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‘I don’t belong here.’ The thought came to me with such force that I almost said it aloud, at once, but I stopped myself just in time. I know what he would have said, reasonably: ‘Do I?’


Later, looking back on that last day in Rome, what I would remember would be the heat and the noise. It was a struggle to be in the city because of that, but there was a curious softness too. The violent heat released the scent of fruit from the stalls as we walked past: melons, peaches, nectarines, plums. The fruit and vegetables were stacked outside the little shops in frail wooden crates. Near Campo Dei Fiori there was a woman who tended a stall, and she was singing as she brushed the city dust from the fruit with a spray of coloured feathers. It was the longest day of the year.


Ted wanted a drink, so we sat down at a table outside a café. We didn’t say much to each other as we sat there, but watched the people drift along the hot street in their gaudy summer clothes and heavy jewellery. After a while Ted said to me that, for him, there was always a strong sense of death in the south, because of the very emphasis on life. The sun itself that made the fruit so ripe and big, that seemed to make the people bloom so early and so evidently, mercilessly pushed everything over into decay, so that the fruit quickly rotted, and the people suddenly fell into a graceless old age.


I thought of Franca’s daughter, Lucia. She was fifteen, almost a woman and completely at ease with the fact, but I could see what Ted meant. I could see the short duration of that ease, and how there was something frail and uncertain about her whole self, as though she might at any moment topple headlong into being an old woman in a black dress, with nothing to look forward to but death. Time and again I remembered looking into the faces of young women in Italy, and seeing peer back, unbeknownst to them, the faces of the women they would be some fifty years later.


So I understood what Ted meant, and in a way I agreed with him, but I wasn’t completely convinced, because I didn’t want to be. I associated the north with violence and death, and I had come south to escape that.


Deep down, I knew that what he said was true, and that it was one of the many things people didn’t understand about Italy, the people, that is, who came south to Italy, where ‘everybody is so happy.’ No one wants to shatter the myth of the warm, sensual, happy south, for if we did not believe in that, where would people go to escape the rigour of the north? I had learnt a lot about Italy in the time I had been there, but what I had learnt most of all was how little I understood it, how deceptive a country it was. And more than learning anything about Italy, I had found out more about my own country, simply by not being in it. The contrast with Italy was a help, but in many ways I felt I could have gone anywhere, so long as it was far away and provided me with privacy, so that I could forget all about home for a while, forget all about Ireland, and then remember it, undisturbed.


Once, I visited some limestone caverns up near Trieste, and it reminded me of the Burren, where I grew up. I realized then how much I loved that strange, stark beauty, the bare grey stone and the grey sky, the few stunted trees. I missed that landscape when I lived away from it, and had taken it for granted when I was there.


I looked across the table at Ted, and I thought of how I had no word to define him, or his relationship to me, and I was glad that it was so. I remembered expressions I had heard used when I was growing up, such as ‘going steady’. I found phrases like that completely absurd, they sounded to me as quaint and outmoded as ‘keeping company’. I hate convenient empty words, they trap you when you use them. Franca used to call him my fidanzato,  and I didn’t like that either. It was a word that smelt of matrimony, and yet it was vague, too. There was no word to describe the degree of distance and intimacy there was between us. I think I realized then that it was coming to an end, and that we wouldn’t be together for much longer, but of course I didn’t say anything.


