



[image: Cover Image]









Perfect Light


Marcello Fois


Translated from the Italian by
Silvester Mazzarella


[image: image]







First published in the Italian language as Luce perfetta


By Giulio Einaudi editore s.p.a., Turin, in 2015


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by


MacLehose Press


An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2015 and 2016 Giulio Einaudi editore s.p.a., Torino


English translation copyright © 2020 by Silvester Mazzarella


The moral right of Marcello Fois to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Silvester Mazzarella asserts his moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


EBOOK ISBN 978 0 85705 676 4


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.maclehosepress.com




Also By Marcello Fois in English translation


The Advocate (2003)


Memory of the Abyss (2012)


Bloodlines (2014)


The Time in Between (2018)




to the Survivors




 


“You tell him


that, despite the fact that he has gone to live by


the sea, nothing is satisfactory and no-one can be saved . . .”


My mother, in a dream


I was expecting something to


happen, and my waiting for this was my expectation . . .


T. MALICK, “The Tree of Life”




Part IV


Even Later




Gozzano, January 1999


HOW SHE MANAGED TO REACH THE PRECISE PLACE WHERE she now found herself, Maddalena Pes would never have been able to say.


The morning before, carrying a small suitcase, she had caught the ferry from Porto Torres to Genoa. That had meant getting up before dawn to reach the port in a hired car, then waiting all day to board the ship in the evening. Alarmingly, during those dead hours, she had even been tempted to give up. But she was a woman who had been forced to learn tenacity. She had known far worse periods of waiting during the course of her forty years. After the ferry she had caught a train from Genoa to Torino, an unprecedented experience for a woman who had never travelled anywhere by train in her native Barbagia. Then finally, by means of a local train from Torino and a coach, she had reached Gozzano, a place whose address she had learned to write down perfectly and which turned out to be quite a small building of fairly recent construction. To be honest, it had the atmosphere of a clinic. Or a school for priests. Or a seminary, which is what it was. In fact, the whole village seemed to hint at honest sobriety. A cold compassion perfectly in tune with the freezing weather gripping it. January was showing its fangs, and Maddalena Pes realised she had not dressed warmly enough. Sighing, she pressed the doorbell a couple of times. A lock snapped back and the front door opened.


The deserted corridor inside was dominated by the smell of the kind of floor-wax dear to ecclesiastical housekeepers. Its walls featured a few naively creepy images, a few posters advertising missions, and shelves decorated with little vases and doilies in the childish style sometimes favoured by nuns and elderly women when chance throws them into contact with all-male communities.


Taking a few steps forward, Maddalena passed one closed door on her right, then another. Before she could reach the third it opened, and a tall man dressed in grey came out. He looked no older than twenty-five, and when he saw her he gave a smile of enthusiasm seemingly unrelated to her presence.


“You must be Luigi Ippolito’s mother,” he said. “We’ve been expecting you.” Maddalena nodded. “Let me,” he continued, reaching with nervous politeness for her suitcase. Maddalena did not resist; she was tired and cold, even though the building was warm inside. “Luigi Ippolito is busy at the moment with the boys, but he’ll be here in a moment.” The young man had the condescending good manners of someone impatient to get back to whatever he had been doing before he was interrupted.


Maddalena forced a smile. The man did not respond, but led her into a modest room furnished with bulging brown leather armchairs, their back rests decorated at shoulder height with coarse pieces of multicoloured cloth crocheted from woollen scraps. He put her suitcase down on a chair and straightened up almost as if expecting a tip. Glancing at his wristwatch, he repeated, “He’ll be here in a moment,” then stood to attention with his hands crossed over his bottom as if to make clear that he knew it was his duty to escort and guard her until her son arrived.


“We’ve heard what happened,” he murmured as they waited. “Such things are not good, but the Lord helps us to get over them.”


Maddalena studied him carefully for the first ime: he was a very tall youth, well built and well groomed. “And what have you heard?” she asked sharply.


The man stammered a reply: “Luigi Ippolito has told us about his father . . . yes indeed . . . about the accident . . .”


“Are you a priest?”


“A novice. Still some way to go . . . If Christ accepts me, I’ll be a priest soon. People think we decide these things for ourselves, but the decision is entirely His.”


“You mean Christ’s?” Maddalena added, to be quite sure she had not misunderstood.


“I mean Christ’s,” the novice confirmed.


This was followed by a silence filled with noises. It was only then that Maddalena noticed that the room was just what the late-lamented Marianna Chironi might have called an “eating area” rather than a drawing room, kitchen, studio or antechamber. In fact, it was a room that only existed in terms of what it was not. Where Maddalena came from most things now thought of as modern had come into houses via the “eating area”, which was the main reason why old and once precious pieces of furniture had been sold off cheaply or chopped up for firewood. Such “eating areas” would feature an ancient television set that was never turned on, and be decorated with scraps of cloth similar to those on the armchairs in this room, though this one was smaller, and also contained a little vase with a couple of artificial carnations.


