched everywhere for the murderer’s face, convinced he was in the stones or the walls, in the bath water or the palm of a hand, in the shadows behind the nuns’ altarpiece.

            —Johanne Lykke Holm tr. Saskia Vogel viii
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3
            I

         

         On the wall in my grandmother’s kitchen there is a mortadella-coloured rotary telephone. It rings. I lift the receiver and say nothing into it.

         An Italian woman speaks. She asks for my grandmother. I rub the receiver against my forehead, it feels cool; I sense the woman becoming impatient inside it, I clear my throat and say: My grandmother doesn’t live here anymore, she doesn’t live at all anymore.

         The voice waits just long enough to come across as polite. Then she says: I’m sorry, I don’t have much time. She asks if I might be my mother’s daughter. She says my mother’s first name, Magdalena, and a last name I don’t recognise.

         She is a doctor, apparently, my mother’s doctor, a liver specialist to be precise, and has allegedly treated my mother for her illness. Cirrhosis, she says, so-called shrunken liver. But that’s not why she died.

         I’m sorry, she says, your mother has died.

         She pauses, just long enough for me to picture a liver, pan-fried with parsley, and then she says: Listen, your mother died, and they say it’s because of her liver, but I can assure you that it was not her liver. I personally saw her liver only last week, that is, I did an ultrasound, and it wasn’t that bad. 4

         Listen, she says again, it would be best for you to come here. But don’t believe them when they say that it was her liver. I’m sorry, your mother was murdered.

         She gives me the address and telephone number of a hospital in Naples and says: She didn’t want to die. I’ve never seen someone fight so hard for their life.

         I ask for her name, but the connection is already dead.

         
             

         

         I nod to myself at the kitchen table.

         Good, I say loudly, so that’s settled.

         For the first time, I feel glad that my grandmother is no longer here. Her greatest fear has come true. And mine? All these years, my mother had been a possibility, a task that I put off. Now I’m finally rid of her.

         
             

         

         I try to conjure her face, fit the pieces together. The tar-black hair, backcombed. Thick rouge, false lashes. Saucer eyes, a huge red mouth. And then her teeth: long and prominent, proper horse teeth.

         I can’t.

         
             

         

         I think of the day I last saw my mother. It was a long time ago. I remember it well.

         I came home from school and could smell her immediately. Paused outside the apartment door. On the landing was a gigantic plush giraffe. It was unmistakably her coming through the door: the raw voice, the coughing laugh, the banging foot-steps. I considered not going in, just turning around, walking 5the streets until it was all over, and she was gone again.

         But I pushed down the handle and there she was. Leaning in the doorway to the kitchen, a burning cigarette between her fingers, talking to my grandmother. At first glance she looked less tall and scary than I remembered.

         She let out a scream when she saw me.

         Shoot me dead, she shouted, is that really my Filù? I wouldn’t have recognised you if I saw you in the street! Do you remember, Mamma, when she didn’t have a single hair on her head? You’ve turned into a right little bombshell!

         She turned to my grandmother, who had protested, and said: Just kidding, she’s a scarecrow, don’t you feed her?

         She reached out, grabbed my cheeks with two sets of claws, pinching and twisting my flesh, as if she was trying to tear it off.

         It had been like that as long as I could remember; her visits were always tied to this terror and pain. Stuck in this vice, I couldn’t resist when her face came towards me and kissed my twisted mouth.

         She cried out in horror: had I been plucking my eyebrows?

         I said: Of course not, I’m just a child.

         She didn’t listen and said I had already plucked too heavily: Come on, let me show you how it’s done!

         I ducked out of the way and my grandmother, who was smoking at the open window, said irritably: Let the child come in first. You’re scaring her.

         Magdalena, offended, let me be. She said I should be careful in any case and only remove the hairs that really bothered me: Because eyebrows don’t grow back. 6

         She pinched my grandmother’s cheek and cried out: Unfortunately, I tore out all of mine because my mother never told me.

         My grandmother slapped her hand so she would let go, her cheek was red. Magdalena turned back to me.

         Yours are perfect anyway, she said, tracing my brows with her index finger: You have me to thank for that. How many times did I pray to the Madonna: don’t let the little one grow up short and bald like her father.

         My grandmother hissed: Stop shouting like that! Frau Müller is already looking out her window.

         Magdalena laughed: We’ve got nothing to hide, right?

         She went and stood beside my grandmother and waved wildly out into the street: Frau Müller, yoohoo!

         My grandmother slammed the window: Are you crazy, she’s the apartment warden now!

         Awful woman, Magdalena said, and my grandmother shrugged. For once they were in agreement.

         Magdalena shook her head: Do you remember when she smashed the swallow’s nest under the roof with a broomstick? The baby birds lying dead on the pavement. They didn’t even have feathers yet.

         She does that every year, I said.

         Magdalena threw open the window again and shouted: Hey, sourpuss, yes, I mean you! You better make sure I don’t shove you off the roof with the broom. Murderer!

         She laughed, leaned far out the window, whistled: Where are you all? Frau Schneider? Doesn’t anyone want to say hello to me? Ciao, Signora! 7

         My grandmother dragged her away from the window.

         Frau Schneider lived in the apartment below us, she was also Italian, also married to a Swiss man, also a widow. She would sometimes come up for a coffee, and if we bumped into her in the street we would stop and ask how things were going.

         Magdalena sat down and murmured: It’s not a crime to want to say hello to Frau Schneider. She was always nice to me.

         Then she reached out her hand, clamped my chin between her fingers, drew my face close to hers. We scrutinised one another, right down to our pores. I smelled her perfume and the smoke on her fingers, looked at the smudged mascara in the creases of delicate skin under her eyes. Eyebrows lined blue, the cleft between them; frown lines. Capillaries over her nostrils, pearls of sweat beneath them; lipstick bleeding into the furrows and dried out. There was something unsettling about her eyes, they swam and trembled until she abruptly released me and shouted: Mamma, she’s so horribly pale! Did she … did she get something?

         I froze. I had actually got something that morning and had been deeply disturbed by it. I hadn’t told anyone, my underwear full of bloody toilet paper and my back full of cramps. I was horrified that it might be exposed, feeling panicked at having to talk to Magdalena about it. And deeply impressed that she had seen it in me, just like that.

         My grandmother said: What? Of course not, she’s just a child.

         I had to flee, mumbling something about having plans. Magdalena wanted to accompany me. 8

         A party, she cried out, I’ll come with you. Where are you youngsters going out tonight? Maybe I’ll still know some folks – wait, I have to get changed, and what about you, what are you going to wear?

         I answered coolly, choosing my words carefully, as if she were slow on the uptake: We’re not going out. We’re hanging out in the street and chatting; it won’t be interesting for you.

         Everything’s interesting to me, she exclaimed, you’re so fucking grown up, look at you, I can’t believe it.

         She looked as though she were about to burst into tears, and I really didn’t want to see that.

         
             

         

         I snuck out. Out on the street I heard her barking from the window, laughing after me as I ran. When I got home the giraffe was gone. All the windows were open, a draught flowed through the apartment, and my grandmother was sweeping, erasing all trace of her. She was very upset. I wasn’t allowed to ask her anything about it.