The waiter brought me a little black bitter coffee, the sort I hated when I first went to Italy, but which I grew to love. The pleasure and fascination of other countries has never left me, and I hope it never does. One of my most vivid childhood memories, certainly one of the most pleasant, is of the time a Japanese woman came to visit our neighbours. Until then, I had never met a person from such a distant country, and I was completely fascinated by her. One day I went into the house where she was staying, and she was talking to someone on the phone in her own language, and I was amazed to think that for her all those sounds came so easily, she understood so much and knew so much. She gave me a coloured paper fan that smelt of smoke, and on a sheet of strange paper – pale green, with a pearly sheen to it – she wrote with black ink and a little brush the characters that stood for her name – Yuriko – and mine – Aisling. I said that some day I would go to Japan to visit her, but my brother Jimmy teased me about it. He said that I’d hate it there because I’d have to eat raw fish and seaweed. ‘You’ll have to eat rice with your dinner, too.’ That seemed really odd to me, for I had only ever seen rice cooked in milk and served with prunes. He told me that I wouldn’t like the tea, because it was green, and that they wouldn’t let me put milk in it, I’d have to drink it black. That made me think it was all a lie, for if the tea was green, how could you drink it black? I told Jimmy I didn’t believe him, told him I didn’t care, and that some day I’d go away, to see other countries. My image of what those countries would be like was strange and limited, as is often the case with children. For years I thought that New York was America, that is, I thought it was all skyscrapers from coast to coast. I was shocked and disappointed when I found out there were trees and fields too. (I had once told Ted this and he had said, ‘Forget about kids, Aisling: I’ve met adults who think everywhere in America looks like Manhattan.’) When Yuriko went back to Japan, she sent me a postcard, showing the white cone of Mount Fuji under snow. The sky behind was deep blue, the foreground full of yellow flowers. I kept the card, in a safe place, together with the fan and the sheet of paper with our names on it. For me, they were magical things. When I grew up I did go away, but I never got to Japan. I had almost forgotten Yuriko, it was the first time I had thought of her in years. I wondered where she was now, what she was doing, and if she remembered me.


Ted interrupted my thoughts. He touched my hands, and, nodding, said quietly, ‘Look over there.’


He indicated three small girls, shabbily dressed and barefoot, who were each holding large torn pieces of corrugated cardboard. They had approached a smartly dressed woman who was looking in a shop window, and tugged her sleeve to attract her attention. At once she was surrounded. All talking at once, the children held out their hands, demanding alms, while holding the cardboard out flat to create a little shelf between themselves and the woman. She was shocked and disoriented to find herself the centre of attention, when the children suddenly scattered as quickly as they had gathered, the smallest one triumphantly waving a slim leather wallet. The woman screamed as she looked down at her handbag, which hung gaping open from her arm, having been craftily opened and swiftly rifled by little hands. It was, of course, all over in seconds: by the time the woman had started to scream and the people around her noticed what had happened, the children were out of sight.


Ted shook his head. ‘You wonder how they keep getting away with it. Reminds me of the first time I came to Italy. I had had all the warnings, and then two days after I arrived, down in the Forum, exactly the same thing. Three hundred dollars in lire gone in ten seconds. Losing the money was bad, going to see the Italian police was almost worse. They just said, “You’re the tenth in today.” You could see they’d had it with stupid Americani, getting mugged and then coming to them, as if there was anything they could do to get the cash back. I almost thought the kids were right, I felt kind of sorry for them, even though the little bastards cleaned me out.’


The city was full of poor children, they were like the pigeons or the wild cats, to be found around all the big monuments, the Colosseum, the Forum, in the big squares and in the streets. Earlier that day, I had seen a tiny girl, without shoes, who walked up and down beside a row of cars which were stopped at traffic lights, begging at the car windows. When the lights changed, she huddled in the middle of the streams of traffic, which made no effort to avoid her, nor, I suppose, did she expect it to. When the lights were red again, she resumed her task, walking patiently from window to window. In the time I watched her, nobody gave her anything.


The preceding evening, just a few hours after we got into Rome, we had been having dinner in a restaurant. We had almost finished the meal, and were talking over coffee and fruit about what we would do the following day. The door opened, and a little girl came in, carrying an armful of red roses, each one sheathed in cellophane. She started to go from table to table, and was rebuffed at each one, the diners often barely looking up from their food to tell her to go away. As she approached our table I said to Ted, ‘Buy me one, please.’ He asked the little girl how much they cost.


‘Two thousand.’


Ted gave her five, and waved away the change. She put the green note in her pocket without a word, handed me a rose, and drifted off to the remaining tables. She had a deep cut above her right eye, her cheek was marked by the last shadow of a bruise, and her whole face showed utter exhaustion. Disappointment and bitterness were stamped upon her features in a way that would have been shocking to see in a woman of forty. She had had enough, and her face expressed the unconscious question: ‘If this is life, why was I ever born?’ She must have been barely six years old. To show her pity would have been to torment her. The child had reached the door again, and she went out into the night.