After waiting for several minutes during which nothing happened, Maddalena decided to sit down. She chose a plain chair rather than one of the armchairs. The man hinted at a smile, as if approving of her decision to be comfortable.


“So Luigi Ippolito has told you about the accident,” Maddalena said unexpectedly.


Shot out like this, her statement was almost an accusation. “It’s impossible not to realise how much it has affected him; there are times when no words are needed,” the novice mumbled.


“I can well believe it.” Maddalena allowed herself a touch of sarcasm.


“Luigi Ippolito has done a lot of praying,” the young man assured her.


“Of course, that’s only to be expected. I mean, that’s what you are here for, isn’t it?”


The novice stiffened. “Yes, exactly. Here we pray,” he answered as if avoiding compliments in order to respond to a challenge. “Sometimes we also pray for those who do not pray themselves,” he added.


Maddalena looked at his perfectly shaved face and impeccably cut hair, his autumn-green eyes, high cheekbones and slender neck. “You’re a good-looking man,” she said aloud, not quite able to hide the fact that what she meant was “too handsome to restrict yourself to a life of chastity”. Just as the clients of some prostitutes can’t help saying “you’re too beautiful to live this kind of life”.


The man opened his arms as if to stress that he had implied nothing of the kind, and changed the subject. “Luigi Ippolito should not be much longer.”


Nor was he. The boy arrived slightly out of breath and took a step or two towards his mother without indicating in any way that he expected her to embrace or hug him. She took his face in her hands, pulling him against her breast and kissing him on the forehead. The novice hurried out so as to leave them alone.


“So you’ve met Alessandro,” her son said, using this as a pretext to disengage himself from his mother’s arms.


Maddalena made a non-committal gesture. “You’re looking well,” she observed with ill-concealed disappointment, as if she had expected to find him injured or emaciated.


“I am well, in fact.”


Maddalena reflected that apart from the fact that he was the shorter by a few centimetres, he could have passed for a clone of the novice whom she now knew was called Alessandro.


“With your hair cut and a little extra weight, you’re certainly looking well,” she confirmed.


Her son nodded.


The ugly room, the multicoloured doilies, the calendars with pictures of dogs and cats, the armchairs like plump Phoenician beauties, and even the little vase with its plastic carnations, seemed to be spying on them.


“They all say you look as if you’re my sister,” Luigi Ippolito said eventually to break the silence.


“How do you mean ‘They all say’?” Maddalena was surprised to have been noticed, since she had not seen anyone, apart from the young man who had received her.


“All the others,” her son explained, as if that were an adequate answer.


“I’ve seen no-one.” A touch of irritation was creeping into Maddalena’s voice. She did not like situations where she was not in complete control.


“But they’ve seen you,” Luigi Ippolito concluded as though that was the only thing that needed to be said.


“Must we stay in here?” Maddalena asked. “I’d like to see your room. Where you live, I mean.”


What she meant was quite clear to Luigi Ippolito. “It’s nothing much,” he said evasively.


“But all the same,” she insisted drily, as she always did when she felt a need to remind her son that although he may well have been sent into the world deliberately to antagonise her, she had no intention of accepting this.


“I have a single bed, a desk, and a wardrobe,” he said, doing his best to make the list sound banal and tedious. “What do you want to see?”


“A single bed, a desk, and a wardrobe,” she repeated pedantically, trying to echo the exact tone of his voice.


He changed the subject abruptly. “I thought I’d take you out to supper.”


“Is that allowed?” Her mockery was palpable.


Luigi Ippolito refused to be drawn. “We can go out.”


“But you won’t show me your room. What’s this room we’re in now, anyway; a special place for interviewing visitors?” She swept her arm round as if to include the whole of it.


“I’ve never thought about that,” Luigi Ippolito admitted, also looking around. “I’ve hardly ever been in here before, to tell you the truth.”


“You mean you’ve not had many visitors.”


“What I said is exactly what I wanted to say, Mamma.” Judging by the way Luigi Ippolito pursed his lips, Maddalena’s own approach of pre-empting people before backing off was beginning to bear fruit. It was something he had done ever since he had been small, pursing his lips like that when he wanted to stay in control. Every time he had to deal with being denied or criticised. Every time anything was not going the way he wanted. He had been a difficult child.


“I’m not stayjng in this room,” Maddalena said. “You were going to take me out to supper, remember?”


“Yes.” Luigi Ippolito’s expression had the same immobility as the ferocious January weather biting the mountains to pieces almost as if they had been nothing more substantial than slivers of chocolate.


“I must stop by the guest house first . . .” she said. It had grown dark outside. An inscrutable gloom, foreign and hostile. “I feel I’m being a burden to you,” she confided, after a short pause.


Luigi Ippolito came up with a smile that made things worse rather than better, but remained silent.


“Have you nothing to say?” Maddalena asked, as if longing for him to contradict her.


“What is there to say? As Babbo used to put it: ‘a paragulas maccas uricras surdas’.” Luigi Ippolito’s Sardinian was carefully nit-picking, as if to tease.