         Your mother is crazy, was all she would say, your mother is dangerous, I want her to leave us alone, you hear me, it’s better for everyone.

         
             

         

         We never saw her again.

         
            *

         

         I expected her to return, just like I’d returned. Every evening when I got back from the hospice where my grandmother was lying like a naked baby bird, I anticipated finding her in the 9kitchen. I opened the three locks in the apartment door with my heart hammering, braced for her finger-pliers. I feared this meeting and prayed for a miracle. My grandmother didn’t want Magdalena informed; absolutely no one should know about her condition. When she could still speak, I caught her cheerfully lying down the telephone to Frau Schneider that she would be home soon and a visit wouldn’t be necessary, and anyway, I was here.

         So how was Magdalena supposed to know, wherever she was? She didn’t come to the funeral either. A neighbour hugged me and said, as if consolingly: She never belonged to us.

         
             

         

         When my grandmother died, trying to contact Magdalena suddenly felt like the natural thing to do. She was the only family I had left, after all. I’d always found my grandmother’s fear excessive. It seemed to come from the same source as her fear of hell and the evil eye – I didn’t believe in it. Magdalena was crazy, but dangerous? We kept our worlds separate; I moved confidently and independently around mine. It was unimaginable that Magdalena and her frequently invoked underworld could in any way harm me.

         
             

         

         My grandmother would absolutely have been against it; she repeated as long as she was able: You’ll soon go back to your own, wonderful life.

         I didn’t disagree with her and kept it a secret that I had given up my room in the city immediately after I’d got news of her diagnosis. While she forbade me over the telephone from 10worrying and told me not to make a fuss, I was already packing my things. Looking back, it seems as if I’d been waiting for it, for a trigger, a justification, in order to mess everything up. Nothing was keeping me in this city. I’d done it all for her. The wonderful life that she’d wished for me – I didn’t tell her that I’d terminated it, painlessly handed in my notice like I did at all the underpaid jobs she’d imagined to be dream careers. I could have spent a long time explaining to her that times have changed: that interns receive neither pay nor praise, that uni pays you with credits, and I earned my rent working night shifts at bars. She didn’t want to hear that studying wasn’t enough to secure a career and a bag full of money these days.

         My granddaughter, she beamed, the first in the family to go to university!

         I wasn’t allowed to complain.

         
             

         

         She was glad when I had to move to the city for university after I’d finished school. My guilty conscience at leaving her alone was brushed away with a wave of her hand. I think that my studying proved to her that she had successfully shielded me from Magdalena’s influence. For my part, in the city I felt relief that Magdalena didn’t know my address. And yet I was dogged by a constant unease that she might suddenly appear at the most inopportune moment to expose me. That she might descend upon my precarious pretence of a life and rampage through it like a thunderstorm.

         
             

         

         When I was growing up, I had studied myself in the mirror, 11obsessively searching for her features. What did I get from her? Braces saved me from her teeth, my grandmother had spent a fortune on them. I monitored my gestures, my voice, my actions, my body, my thoughts. Would I go mad like she did? At the tiniest suspicion of a similarity, I trained it out of myself. I would shape myself, like the braces had formed my teeth, so I wouldn’t take after her. But time passed, and Magdalena slipped away from me the more I tried to remember her. How could I compare myself to her if I no longer had any idea what she was like?

         The images faded until she was only pithy anecdotes. Magdalena became a phantom, the cheek-wrenching bogeyman of my childhood. And every supposed memory summoned forth made her weaker, more counterfeit, more make-believe. The border between true and false memories, those that were mine and those of my grandmother, between photos and stories, became permeable. It was soothing, thoughts of her became easier. She no longer had this oppressive presence, this hazy sensation of fear and pain and shame. She remained stuck in time, like someone who’d died, while we moved onwards and made and remade her according to our own tastes.

         
             

         

         After my grandmother’s death, I planned to look for Magdalena, but it never came to pass. How could it? She had disappeared. In reality, she might have been long dead, who knew. I didn’t bother trying to find her. Yet the possibility of the search remained a pain in my neck, I put it off, I’ll do it later, maybe. 12

         Well, now I’ve been released.

         What had the woman on the telephone said? It’s best if you come here. She was murdered.

         
             

         

         I put on a pot of coffee. Slide empty bottles out from under the kitchen table, shake them, put them back. Dig in the kitchen cupboards: amaretto or advocaat. I clamp the receiver under my chin and dial the number. It really is an Italian hospital. I ask after my mother, Magdalena, and her unfamiliar surname. A voice says: One attimino please, I’ll have a look.

         I hear the tapping of a keyboard. Then the voice draws in a breath, clears its throat, and says: Signora Unfamiliarname passed away last night here at the hospital.

         How? I ask.

         It says here that she succumbed after a long illness, cirrhosis. One moment—

         I hear other, animated voices in the background.

         Then the voice comes back on the line: Excuse me, who is it that wants to know?

         Her daughter.

         The voice cries out: Daughter! Really? Madonna.

         And hangs up.

         
             

         

         The coffee boils over. I remain seated, watching. If my grandmother was here, she would now be shouting: Ma! Ma! Magdalena!

         That’s how we’d kept her memory alive, in our own way. A joke. In impossible situations, we invoked her like a saint. If one 13of us was being especially forgetful or scatterbrained, the other would pretend she was being just as deranged, just as crazy as my mother, and would ask while laughing: Yes, Magdalena?

         
            *

         

         Ever since I was a child, my grandmother had forbidden me to go into her bedroom alone. I kept my word, even after her death. It ought to remain forever as she had left it. While she was still dying, I had promised myself I’d do things differently: she would not be forgotten, not one bit. The memory of her had to remain freshly preserved: I wouldn’t touch the room, or let any air into it, it must stay tightly sealed. But when I came home from the hospital the day she died, an awful hex had already been set: the apartment suddenly seemed decayed, messy, fusty. My grandmother died and everything that she’d owned lost its lustre. On her body her clothes had radiated elegance; now it became clear to me, the glow had come from her. She brightened every room with her presence; even a serving fork appeared graceful in her deft hands.

         
             

         

         So, after my childhood home had transformed into a collection of rubbish, I went to her wardrobe. I rummaged desperately through her things in the hope of finding a spark, some evidence of her. Yet in the forbidden drawers it smelled of mothballs. Her billowing silk scarves were made of polyester, the gold of her clip-on earrings was plastic, chipped. Overcome by guilt, I closed her chest of drawers, and behind me, her bedroom door.

         I’m now opening it for the first time since that day. 14

         
             

         

         The bureau has a strong scent. Maybe it’s polish, glue, stamps or old paper. On the shelf there is a lonely bottle of nail varnish. Jungle Green. It was expensive, my last birthday present to her. I’d sent it in the post with a guilty conscience and with the promise of visiting no later than Christmas. Now I’m turning the cap and slowly painting my nails. I have to wait for them to dry. Then I fold down the desk.

         
             

         

         I find children’s drawings, postcards, a wish list (Dear Nonna, for Christmas I would like: money) and several boxes of matches. She’d collected them, pocketed them during her coach trips for retirees, free souvenirs. I turn them one by one between my fingers; this is what remains of a life. Empty matchboxes advertising a beer garden.

         Only then do I pull out the shoebox of photos.