I recognized the child. Seeing her made me want to withdraw, and I felt a terrible sense of despair. Some years earlier, I had read an article in a newspaper about child pornography. It was a short article, which described how many children were sold into slavery, how films and photographs were found, showing little children crying, being raped and beaten and cut, showing children being killed. When I read that, it was as if something had fallen over me. Suddenly everything changed, my fingernails on the edge of the newspaper looked different, the sun on the wall, the feel of my feet in my shoes; everything, everything. I wanted all at once not to be a part of a world where such things could happen. I felt guilty, as though simply by being in such a society, I was acquiescing to its evils. I wanted to do something to show that I was turning away irrevocably from such things, that I could not, would not tolerate them.


All this was brought back to me by the sight of the little girls who stole the woman’s wallet. My face must have been as dark as my mind while this chain of thoughts absorbed me, for I realized that Ted was looking at me anxiously. He didn’t understand, because he said to me, ‘Don’t worry, Aisling. You’ll be all right when we get there.’ For a moment, I didn’t know what he was talking about, and then I remembered where we were going the following day. ‘It’s not that at all,’ I told him. ‘I am looking forward to going back, although I am a bit nervous too.’ He didn’t ask me what I had been thinking about, and I was grateful for that.


I’ll probably never know what brought Ted and me together, nor what then kept us together for that time. I don’t think it matters, I think it’s best that it remain a mystery, even to me, or perhaps particularly to me. I don’t believe in trying to analyse things like that. I know he was very fond of me, but he was afraid of me too. At first he used to deny it, but then he admitted it. I knew in Rome that it was getting to the point where he was more frightened than fond, and so it probably wouldn’t last much longer.


It was too hot to move. I wanted to go on sitting there at the café table. A short distance away, beyond the pavement, the phenomenal traffic of Rome roared past. I was glad I didn’t live in Rome, I didn’t think I could ever become used to it. It wasn’t the idea of living in a big city that put me off, because I had once lived in Paris. In Rome it was a combination of things – the disorganization, the hellish heat, the constant traffic. I remembered how it had shocked me when I had first arrived there, and, even after having lived in Italy for years, I could still evoke from it that feeling of strangeness. It can feel as if I’m looking at everything backwards, down a long tunnel of time.


I remembered standing one day, waiting to cross the road in Rome. I could smell the dust and pollution and could hardly bear the terrible heat which was coming off the vehicles and beating down like a hammer from the sun; the sun was like bronze. Every so often the traffic would stop, snarled up on itself. Suddenly this happened and I found I was looking into the face of a man driving a big white Landrover. And it was the strangest thing, because I felt that I was looking at a person from an ancient civilization. I saw the whole scene in terms of both time and space, and I saw its absurdity, for there was so much traffic and the jeep in particular was so stupidly big that I knew at once it was all bound to end. It was a completely transient phenomenon, it had only existed for forty years, at most, out of the thousands and millions of years during which there had been life. It was all an aberration, and it was doomed. All the big roads made for it would one day be empty. I looked intently at the man behind the wheel. He looked as innocent as a dead warrior. In his face there was not a trace of doubt, not a hint of the frailty of his own life, his times, his transport. It seemed extraordinary to me that in this city above all, with the evidence all around of broken monuments and vainglorious ruins, people seemed unaware of what would happen. Maybe one of the hardest things is to see beyond your own society, to step out of the collective consciousness of your time, but it teaches you about things as nothing else does. You begin to see your own age not with understanding, perhaps, but with compassion. You see the weakness and smallness of things which are now great or powerful. Sights which might at other times have filled me with contempt now moved me to pity, such as the overdressed women with their jewels and their expensive clothes in the Caffè Greco, the pity you might feel for bones found in an ancient tomb, a priceless ring on each fingerbone. I pity them their deaths in a way that they do not pity themselves, and I pity them for their faith in frail mortal things, for not knowing that there will be nothing left but weeds and broken stones.


That afternoon, Ted and I had been to see the frescoes in the Sistine Chapel. They had only been opened to the public again earlier that spring following restoration. Ted had seen them since then, but I hadn’t. Looking at them it was easy to believe that they would last for such a long time, but they wouldn’t last for ever. No matter how magnificent they are, paintings are made of paint, wood, canvas, clay, and no matter how well they are preserved or restored decay is built into them. Afterwards, because we were so near it, we visited St Peter’s. I hadn’t been there for years, mainly because I don’t like it. As soon as we went in, I could see why. It frightens me. Worse, I feel that I’m supposed to be frightened, that the whole building has been carefully planned to that very end. Usually, I like churches and cathedrals. When I was living in Paris, I used to go to Notre-Dame and the Ste Chapelle quite often, especially in winter. What I was talking about earlier – the facility for stepping out of your own age – is something that these churches lend themselves to well. You can feel a sensibility, a belief in an order which has gone now, but which people long for still, and they visit those churches for exactly that. But sometimes people visit such places because they feel they ought to, because the guidebook tells them to go there. As we walked around St Peter’s, I looked at all the other people and I wondered if they liked it, and if so, did they only like it because they felt they should? I suppose all that heavy gilt and marble may appeal to some people. It frightened me. We walked across the wide, empty floors, and looked up at the monstrous, mosaiced cupola. It was too big, and out of proportion. A gothic cathedral, whatever its size, can calm your spirit, and in nature too, a massive tree, a mountain or the ocean itself can have the same effect. I felt, in St Peter’s, the terror you sometimes feel in a completely empty landscape.


And perhaps the most foolish thing of all was that I believed I should identify with it. Like the people who felt they ought to admire it, I thought I ought to feel some sort of affinity, because it was ‘my’ church. I’m still prone to notions like this. I am not a free person. To know it is small consolation.


Nobody was praying. Instead, they were milling about, taking photographs and consulting guidebooks in a variety of languages, and then I noticed a small side chapel, reserved for prayer. I thought of Franca, and I asked Ted to wait for a moment while I went in to pray for her.


On the altar, there was a large gold monstrance, with a host in it, and in front of it, kneeling in an attitude of prayer were two nuns. They were both wearing long blue veils which almost covered them completely, veils which reached the floor with cloth to spare. I couldn’t pray: I could hardly contain my anger at seeing those veils, at the crass cynical theatre of it. But then I thought of Franca: she would probably have liked it, been quite impressed by the sight. I think Ted was surprised at how quickly I reappeared.


On that last night in Rome, I couldn’t sleep, because of the heat, and because I kept thinking of where we were going the following day, and I was thinking of the churches, all the churches I knew. Some of them still meant a great deal to me, those medieval churches where the raw power of Christianity could speak to me from the anguished face of a painted angel, over the roar of the traffic, in the heat of the night, as I lay there wrapped in a sheet, feeling the pulse of my own heart, and hearing the voice of a tormented angel scream down through the centuries to me.
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The painting was in the main church of S. Giorgio, ‘my’ village, as I thought of it then, my village by adoption. Lots of people visit S. Giorgio, although it isn’t really famous in itself. It’s in central Italy, in Umbria, the part of the country people have in mind when they imagine Italy – pink hill villages, olive groves, vines, frescoes and so forth. People come to visit the general area, and we catch the spillover from some of the more crowded centres. The first time I went to S. Giorgio myself was as a tourist. It was so long ago that I can hardly remember it; I have a memory of the frescoes and of eating an ice-cream with rum in it: a vague, neutral memory. The second time I came back I felt differently about it, and then when I came to live – but more of that later.


It’s an extremely old town, and that’s one of the things I like about it. It was originally Etruscan, and then the Romans built on it. The main town you see today is medieval. There’s a little museum in the square, with the skinny green bronze Etruscan mannikins they dug up there, and a few slabs of Roman stone and old broken pillars, which have never really caught my imagination. S. Giorgio isn’t famous for anything, although the people who live there hate you saying that. They think that it’s foolish that more tourists don’t come, they think that their town is every bit as beautiful as, say, San Gimignano up in Tuscany. I did my bit to promote it: I translated the official guidebook to the town into English. I have to admit it’s a hopelessly uninspired document. It brags its onion festival, much to the scorn of other villages around.