         Fingerprints, bygone faces.

         
             

         

         A rainy autumn day at the port of an Italian coastal town. A woman propels a pushchair over wet cobbles. She poses: stands on tiptoes, pushes out her chest, draws up her eyebrows. My young grandmother, Lavinia. Two boys on mopeds yell out to her. She always holds her chin up high, she is a lady. Her fingers are swollen and chapped from working, but she’s proud. She’s wearing a pink suit, a fluttering foulard, clip-on earrings, open sandals, just to run an errand to the bakery. Mesmerising bunion.

         A different picture, maybe taken the same day, on the beach. 15Foamy sea, dark-damp sand, bent leg in nylon stockings. Magdalena had taken off her shoes, here too: a jaunty orb below her big toe. She sits in her stockings in the sand, next to her squats a curious toddler. She’s writing my name in the sand. FILA. Short for Filippa, after my father. My grandmother wouldn’t hear a single word about him; she gave me the name of her day off: Domenica, MIMMA for short.

         
             

         

         The third photo has fascinated me for as long as I can remember: a black and white portrait of a child. The child’s wearing a pinafore, its short dark hair is slicked down on its head, piercing look to the camera. Maddalena’s first day at school is on the reverse, in Italian, in my grandmother’s curly handwriting. The child looks very serious. This was when she had newly arrived in Switzerland; this was before her name changed, became Swissified. When she looked at this picture, my grandmother always said, she didn’t have an easy life, your mother.

         
             

         

         She was an illegitimate child, this was the shame, as my grandmother referred to it. Her father,  my  grandfather, a Swiss man on holiday in Italy. After he’d returned home, my grandmother found out that she was pregnant. They wrote letters to one another; he promised: Wait, I’ll come for you.

         After six years she was sick of waiting, she packed her bag and the child and travelled to him.

         
             

         

         There’s only one photo of him in the box. Prickled with sepia, taken from behind, he’s standing on the bank and fishing. He 16was a drinker, choleric – Magdalena got that from him, my grandmother said.

         I have my sticking-out ears from him.

         He died shortly before my birth, shrunken liver.

         
             

         

         That’s actually all I know about him. I also don’t know my father, apart from the way my grandmother said his name: Filippo. As if her tongue was rotting off. With her voice lowered, as if he could hear her.

         She reproached herself for having neglected Magdalena; that she had turned out the way she did because there was something missing when she was a child. She blamed herself for having forced Magdalena out of the house and into Filippo’s arms.

         I set her aside far too much – those were her words.

         And she told me: In Italy I always carried Maddalena when we had to walk a long way. Here I had other worries. A new place, a foreign language. We had to eat. Suddenly it wasn’t just the two of us, there were all my in-laws to look after. I took care of everything and everyone.

         She shook her head: Holy piggy bank, that man never had any money! Don’t ask how much money he had, ask how many debts! I wasn’t used to that – I’d always earned very little, but I’d never had debts, I saved. On payday I waited all night at the window, in the morning he’d come home, blotto, having polished off all his wages! I started taking in work at home. He would swear, throw the basket of freshly ironed laundry down the stairs: My wife doesn’t work!

         Sometimes I had to pick him up from the pub because he 17couldn’t walk anymore, I felt so ashamed.

         Yes, she said pensively, when she looked at Maddalena’s photo, I definitely set her aside far too often.

         
             

         

         Magdalena is dead, I say it out loud.

         Why doesn’t it affect me more?

         I examine my feet. Stare at the photo on the beach until it dissolves. Try to put myself in the shoes of these figures, in this moment. That was me, why can’t I remember?

         I would like to feel something. I stroke the photo of Magdalena as a young woman, my mother. Nothing. Nothing happens. No overwhelm, no wash of emotions. I’m mildly moved, like a stick floating in a well.

         
            *

         

         I’m woken by the telephone ringing.

         A man is on the line, from the hospital, slimy voice: Signorina.

         He calls me by the unfamiliar surname. I say: That’s not my name.

         He remains as nice as pie: Of course, Signorina, I do beg your pardon. You must know that we cared deeply for your mother, she was known to us here. Her death is a terrible misfortune. Unfortunately she was a heavy drinker, and that is what took her to her grave, well, practically: she’s in the cold storage, with a ruined liver, shrunken liver, so-called—

         I interrupt him: I’m leaving immediately. I’m coming to say goodbye to my mother.
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            II

         

         The train clatters over the rails. In the hazy windows, the sun sets over the outskirts of Milan. Washing flaps tantalisingly from balconies, practically offering itself up to the filth and particles of piss jumping from our train like fleas. Milano always makes me feel so sentimental.

         The first stop on every trip to Italy: a disturbing sense of return. As if I were coming home. All it takes is the train announcements, the names of the towns – throbbing heart and hot eyes. Touched to the most embarrassing degree.

         My grandmother didn’t want to hear about it: Roots, roots, there are no roots!

         She had severed herself from them and let them wither at a secret location, where I would never find them.

         
             

         

         Every year we travelled to Italy, but never to where she was from, where Maddalena was born.

         I don’t want to, was all she would say, there’s nothing there, I don’t like it anymore.

         She claimed that there would be no one to visit, no friends, no relatives. Her older brother emigrated to the US while she was pregnant with Maddalena – on account of the shame, she would say. Her own mother had died when she was still young, while 19giving birth to a brother who lived for a few days and then died as well. It had been her dying wish that Lavinia would grow up in the city with her grandmother, while her older brother stayed with their father in the country. My grandmother told me that he had to walk miles to work, barefoot, sometimes through snow.

         
             

         

         I liked that she grew up with her grandmother, just like I did. When I asked what her nonna was like, she would only say: She was a bigot, always with the priest. And on the night before La Befana, she put lumps of coal in my stocking.

         Bigots, she said, are women who pack parcels for poor people while gossiping about them.

         But Nonna sent her to school, in shoes. And when Lavinia brought the shame upon her, she remained living with her, and when the shame arrived, the grandmother looked after the child while Lavinia went to work.

         If Nonna hadn’t been there, she said, I wouldn’t have known what to do.

         
             

         

         I was gasping for these stories, these sad fairy tales about separated siblings, half-orphans; bigots and broomstick-riding witches. The images of poverty seemed ghoulishly romantic: cave-like rooms with smouldering coal fires; walking shoeless through the mountains. And best of all: this was my family story, it was about me; it told me something about myself.

         
             

         

         It became even more exciting whenever Magdalena was around: she would contradict everything. 20

         Nonsense, she would shout, when my grandmother talked about her mother: She didn’t die in childbirth – she fell while collecting water! She was heavily pregnant and had to carry heavy buckets, she broke her neck. I’m sure of it, Uncle told me.

         This uncle, my grandmother’s brother, hadn’t, according to Magdalena, moved away because of the shame, but on account of the poverty.

         He crossed the ocean with an empty suitcase, she explained with her wine glass raised, and he said to himself: When I arrive, I want a car and a wife and a plate of spaghetti. And he got it all, didn’t he? He’s now a rich man, your brother. Anyway, when he came to visit he followed me into the shower. I was thirteen, and I screamed and made a scene, so he wouldn’t dare look at me ever again. Are you listening, Fila, that’s how you do it!

         My grandmother acted as if she hadn’t heard and just nodded absent-mindedly. She didn’t take Magdalena’s stories seriously: Alcohol makes you confused, she used to say, with alcoholics you never know what’s real and what’s not.

         
             

         

         My grandmother didn’t want to talk about Italy; she gave me Dante and Boccaccio in German translation.

         The culture’s interesting, she would say, the art, the food, nothing else.

         She never said: We’re going home.

         We went on holiday. For a week, that was enough for her. In places accustomed to tourism. Turisti di merda. Shitty tourists.

         We went in autumn, that’s what we could afford. Sat on a deserted beach, squinting and imagining what it looked like 21in summer. I played in the empty changing rooms, stroked the horses on the stationary carousel. My grandmother couldn’t swim, we walked in the foam at the edge, no more than ankledeep.

         
             

         

         Just like my roots. Shallow, washed up.

         Whenever I would say that I’d like to see the place where she grew up, the house where she received coal for La Befana, she brushed it away with a wave of her hand. Before didn’t interest her. That’s what it was like before, and it can’t be changed today.

         So, what was it like? I cried out.

         You can’t imagine. Before, the world was different, different to how it is today, completely.

         But how?

         And her, exasperated: Everything was good, everyone was happy.

         Why did you go to Switzerland then?

         Come, not go! To get married. Because your grandfather was Swiss, that’s why. That was the whole reason. What more can I say?

         
             

         

         She held the Before far away from me like an infectious disease, as if the story alone would rub off on me, taint me.

         She would only say: There’s nothing to tell, it’s boring. Like you when you keep asking me questions like this, don’t you have anything else to talk about?

         
            They were the opposite of boring, these terrible stories. And I 22wanted to hear them, again and again, in all their detail: Will you finally tell me about the shame, isn’t that why you left?

         

         Occasionally, she would give in and begin to tell me:

         It was because of the name. We had to get married to have a name. I had a name, but it wasn’t valid, only the father’s name was valid. We weren’t married, meaning my daughter wasn’t his daughter. That’s why she was an NN. Non nominato, born out of wedlock. There were a lot of NN children back then. They’d even write it on the report card: NN. The shame; it marked you for life. Without a name you were no one. And Magdalena was already big, she would be starting school soon. So we came for the marriage. And Magdalena got her report card with a name, and I signed it. But her teacher sent it back. He needed the father’s signature. He said mine wasn’t valid. Imagine!

         And what was he like, my grandfather?

         Good.

         But Magdalena said—

         He had an illness. When he drank, he wasn’t himself.

         Like her?

         Yes.

         And my father?

         He doesn’t exist.

         
            I knew from Magdalena that my father had saved her from her father. Seventeen, black hair, she climbed into a yellow convertible and let herself be kidnapped by Filippo. My grandfather pulled over the bookshelves in anger. Magdalena didn’t care 23anymore – she drove to the toe of the boot, where she learned the dialect and became a servant to Filippo’s family.

         

         My grandmother looked at me in astonishment: That’s what she told you?

         I nodded, she made a face: Magdalena married Filippo out of spite. Because her father didn’t want her to shack up with an Italian. She took his name to be rid of her father’s. She was crazy. But she also didn’t stand a chance. From her sick father to this primitive man. And his relatives, strict Catholics, bigots … She didn’t stand a chance.

         I nodded again as if I understood it all: I’ll never get married, Nonna.

         It’s all right, she smiled, we’ll see. I didn’t want to either. When I saw what kind of sickness your grandfather had. But being a single mother didn’t make a family back then. And the neighbours said: Cohabiting isn’t permitted. And I, a foreigner – the immigration police could have picked me up if someone made a complaint. I didn’t want to go back to my grandmother. So we got married, chop-chop. Like every woman, I hoped it would get better, but it got worse and worse.

         
             

         

         I hung on to every word, until she thought better of it and broke off the story: And I stayed, and now I’m here. Now we’re done, it’s over. Let’s eat.

         And when I protested, she would turn her back on me and wildly stir the bubbling sugo: That’s enough, I don’t want to burden you. 24

         
             

         

         Ah, that’s exactly what I wanted: to be burdened! It felt as if I might fly away at any moment, dissolve, as if my fragmentary, weightless existence wasn’t real.

         I tried to make her understand that without knowledge of my past I couldn’t develop, that I needed to be rooted in the world in order to grow.

         She would get angry. I was only being nosey and didn’t need anything, I had no idea what was good for me, her past was at any rate not mine, and that of my mother definitely not, would I kindly focus on my own life, etc.

         
             

         

         I felt ashamed. She was right: I wasn’t there, it was nothing to do with me. I ought to in fact be glad of this and respect her decision: she had snipped her connection to her past. The only witnesses to the sealing of the wound were the bunions and the burned-down matches – my inheritance. And yet I sensed that there was more.

         It still seems to me as if this past, their pasts, had somehow passed into me, as if they had rubbed off on me.

         
            *

         

         To me, every Italian trip is a quest and a time machine. Eras and towns blend together; clues, traces, memories, I see them everywhere. Because the true location is missing, all Italian locations become sacred excavation sites of my family history – and everyone turns into a potential relative. 25

         
            I get off the train in Milano, take in the scene on the platform. Women say goodbye in front of the beeping train doors, others look around searchingly; some walk unaffected to the exit. The guard blows his whistle, a woman in high heels hastily approaches, he waves her through. I stand alone and watch them. Hairstyles, faces, gestures, gaits: Lavinia and Magdalena. When I close my eyes, I hear them: those are their voices. They could be their sisters, their aunts, cousins – or mine! I want to follow these women like a stray dog; my nose twitches after the smells from my childhood they leave wafting in their wake on the platform: bleach and ladyfingers.

            This is why my ridiculous heart is attached to fascist train stations. Smitten, I wander through the halls and feel so deliriously in kinship with every barista. He transforms my lofty feelings into an invitation for lasciviousness – and, moved by every acknowledgement of my Italian existence, I convert it into a feeling of belonging. I sit in front of him at the bar until my connecting train arrives. He jokes around, I laugh. Glad to have deceived him, with my looks, my remarks, my demeanour. I dazzle myself, do not recognise myself: as soon as I speak Italian, my body is transformed, my voice is higher, my laugh silky, my arms fly around – who am I?

            I adapt like a chameleon. On the surface.

            I counterfeited the language for myself. Lavinia and Magdalena spoke Italian, but seldom with one another and not with me. 26When I was small, my grandmother sang me songs from her childhood, prayers and ring-a-ring-o’ roses. I rode on her knee to songs about evil men who slip into houses and steal children – that was the moment when she would part her knees and I would fall laughing into the gap.

         

         On holiday we watched Italian television and she translated Donald Duck, who’s called Paperino here. He splashed frantically in water, quacking my first Italian word: Aiuto.

         Help, said my grandmother, the most important word. If you’re in danger, scream it as loud as you can, understand?

         I laughed and shouted aiuto, aiuto, like the spluttering, drowning Paperino in the well.

         
             

         

         My grandmother spoke Italian with Frau Schneider when she came over to smoke secretly. I eavesdropped on their sounds and insisted I could understand everything: she needed a break from her husband, that much was clear.