No, if S. Giorgio deserves to be known for anything, it’s for the fresco cycle in the main church. They’re attractive, but by the standards of what you can see in central Italy, they’re nothing out of the ordinary. Only the most hardened art historian comes expressly to see them. More often, tour buses stop, with people who’ve either just been to, or are on their way to, Assisi. The guide will then use the frescoes to explain just why Giotto or Cimabue or Lorenzetti are such magnificent painters, by contrasting them with our poor Maestro di S. Giorgio, and showing them how he fails to fully exploit the space he has, what’s wrong with his sense of perspective, why his sense of composition is so unremarkable, his frequent lapses into sentimentality. All this is true, but then, almost everyone looks feeble in comparison to the likes of Giotto, and the Maestro does have his moments. In part, my fondness for the paintings is based on familiarity, and I like some of them very much indeed. There’s one in particular of S. Giorgio himself as protector of the village, holding a thing like a covered platter with the lid half lifted, and under it you can see S. Giorgio, completely recognizable with its walls and its church and the bell-tower. I like the crafty old faces of the velvet-hatted burgers kneeling at his feet.


The people who come to S. Giorgio usually do as the guidebook suggests. They visit the church and the museum. They buy bottles of the local wine, take photos, maybe have lunch, and then move on. They think they’ve seen S. Giorgio, but they don’t realize that they’ve seen only one of its manifestations. Italy is a deceptive country, ours a deceptive village. There are at least three different S. Giorgios.


There’s the pretty medieval hill town that people visit in the summer. The same village is completely different in winter, which came as a real surprise to me the first year I was living there. It was late October, and I was walking across the square when I suddenly realized that the crowds of tourists hadn’t thinned, but had gone completely. There wasn’t a single coach around, nobody taking photographs or writing postcards. The tables were moved in from the streets outside the bars; all the pottery and the other souvenirs were taken in, and most of the little shops were locked up for the winter. The place was deserted, although it wouldn’t be true to say that I was the last foreigner there.


Quite a few Germans and English people have bought houses in or near S. Giorgio. Some of them are just holiday homes, but many foreigners have settled there, not all of them happily. Some of those who are quite contented aren’t at all well integrated into the community, and they don’t even realize it.


S. Giorgio even looks very different in winter. The light is all important here, and on a summer evening in particular, it draws a deep golden creamy colour out of the stones from which the town is built. You don’t see that colour at all in winter, when the sky darkens and a bitter wind blows across the square, and makes the narrow streets look gloomy. Many of the visitors who come in summer would be shocked to see the village in winter, because they would see that it’s as dreary and provincial as the places they left, and the illusion of summer would be destroyed.


The third aspect of S. Giorgio is there to be seen by anyone who comes at any time of the year, but it’s the least considered because people don’t want to see it. The part of S. Giorgio I’ve been talking about so far is the old part of the town, up on the hill. As is the case with almost all the Italian hill villages which are visited by millions of tourists every year, there’s a modern part to S. Giorgio. It begins outside the town walls, with a few stray houses, then a few blocks of apartments, then the whole thing spills down the side of the hill and gets properly into its stride, almost as a village in its own right. The railway station for S. Giorgio is down there. When you arrive you can get to the upper village by bus, or if it’s not too hot you can walk. People who come to visit generally get the hell out of it as fast as they can, they have a sublime facility for pretending they haven’t even seen it.


For the lower part of the town is too like the places they’ve left, as brash and vulgar and unattractive as modern provincial towns anywhere in Europe. The housing there is generally blocks of apartments made of cement with brown sliding shutters and little balconies. Italy uses more cement every year than any other country in Western Europe, a fact which people generally don’t want to know, because it doesn’t fit with the image they have, but if you go there and keep your eyes open it won’t seem too surprising a statistic. Just beyond the village is a big wide autostrada. It cuts through the plain and goes north past Assisi and Perugia, then on up to Siena and Florence.