         One time, Frau Schneider’s brother came to visit from Italy. He poked my grandmother in the side and laughed: What’s up? Have you forgotten where you come from? Why aren’t you speaking in dialect?

         She waved it away, but didn’t say much after that day.

         When I was older and asked her to speak Italian with me, she stopped after two sentences: I can’t do it anymore, she said, I’ve forgotten it all.

         
             

         

         She hadn’t wanted to be a chameleon. She had her own unruly 27German, with a strong accent and resolutely Italian syntax. She found Swiss German abhorrent, in moments of meanness she teased me for it. She mimicked me, laughing: The way you speak, what an ugly language.

         On arrival in Switzerland she had sworn to herself: I’ll never speak like the people here, never in my whole life.

         She very much enjoyed performing this story: how on her first morning in Switzerland she heard her neighbours hanging laundry in the yard. – I thought to myself, I can’t be hearing right! My goodness. It horrified me! Is that them talking? Krkrkrkkk.

         She gripped her throat: It hurt me here, and here! It was dreadful. And then there was the silence. The whole village was so quiet. No children, no cars, even a moped was rare. Let me tell you, when you come from a town in the south – I thought, I’m going to die here. I can’t carry on living here. The first thing I thought was: go.

         But she stayed. And because her husband prided himself on being against so-called foreign infiltration, and therefore forbade Italian within his four walls, this is how Lavinia invented her own language. This is how she spoke to Magdalena too. Until arguments broke out in any case, then Magdalena would explode into incomprehensible cursing, and Lavinia would hiss in Italian: You don’t speak like that here, not inside my four walls. Aren’t you ashamed of that vulgar dialect?

         And Magdalena would scream: You’re worse than Pappi!

         
            My grandmother asserted that she had already cleanly cast off 28her dialect when she was still a young girl. She took great pride in that. Magdalena having mastered various southern Italian dialects over time through her men – swearing, at least – provoked her. Sometimes I think that Magdalena married men exclusively for this purpose.

            I want nothing more than a dialect, the grubbier the better. Instead, I have superficial, school Italian over which I place Lavinia’s melody. This is how I cheat my way through fleeting exchanges. Most people can’t place the sound, but they swallow it. It’s only when the conversation becomes more complex, when I try to tell the barista about my origins, that I swerve off course. Withered brain roots end in nothing – I’m unmasked: turista di merda.

         

         Luckily my train’s being called, a couchette heading south. I stumble towards the exit, wave to the barista, whisper inaudibly: Ciao, cousin.

         
            *

         

         In the couchette, appearances are still deceiving. We’re sitting stiffly on the small bunk beds, trying not to touch one another. There are five of us, the round of introductions has taken place: two crooks travelling to a horse race; a teacher nearing retirement; a sailor on shore leave. I mutter something about visiting family. Why not?

         
             

         

         The sailor resembles Roberto Benigni in Coffee and Cigarettes, 29and behaves like him too. He can’t sit still for even thirty seconds. He drums his knees with his fingers, finally jumps up, staggers into the corridor, smokes hastily, falls back into the compartment, the cigarette butt stuck to his shoe. He rummages in his bag, pulls out a packet of tissues, manages in his nervousness to pull them all out in one go, making them fly around the room. His head jerks like a pigeon, he jolts out of the gap in the door, keeps watch for the conductor, calls for him in a low voice: Ò, Signore, ò!

         We need sheets, he repeats as if his life depended on it, sheets.

         
             

         

         It’s still early, though. The criminals are playing cards on their bunk, laying them down in the free spot between them. I’m sharing my bunk with the teacher and the wriggly sailor. He bends over, kicks the old lady’s bag on the floor, awkwardly sets it back up, frantically grabs the rolling paraphernalia from the sticky floor: throat sweets, wet wipes, toothpaste, a rosary.

         That’s all we need, I think, a bigot.

         
             

         

         The bigot puts the bag on her lap and folds her hands over it. The sailor contorts his torso once again towards the opposite seat, interested in the game the others are playing. He puffs so heavily that the cards flutter upwards.

         Ò! the grifters shout angrily.

         
             

         

         Thankfully, the conductor arrives with the bedding. The sailor takes the pile and insists on making all our beds. He shakes the pillows and blankets out of their plastic packaging onto his seat 30and pulls down – without asking – the topmost bed. He rubs at his brow, the bed hit him while hurtling downwards. Then he throws all the bedding in the air, a pillow falls onto the floor. The teacher and the criminals draw threatening breaths.

         I quickly say: I’ll have that one. No problem.

         
             

         

         I won’t need it anyway, seeing as I’ll sleep with my head on my bag. They can bet the teacher’s money at the races; mine, however, they won’t be having. My grandmother drummed that into me from an early age: never trust strangers.

         
            *

         

         Whenever I ride the night train, I think of Magdalena, our last trip together. At that point, she was already holding herself at arm’s length from our life. That is, until she would appear again out of nowhere and act like nothing had happened.

         It was the start of the autumn holidays, the train was still in the station; we were stowing our luggage in the compartment when she appeared outside our window. My grandmother reflexively closed the curtains. I held my breath. We could hear Magdalena screeching at the conductor: Stop! Ow, you shut the fucking door in my face, I’ll wring your damned neck. Stop! I’m warning you, you better wait or— Thank you, Signore, thank you so much, and my suitcase? Very gracious of you, very kind, what’s your name, sweetheart?

         There was already a knocking on the compartment door. My grandmother raised her chin and put her face in order.

         Next to the conductor stood Magdalena, wearing sunglasses 31and a headscarf in spite of it being a night train.

         She belong to you?

         Magdalena didn’t wait for an answer, she tottered into the compartment, fell down into the seat next to me, pressed my head into her lap, and tightly pinched my cheek.

         Surprise!

         She smelled of smoke, of being unwashed.

         I’m coming too, she said, tugging on my cheek flesh, well, what do you think of that?

         The conductor squirmed: She doesn’t have a ticket.

         My grandmother paid the conductor and asked him for an extra sheet. He nodded, backing out of the compartment, carefully closing the doors.

         My grandmother slid the bolt and rounded on Magdalena, speaking in a low voice: What’s that all about, have you converted? Take that headscarf off this instant.

         Magdalena did what she was asked with a shrug of her shoulders. Out from under the sunglasses and the fabric, bruises appeared. My grandmother closed her eyes. Then she gripped Magdalena by the wrist: How did you find us?

         Frau Schneider told me—

         Does he know where you are?

         She shook her head, rummaged around in her handbag, lit a cigarette.

         I touched her chin with my fingers and asked: Does it hurt?

         She exhaled the smoke, half coughing. I feel a whole lot better seeing you. 32

         
             

         

         The weather was bad on that trip, it rained, we sat in the apartment and froze. Even though Magdalena was constantly complaining and claiming that she was about to pack up her stuff and take off, I hoped she would stay. For the first few days we held our breath as we observed her, moving and speaking only with extreme caution, but nothing happened. She didn’t explode. It seemed like she was making an effort, or rather, she seemed cheerful. I started to relax. While Lavinia cooked, we watched television, Magdalena on the sofa, me on the carpet, she tapped her toes against my back.

         Remember, Magdalena said, when we all lived together?