The oldness of S. Giorgio means very little to the people who live there. Some of them work in the tourist industry, but most of them work in commerce, in shops or in the big warehouses and factories on either side of the autostrada (as I did, when I lived there, I worked as a translator in a clothing factory). There are factories which make food and clothes, office furniture and tableware. The people who live in the lower town think nothing of the frescoes, and years can pass without their going up to the church. People start work early, and in the evenings after dinner they watch TV. Most families have at least two huge televisions. Sometimes the men go out to the bar, still a male preserve, where the older men play cards in back rooms. The young boys eat ice-creams, listen to Phil Collins on the jukebox, or stand in packs around the door of the bar and have little tussles and fights with each other. Whatever they do, it’s done with a sense of restlessness, a lack of repose, wandering in and out of the bar or flicking the remote control of the television from one channel to another. The lower part of S. Giorgio is much more interesting than the upper part, if you really want to know what contemporary Italian life is like; it’s a microcosm of so many towns. It lacks that grace which people come to Italy to find, and so they generally chose to ignore it.


The church with the frescoes is in the main square of the old part of S. Giorgio. Directly opposite it there’s a small grocery store. The people who owned and ran the shop were a couple called Franca and Davide. They lived in an apartment above the shop, and I lived in an apartment above that again. Franca used to be in the shop all morning, from half past eight until one o’clock, leaning over a big glass counter full of cheese and cold meat. They sold everything you could want. Fresh bread was delivered every day, and the smells of all the things mixed together in a wonderful way – coffee, fruit, mortadella and capocollo, parmigiano and scamorza, garlic and floor cleaner – it was extraordinary how well they combined. Franca ran a tight ship. She might occasionally pretend to defer to Davide but in fact she was completely in charge. The apartment in which I lived was for Lucia when she married. As is fairly common practice in that part of Italy, Franca and Davide had made early provision for their daughter. The whole apartment was beautifully fitted out, so they knew that when Lucia got married she would have a home all ready – she would simply move upstairs. Lucia herself was very contented about this, although she regarded it as nothing out of the ordinary. All this was explained to me when first I rented the apartment. Franca told me that she would never rent to Italians, only foreigners, because once locals got in she would never be able to get them out again. When I moved in, Lucia was only ten, and I was amazed when the reason for the apartment was explained to me. I was still there by the time Lucia was fifteen. She helped Franca in the shop in the afternoons and at weekends. Franca herself did very little housework, for they lived with Davide’s mother, who was very old but still capable of keeping everything in perfect order. When Franca and Davide closed the shop every day at one o’clock, they came upstairs to find lunch all ready on the table. I got back from the factory about fifteen minutes later, and often, when I was on my way up the stairs, there would be a wonderful smell of ragu wafting out from their apartment.


Quite often I would be invited down for a meal in the evenings, or for Sunday lunch. They felt that it wasn’t good to eat alone, and it was particularly bad to be on your own on Sundays. If she knew that I was only having something like bread and cold meat for Sunday lunch, Franca would be baffled and vexed. She was a good friend to me. I think we got on well because we were so different, we didn’t ever expect to fully understand each other.


I fitted in well in S. Giorgio – eventually, and as well as I would ever fit in anywhere, which isn’t saying much. I look very Italian, which did help. I’ve got long dark curly hair, and brown eyes, and I’ve also got an unusually dark complexion for an Irish person. I dressed as well as an Italian too. I made a special effort, particularly for my job. I don’t think I’d have been respected if I hadn’t done that, and although I hated that attitude, I went along with it reluctantly, in a spirit of compromise. You have to, at times, if you choose to live in a country which isn’t your own.


Another thing about me is that I’m very small, barely five foot one, and I look very little and sweet, which is a good front. Even now, I’m still constantly amazed at how foolish people can be, how, if you’re Irish or little or you’ve got a soft voice, they’ll think they have the measure of you at once, and that you must be really nice. I also speak Italian very well. I studied French and Italian at university in Ireland, but it’s from living in S. Giorgio that I became so fluent. I’m even quite good at the local dialect, and I’m a real expert in textile vocabulary. I know all the words and expressions for things like ‘bias-cut’ and ‘piping’ and ‘set-in sleeve’ and ‘overlock hem’ from my work in the factory. I think I was quite well liked in S. Giorgio. They treated me as a local in all the bars, that is, they didn’t charge me the outrageous prices they usually make the visitors pay.