         My grandmother pretended she hadn’t heard. I watched the television and wiggled my head as if by coincidence.

         My grandmother swore a broken curse; her superstition prevented her from swearing properly. She had forgotten to buy parsley.

         Mimma, can you go get some?

         Magdalena pulled me up: We’ll go together.

         
             

         

         It had stopped raining, there was a market in the village. I enjoyed walking with her, alone. Magdalena spoke with the market sellers as if they knew her, she chatted and laughed with them. They wanted to know if I was her daughter, and she said: Of course, look at her!

         I reminded her about the parsley, and she called out: E già! Prezzemolo!

         She had shouted so loudly that people turned their heads to look at us. Magdalena flashed her teeth: Funny word, isn’t it? Prezzemolo. 33

         Then she pointed at a boy my age who was walking past, pulled my hand up in the air, waved it wildly and shouted: Ciao, Prezzemolo!

         I shut my eyes, horrified; she laughed until she could only cough.

         
             

         

         On the way home, she said: That was fun, now I need a coffee. You coming?

         In the bar, there were only men. One of them stroked my hair and bought me a Coke, I liked him. Magdalena pinched my cheek, laughing: She’s already becoming my competition!

         My face grew hot. I smiled into the void, while she flirted with him, they were getting on well. When I’d finished my Coke and the ice had melted, I picked up the shopping and stood up. Magdalena stayed seated and shuffled closer to him. He gave her a little plastic bag, while stroking her fingers.

         Go on ahead, Magdalena said to me, I’ll be right there.

         What’s that, I asked, and she laughed: Prezzemolo.

         
             

         

         That night, I woke up because Magdalena was shrieking. She was squirming in the bed. My grandmother grabbed me: What’s happened? What did you do?

         I tore myself free and hid in the wardrobe. Pressed my head between my knees so I didn’t have to hear them screaming, one senseless with pain, the other full of anger and fear. At some point the paramedics came, heaving Magdalena onto a stretcher. My grandmother apologised for her daughter, who was struggling and spitting, grabbing at the medics, pulling their hair. 34They wanted to know what she’d taken. Lavinia threw open the wardrobe, shook me, I’d never seen her like that before.

         I don’t know, I wasn’t there!

         I ran out of the house and to the sea. It was raining, the wind slapped my hair in my face, I prayed to the Madonna: Don’t let her die, not yet.

         
             

         

         The next day we picked her up from the hospital. She was jolly and sprucing herself up; that evening she went out with one of the paramedics.

         She didn’t come back, not even the day we were leaving; we went home without her.

         
            *

         

         The bigot rolls over beside me, we have the topmost bunk. The other beds are empty. The crooks are traversing the train, and the sailor is standing in the corridor smoking. Oppressive heat in the compartment, we’ve been at a standstill here for a while. A fly buzzes against the windowpane. I’m infinitely tired.

         As a child, I was often trapped in a tortuous game of make-believe while half asleep: the three of us are standing on a cliff, my grandmother, my mother and me. I have to push one of them, I have to choose. If I refuse or sacrifice myself, all three of us will be shoved to our death.

         At least I don’t have to decide anymore. Not that it had ever been difficult.

         
             

         

         I roll over on my bunk towards the window and stick my finger 35through the open gap like a prisoner. There are voices, men’s laughter, another stopped train. It sighs deeply.

         I close my eyes – the feeling of falling. My eyelids jump back open, like on a dumb doll. Since childhood I’ve been pursued by a recurring dream: I’m falling down a well shaft, and when I hit the bottom, I awake with a start.

         
             

         

         The fly becomes louder, pesky, the train hasn’t moved. I grip my throat, feel my heartbeat. Unsettling sound. That can’t be the fly. I burst out laughing when I realise: it’s the bigot. She’s snoring, no, she’s roaring; a miracle that she doesn’t wake herself up.

         Roll over, I whisper, roll over onto your side.

         It doesn’t occur to her, she becomes ever more wild, whistles and gurgles. Her face is in shadow, I can only see her stomach inflating and falling, swollen fingers linked over it. There’s nothing human left; the teacher has become a huge white maggot that is transforming beside me, noisily undergoing its repulsive metamorphosis into a carrion-eating moth—

         Finally, her breathing stops, several beats of silence. I hold my breath with her until she grunts. I stare at her, full of revulsion. If only she would just stop breathing altogether.

         
            I’m too well brought up to hurl a pillow at her head, and I fear that she’d just carry on snoring. Someone would have to shake her, but I can’t even bring myself to clear my throat. Bloody manners! I’d smother her with her own pillow if I wasn’t so fucking nice. 36

            The train gives a slight jolt and slowly starts moving again. The snoring takes on the rhythm of the juddering train. Through the wall I hear children whining in the compartment next to ours, and the sound of a mother calmly sssshushing.

         

         I feel for the bag underneath my head and pull something out of it. An envelope addressed to me. Inside it is a Polaroid photo. Magdalena is wearing a white cowboy hat. She’s become older. Each of her arms around a guy, she smiles into the camera. A bar in the background. According to the date on the bottom edge, the picture was taken less than a year ago.

         
             

         

         Fila, Filissima,

         Your letter! Wonderful, as the Americans would say. Today I want to tell you something that you’ll find interesting. On the day you were born, my bedroom was where your bedroom is now. Back then I slept with my head against the doors, and I screamed so much the neighbours called the police. Imagine! Mami was the first to hold you. She still had real black hair back then.

         I was born in Italy! With plenty of marsala between contractions. You see, that was our Mami! Unfortunately I’ve got the same miserable character as she has. Seven husbands can confirm. I’m divorcing the last one, but he doesn’t want to. I say: sur le prochain!

         That you haven’t informed me of the status of my Mami did hurt. She said herself during our very last phone call literally: Just stay in Napoli. It wasn’t that she didn’t love me anymore. She didn’t want me to see her like that. 37

         Love-love-love. Pride-pride-pride.

         Well, her and Pappi dictated these words. 

         Pappi was a philanthropist and a humanist!

         Mami was grumbling after her death until I went to her grave. 

         She always had the thickest skull – la coccia dura!

         Juchallah we reconcile ourselves to these circumstances! I’m fine with it. Juchallah!

         
             

         

         PS: Mami became an angel! She brushed past me once in flight. I could really feel her feathers. Che requiem sunt in pace. Amen.

         
            The letter was lying in the mailbox at my grandmother’s a few weeks ago. Unfranked, unstamped, without a sender. As if she had come by sometime and secretly put it in there. Did she want to prove that she really had been at the grave? I didn’t believe a word of it. So she must have sent somebody. I started to check the locks; my grandmother had three. Never trust strangers.

         

         I immediately hid the letter. She was crazy, what she had written was crazy. I’d never sent her a letter – how could I, without an address? I didn’t even know her last name. She was always changing it, she went deeper underground with each new man.

         And the way she talked about being in contact with my grandmother! She had repeated on her deathbed that she didn’t know where Magdalena was and that I shouldn’t look for her. She didn’t want her to come to the funeral.

         
            Miserable character! 38

         

         Her senseless words made me angry. Lie-lie-lie. I didn’t want anything to do with her jumbled stories, her false aspersions. Now I read them over and over, her last words to me, and try to straighten them out, interpret them, understand them. The more I consider them, the more disturbing they become.