However, the thing that made me a total anomaly in Italy was that I’m a real lone wolf. I’ve never felt the need for much company. I’ve never really liked family life, which is one of the great sacred cows of society, and not just in Italy. People act like you’re strange, mad or bad if you admit that you simply don’t care for it. I built up a life of my own in S. Giorgio, a solitary life. I used to like going down to visit Franca and the others, but I used to enjoy leaving them too, and being upstairs on my own again. A thing I often noticed in Italy was that being together is one of the most important things for people, but it doesn’t really amount to much. They might get together for a meal, but then not communicate much – at least, not by my standards of communication. That made it easy for me to socialize, for so little was expected. I used to go downstairs and quietly eat my way from the antipasti through to the ice-cream with just the occasional comment about how good the wine was, or to ask where they got the cheese. Every so often somebody would say, ‘Va bene, Aisling?’ and I would reply, ‘Si, va bene,’ and keep eating.


My job in the factory was a means to an end. I didn’t feel hard done by because of that, partly because I know it’s more or less like that for everybody. I liked the feeling of being one of the huge mass of humanity that makes and sells things, of being a little part in the process that keeps the material side of life going on, that keeps food on the tables, or in my case, clothes in the shops for people to buy.


I’ve always placed a high value on my independence, and I’ve always known what I wanted out of life. I think my aims at that time were fairly modest, and I was pleased with the life I had worked out for myself. My inner and intellectual life was the most important thing, and though I kept quiet about it, almost everything was geared to that. I started early in the factory, at about half past eight in the morning. I hated that, but by one o’clock I was finished for the day. I’d drive back to S. Giorgio and have lunch, and then in summer, when it was really hot, I’d sometimes lie down again in bed for an hour or two. Then after that, or straight after lunch in cooler weather, I would do the extra bits of translating that came my way now and then – things like the guide to the village, or letters and orders for smaller factories that only did a little export work, and couldn’t afford a full-time translator. I used to do quite a bit of extra work, and I always tried to get it over as fast as I could, so that the rest of the day was mine.


I used to read an enormous amount when I was living in S. Giorgio. I read in French and Italian as well as in English, and besides fiction and poetry, I read lots of factual books. I’m interested in painting, music, architecture, and archaeology. I liked living in Italy because of the painting and the architecture. I used to go to Rome, to Siena and Florence as often as I could afford it, which was never as often as I would have liked. If you just come to Italy for two weeks you can’t get to see things properly. I liked to go to the same galleries and churches again and again.


I used to drive over to Assisi to see S. Chiara and the Basilica of S. Francesco every few months. I was always struck by their beauty, and at every visit I got something new from them. It was the same when I was living in Paris, I used to visit Notre-Dame all the time, and I never tired of it.


So that was the life I had in S. Giorgio. It wasn’t easy to get to the point where I had worked out the situation I wanted, and by the time I did, I really appreciated everything I had. Franca thought it was a completely strange and unnatural life for a young woman. She came up to see me late one night not long after I had moved in. I was sitting on my own listening to a record of Bach’s St John Passion, and she obviously thought it was a very odd way to spend an evening.


There was a real ambivalence in Franca’s attitude to my being in S. Giorgio. She couldn’t understand why I left my home, but she could understand why I wanted to live in central Italy, because she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live anywhere else. She was amazed, for example, when I said one time to her that although I was happy in S. Giorgio, I might not always stay there. I thought now and then about moving to northern Italy, maybe to Milan. I’d be able to hear better music, at La Scala and other places.


‘Milano? Why go to Milano?’ Franca told me that she had been there once, and had hated it. She told me that she had been wearing a white dress, and that when she took it off that night, it was black. Here in S. Giorgio she said, there was everything you could want from life. It wasn’t like living right in the country, for Franca herself had grown up in a farm in the hills behind S. Giorgio, and never wanted to go back to such a life, to give up the creature comforts of the town. There was good wine, good food, a nice climate. Of course it was cold in the winter, but they weren’t locked in freezing fog for months on end, as they were up in the Pianura Padana, and it was hot in summer, but not scorching, like in Sicily. If I was able to stay in S. Giorgio, she said, and had a good job, why would I ever want to move?


Franca realized that sometimes people had to leave home to look for work. It had been the case with Davide’s brothers, two of whom had gone to work in Frankfurt in the early 1960s. They got jobs in an Italian restaurant there. Davide’s mother missed them so much, she couldn’t get used to them being away, and at Christmas in particular she would cry inconsolably. Franca didn’t think it did either of them any good, even though Mario had stayed and settled there. He married one of the waitresses in the restaurant, a woman from Sicily. (‘I suppose we should at least be glad that she isn’t German,’ his mother said sourly when she heard the news.) They worked very hard and eventually had their own pizzeria in Frankfurt. They also had two children who spoke German and Italian. Franca thought Mario himself had become too like the Germans. The whole family were settled there, and even his mother had long since stopped asking him to come home.


Paolo was another story; he didn’t settle there at all. Franca did admire Mario for working hard and getting on when he knew there was nothing for him back in S. Giorgio, but from the day Paolo arrived in Frankfurt, all he wanted to do was go back home again. He did return, too, as soon as he had made some money. But he hadn’t made very much, and although he had said he was going to start his own business, all he could afford was a little stall selling porchetta opposite the railway station in the lower town of S. Giorgio. The sad thing was, he never really settled after he came back. He had hated Germany, but part of him was still hankering after it. He kept moaning, even to me when I went to his stall for some cold pork on days when I couldn’t be bothered to cook, about how much S. Giorgio had changed when he was away, how nothing was the same as it had been. Franca thought he was jealous of Mario, but even more so of Enzo, who hadn’t gone away. He had turned out to be the luckiest one of all. He was younger than Mario and Paolo and the family had thought that he might have to go to Germany too when he was old enough. Enzo started selling things to tourists when he was still at school – postcards, maps and guidebooks – and he was ready at the right time, when the tourist market in Italy boomed. He ended up running the two biggest souvenir shops in S. Giorgio; he drove through the narrow streets of the village in a BMW, and he took his holidays in places such as Bali and Kenya.


Even Franca and Davide had been able to improve their lot because of the tourists. Davide had started off with a tiny, dingy shop, and Franca gave herself – fairly – all the credit for smartening it up, and making it a going concern. She was the one who had bullied Davide into taking down the row of rusty signs outside which said vini and olio di olive and olio di semi. She herself had taken down the faded awning, and replaced it with a bright new one; she had all the shelves inside refitted, to turn the shop into a tiny supermarket. It was Franca who carefully arranged the window in summer, with baskets of cheese and truffles, dried mushrooms and whole hams, to lure in the visitors. In the middle of the window she placed a hand-lettered sign: Prodotti Tipici.


Franca viewed the tourists who came to her shop with a mixture of indulgence and contempt. She could well understand why they wanted to come south, and enjoy the good life after slaving away all year in their grey northern cities. Franca had been abroad only once, but as she often said, once had been enough. For their honeymoon, they had gone up to visit Mario in Germany. She had hated Frankfurt. Even though it was summer, the weather had been wet and cold, and she had hated the food – all those deep-fried things, she said, all those horrible sausages! The whole atmosphere of the country unsettled her, there was something too orderly and subdued about it. She remembered they had driven through the mountains on their way north, and saw eerily neat piles of firewood stacked at the sides of the houses. She had said to Davide; ‘Wood was never meant to be as tidy as that,’ and they had laughed; but she didn’t forget it.


After four days of eating sauerkraut off tables they hadn’t even bothered to put a cloth on, she had had enough. She told Davide that if he didn’t take her straight back to Italy she would get on a train and go by herself. He dutifully drove her to Venice, and they spent their remaining time and money there.


It cured Franca of ever wanting to go abroad again, but she did feel that it gave her a certain understanding of those poor people who came to the village in the summer months. She could well understand how much they liked to sit down in a restaurant in Italy, and have a waiter put a clean white cloth on the table. Then he would uncork a bottle of good red wine and set a plate of lasagne al forno in front of them, and they’d think they’d died and gone to heaven, the poor deprived creatures!
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‘One of the most original and disturbing
writers since Jean Rhys.
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