         
            Philanthropist and humanist!

         

         When her father died of his shrunken liver, Magdalena returned. She left my father Filippo and his family on the tip of the boot and, with me in her belly, followed the same route Lavinia had taken with her. Only she was coming from, not to, a marriage. Lavinia took her in, for a while the three of us lived together; I was too young to remember. My grandmother said that it was the apartment that had become too small. Magdalena lived with boyfriends, who she would sometimes marry, take their names, disappear. And when that fell apart, she would come back for a brief stint, and the walls would move in closer until plates flew against them.

         
            Love-love-love. Pride-pride-pride.

         

         I stare at the photo until my vision blurs. What can’t I see? It’s there in the darkness. It was there. It’s still there.

         
            *

         

         The maggot keeps snoring. I sit up, climb down the ladder, 39wrench open the compartment door: Wake up and breathe, will you, while you still can.

         I bum a cigarette off the pacing sailor, swan off through the train. Ghosts climb out the tip of the cig, dance around whispering to me, are reflected in the panes of glass: it’s me. Outside is a roaring black, within me a storm; I throw open a window, stick my head out so a power mast will knock my head off. A man pulls me back, I scream at him, totter to the toilet and throw up onto the tracks.

         
            I pull down my trousers, stuff them with toilet paper, regard my bloody fingers, wipe them down my trousers, let them think what they want. I sink to my knees, lay my head against the shaking wall. This is how I fall into the well shaft, look up and see the light and fall, I’m sitting in the bucket, the chain rattles until I hit the bottom.

         

         I pull myself up on the washbasin, the wet cigarette inside it. The mirror is almost blind from dirt, doodles, death masks. Lavinia. Magdalena.

         They both had short eyelashes, as if cut with scissors, and deep, dark eye sockets. If they were tired, their eyelids drooped, that’s what happens to me too.

         Fila. Mimma. I hear their voices, one in each ear.

         What does that even mean, a miserable character?

         I rub the crumbly soap between my fingers and try to rinse them under the meagre trickle of water. Catch myself in the mirror, smile at myself. 40

         
             

         

         On shaky legs I sway back, falling into the walls, against windows, the ghosts. I climb up to my bed, the bigot has rolled onto her side, is a human again, not a monster, wheezes deeply.

         Outside, the sun is coming up.

      

   


   
      
         
41
            III

         

         The city in the south is acting all innocent, but the early morning heat is a foretaste of its true colours.

         I cross the station plaza and sit in front of a bar. On the table there are some remains, a carefully ashed column. The waiter comes, wipes it away with the palm of his hand: Are you alone?

         I nod.

         Shame, he says with a suggestive grin that he holds steadily until I surrender a tired laugh. His tone immediately becomes curt. Then you’ll have to order more if you want to keep sitting here.

         Even if I get really drunk?

         He once again wipes the table impatiently. I sigh: But it’s too early, you know, I have to be strict with myself. When I’m not doing well and I want to keep drinking right from the moment I wake up, when the thought of a hefty gulp is the only thing that can get me out of bed, then I must deny myself. It runs in the family, drinking, it’s in my genes, I cannot allow myself to. My mother bit the dust because of drink, just like her father before her. I have to be careful that I don’t fall into the bottle and crack open my head, you understand.

         The waiter aggressively bats his eyelashes.

         I order three coffees, line them up in front of me and look 42at them. Faces form in the foam, shrieking spirits, witches. I drink them all quickly. The tiredness, a pressure on my eyeballs, begins to flicker.

         
             

         

         Fila, a whisper in one ear. Mimma, in the other.

         What do you want from me? What am I doing here? I’m not seeking an answer; the answer is clear, the answer has happened. Magdalena’s death is the answer to her life. What was the question again?

         They laugh, ringing and banging. Soon they start screaming.

         It’s inevitable: Magdalena and Lavinia are like chemicals that explode when they come into contact with one another. Magdalena is poisonous, dangerous of her own accord, mercury fulminate. Lavinia is the flamelet that warms me, who at the mere sight of her mercurial daughter overheats to the point of combustion.

         
             

         

         Together they sink into a world they won’t let me enter, where they drink and smoke and come into their own, become loud, laugh, gesticulate – they became cannone, cannons. During these hours, certainties and truths shift. Magdalena vilified my grandmother in front of me in a way only she could; she was jealous of our relationship and wanted me to see her mother the way she did. She accused Lavinia of awful things, and her eyes would become so wild that I believed the allegations. I no longer recognised my grandmother, she made me afraid too. It had to do with the Before, which was none of my business, which I didn’t understand. I hated being left out; Magdalena 43took my grandmother away from me – even more so when they were amicable. Then Magdalena would burst with pride telling me how beautiful Lavinia had been as a young mother, how popular, how happy, everyone was chasing after her. Mamma, she shouted, remember!

         My grandmother laughed while thinking of their shared memory, and I saw them before me: a young Lavinia with a small Maddalena on her hip, always together, a happy mother– daughter unit. My insides crumpled: I wanted them to fall out, for her to finally clear off. I was glad when she left us in peace, when I had my warm, soft grandmother back.

         
             

         

         Ò, calls a voice, what do you want here then, you hypocrite, ò?

         I turn around. On the table behind me an old woman sits bent over her handbag, her hands buried within it.

         Ò, she says, have you got a lighter? I had two in here and now I can’t find either of them.

         She’s wearing a tiger-print dress; her few curls of sparse guinea pig hair squiggle around her head. Glamorous sunglasses, plastic pearl earrings. Bling flashes on her splayed fingers as she pushes back a whorl of hair.

         She looks left and right, whispers desperately: I want to smoke now.

         I well up.

         You remind me of my grandmother, I say, my eyes wet.

         She murmurs: I had two and now I can’t find either of them.

         
            *

         

         44The waiter is blocking the sun.

         You have to order more, he says, if you want to keep sitting here.

         I look up: Did my tragic family history not move you even a little bit?

         He slowly shakes his head at me. I stack up the coffee cups, push them towards him: Bring me whatever you want.

         He leaves the cups where they are, deliberately backs away so I can get a good look at him. He is lanky and slight with small ears. Hair combed back and fixed down with pomade. I like that style a lot on younger men, but he is over halfway through his life. His eye tics, it twitches, and suddenly I feel a pinch in my stomach: maybe it’s him. Maybe he was the one who had Magdalena … At any rate …

         I stare at him. At any rate, it could be him as much as it could be anyone else.

         
             

         

         His hands tremble slightly as he sets down a small white cake with a glacé cherry on top, next to the ghost coffee cup tower.

         What’s that?

         Virgin’s Breast.

         Pardon?

         A breast of Saint Agatha.

         Bring me the other one.

         The waiter looks around and offers me a cigarette.

         Thanks, I say, I shouldn’t smoke either, weak lungs on top of everything, most likely from my father’s side.

         The waiter looks at me strangely. He pulls out a chair and 45sinks into it. He speaks slowly, so the dialect doesn’t make his tongue gallop and I will understand him.

         
             

         

         Do you know who Agatha was?

         I shake my head.

         Agatha was a radiant virgin. A powerful man wanted to marry her, but she was a virgin for Jesus and didn’t want him. The man couldn’t allow this: because she turned him down, he locked her in a whorehouse. After a month he came back to rescue her, but she still didn’t want him. As punishment, he had her breasts cut off. During the night, Saint Peter appeared to heal her wounds with balm. She turned him down too. When the powerful man saw this, he threw Agatha into the fire.

         
             

         

         The waiter puts a cigarette on the table for me, I stick it behind my ear.

         He goes back to the bar.

         Wait, I call after him, what happened to the man?

         He was trampled to death by a horse.

         
             

         

         Now there are two snow-white breasts with cherry nipples in front of me. I stab a slightly dirty spoon into one. The sacred breasts are sweet. I eat them greedily.

         
             

         

         The square fills with life. Men come to work. They spread sheets out on the pavement, arrange trainers and bags. Others roll up in small carts from which they offer batteries, torches, radio alarm clocks. Fresh catch, straight from the port. Cars are 46jamming, honking, there’s a bang from somewhere.

         My senses are heightened from insomnia.

         
             

         

         In front of the café, a man appears with a guitar: O sole mio.

         I vigorously shake my head. That’s going too far, a cliché of the kind that disgusts even me. But it’s already too late: emotion crawls down my back, claws at my throat, fills my eyes. After the song the singer doffs his hat, shuffles towards me, I give him the change reserved for the waiter, sink into the soft tar of self-loathing.

         
            I hear laughter, rub my eyes. At the table behind me there’s a group of young people. Perfectly groomed, necks like morning dew, hair parted with a knife, bathed in cologne. Gold crosses hang from their throats, their tracksuits are freshly starched. They’re laughing at me; at the way I’m sweating and how I’ve obviously completely given up on myself. Turista di merda.

         

         I get up and leave without paying. Turn a corner and run. Wildly sidestepping – this tiredness that turns every bag into a dog, every sack of rubbish in the gutter into a panther ready to pounce.

         
            *

         

         There’s a market here, cobbles slippery underfoot. Smells hit my nostrils – what got into this prezzemolo for it to smell so perverse? The fruits scream for attention, singing competitively with their colours and scents. Indecent. Overripe melons, delirious 47peaches, drunken pears and tantalising figs; grapes, grapes, they shine and shimmer, ringing bright and clear like cymbals.

         
            I push my way through the crowd until I become one with it, surrendering and floating, merging into it. But it doesn’t work; the mass repels me, I’m a singular foreign body. I should be like Magdalena, she fits here like a fist in an eye socket: aggressive, vulgar, devious, loud, extreme, as if she were missing all filters and controls. I try to keep up with she who lived here, who walked here, try to evoke her in me, to have her speak through me. It’s not working. I’ve carved myself into her opposite – they’re eating me alive here. The chameleon has failed, my cover blown, I shine beneath the spotlight of otherness. So I walk stiffly straight ahead, repelling the bodies burrowing around me like magnets with opposing polarities, like water droplets off a wax jacket. My glaring repulsiveness makes me stumble.

         

         I want to fit in, buy something, grapes, may I try them, my grandmother says you always have to try them.

         The market women shake their heads suspiciously. Displeased, they act as if they don’t understand my Italian, as if I were talking in a very far-flung foreign language. Whatever I examine is unsold, laughed at, ridiculed: the answer to every question is scornful spitting. They open their mouths to continue their screaming, luring calls through the gaps between their teeth – not for me. My attempt at fitting in here is presumptuous; my full, expensively adjusted set of teeth is already giving me away. 48

         
            Metre-long beans, prickly cucumbers, squirming chillies: I flee through the enemy territory of never-ending stalls. Colourful dustiness, right and left. School smocks, synthetic clothes, old biscuits, kitchen utensils, perfumes, and mussels in their bubbly baths; like snails, they stretch out their feelers. Fish men shoo flies from the glittering bodies with plastic bags. Polyester crackles; sweat hisses when it meets static, evaporates.

         

         And then, out of nowhere, a gap: a ramshackle stand. Just a table with some junk on it: Marlboro Red, stained notebooks, lighters.

         A plump boy belongs to the stand, pale with an inky smudge of black hair. He pecks at the elbow of a yeast dough woman. She’s welling up all whitish from within a plastic chair. On her lap sits a massive baby, ancient face. White and round and framed with lace, the child looks directly inside me. I shudder. My grandmother had often warned me: the evil eye!

         The woman reaches out a hand towards me, wailing. I shake my head, mumbling, I already gave too much to the Sole Mio.

         I want to keep going, but I’m petrified: the moon child’s curse hits me like a blow to the neck. My guilty conscience presses my head down towards the ground. A momentary stillness settles over the noise and everyone and everything seems to stop.

         
            Someone is wiggling me by the ankles, I turn around angrily. I curse, the child begins to whimper, the woman screams 49excitedly. The packs of cigarettes bounce on the table, lighters skip across the slick cobblestones. Oranges tumble out of their crates, roll and burst, people throw their hands up to the sky and dance. The boy has crawled under the table, I yell at him: Stop shaking. His eyes widen. The moon child does not waver, holding its piercing gaze on me while the woman, its throne, is shaken about in her chair; she curses heaven and hell.

            After a while, it stops. My bones and the church bells hum, the murmur swells back up. Men crawl out from underneath their stands, brush the dirt from their trousers with their hands, run their hands through their hair. One of them pats me on the shoulder, talks at me, I don’t understand, can’t hear, a whistling in my ears. He crosses himself and kisses his fingers, pointing towards the sky. I look up, underwear quivers on a washing line. The boy collects up the cigarette packs. The woman in the chair laughs toothlessly at me.

         

         I turn around, walk faster, men grab my arms, mumbling: Were you frightened? It was just a little earthquake, a greeting from the volcano—

         Their faces are too close, sour breath; I look straight ahead, pretend not to notice, they laugh.

         
             

         

         And finally, finally, I hear Magdalena’s voice: Don’t let anyone touch you if you don’t want them to. Say no, no matter who it is, strangers or friends. Scream it loudly and say Sir – that’s important, never be casual. 50

         She gave me this speech when I was small; to this day, I’ve never listened to her. I was ashamed to scream, never wanted to sound like her: No! You pig, let me go, Sir!

         
             

         

         I do what I always do in these situations: I listen to my grandmother.

         Don’t bother with the men, she says, look at them and move on. Chin up and smile, but not too much, with sealed lips, and most importantly: don’t stop. Smile and keep going, always keep going.

         
            *

         

         A military vehicle clatters past. I finally stop and look around. The men who were following me have disappeared. The streets are wide here, the houses are palaces. Tall palm trees wave at me.

         
            In front of the museum, two soldiers are standing guard. They’re wearing funny seven-dwarfs hats, which take away from the threat of their boots and weapons. I give them a nod and walk in between them.

            On entering, there is suddenly silence. Cool and dry as a grave. Every step I take is accompanied by Roman statues. The heat falls away from me along with the otherness, I can breathe again. This is my air, this is how I like it, in a mausoleum of holy art. I greet the sons of gods with cheeky winks, their strong thighs; among swollen loin muscles, toe-sized penises relax. The marble sparkles where he’s chipped; arm stumps, rusty wire. Proudly lustrous buttocks. 51
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