“You’ve always been the best at ‘deaf ears’, but I win when it comes to ‘silly words’.”


“I didn’t mean that seriously,” Luigi Ippolito felt he had been too harsh. “Can’t you take a joke anymore?”


“No, no, for goodness sake . . .” Maddalena buttoned up her coat ready to go out.


Luigi Ippolito preceded her into the passage, and just before reaching the front door grabbed a padded blue jacket from a coat-hanger.


The cold took no more than a few seconds to swallow them up. And it wasn’t six o’clock yet. When they passed the guest house, Maddalena dropped her suitcase off and the landlady lent her a woollen scarf.


*


“Are you hungry?” Luigi Ippolito asked when they were finally sitting opposite one another at a table for two at the trattoria which, perhaps not entirely by chance, had been called Osteria del Prete or “the Priest’s Inn”. He said in an encouraging voice, “The food they do here is simple but good. What would you like?”


Maddalena tried not to show that she never liked eating out. She was a woman who had always considered eating on a par with washing, something extremely personal. Even so she could not help smiling when she remembered the many times her husband had tried to take her out to lunch or dinner. “No-one but you could ever have got me into a restaurant.”


“Restaurant’s a big word. But the food’s excellent and the prices are reasonable.”


“And the prices are?” She couldn’t resist teasing him a bit.


“Reasonable.” It took him a moment to realise his mother was making fun of him.


They both laughed. Like the time many years before when they had played a trick on his grandfather Giuseppe, whom everyone called Peppino. Luigi Ippolito had had to pretend he’d been abandoned at home on his own . . . How they’d laughed to see how fast the old man ran to his grandson despite the fact he never stopped complaining how much his bones ached . . . What fun to see him run so clumsily though rather dangerously, like an enormous irritated boar. Which reminded them that for a short time mother and son had been partners in crime. But it also forced them to remember how quickly that complicity had come to an end.


The Osteria del Prete served chestnut puddings and Luigi Ippolito knew how much his mother liked such things: that was why he had taken her there. And why he had made her walk so far despite the cold. It gave Maddalena the chance to try the best marrons glacés she had ever tasted. Sometimes choosing a particular eating place can mean a lot.


“You do know I wanted to come back, don’t you? For the funeral, I mean.” It became clear that Luigi Ippolito had been waiting to say this from the moment he had seen his mother.


“But you didn’t come,” she observed, wiping a smudge of marron glacé from the corner of her mouth. She could expect anything from this creature who had started life inside her body but now seemed intent on stressing every possible difference between them. Children may term this progress even if their mothers, privately, call it desertion.


“No, I know I didn’t. When it came to the point, I didn’t feel up to it.” It was suddenly clear to both that the “love” they had once had for each other had been transformed into a battle for advantage. So while Luigi Ippolito was still trying to seem like someone who had no need for self-justification, he remembered a time when his father Domenico had said: “You are utterly without pity.” Which he had said as if talking to an adult rather than to a child of nine. Luigi Ippolito was indeed pitiless, there was no doubt about that, because if he had ever felt compassion he would never have been able to cope with what was currently happening to him.


“Yes, of course, that’s obvious . . .” his mother interrupted, having been aware of every one of his thoughts.


“. . . I had planned everything . . . But you know what they say here?”


“No, what do they say?”


“That if you want to make Our Lord laugh, tell him your plans.”


*


Maddalena had wanted a miracle from her son. She had specifically asked him to stop being so hostile to her. And even if she thought she was aware of the origin of that hostility, she pretended that, just as children cannot choose their parents, it is no less true that parents cannot choose their children. She had clear in her mind the exact moment when she had understood, beyond any possibility of doubt, that life with Luigi Ippolito would be a constant battle. Her long labour when she gave birth to him had influenced this belief, because it had taken twelve hours from the moment her waters broke to his birth. Twelve hours of bitter struggle like a violent negotiation between mutually hostile states, full of threats and modifications and mixed with blackmail and second thoughts thrown in. And when the creature finally emerged and Maddalena was forced to look at him, everything became clear to his mother. He had turned on her a terrible gaze of profound malice, and defying every instinct, had clamped his mouth shut against her nipple. The birth of Luigi Ippolito had inflicted labour on her in the fullest sense of the word. And she had had to admit, in relation to him, that deep down inside her, from that moment every single word had carried its full meaning.


“Aren’t you even going to ask me why I’ve come all this way to see you?” she asked as they made their way back to the guest house. Through some twist of climate, now that night had fallen it seemed less cold.


“I knew all I needed to do was wait,” Luigi Ippolito answered.


“I gave it a lot of thought after the death of . . . Domenico.” She could not help laughing, because instead of saying “your father” she had heard herself opt at the last moment for “Domenico”.


This did not escape her son. “Babbo,” he corrected. Maddalena waited for him to go on. “You had to think hard about that . . .”


Maddalena nodded. “But you, haven’t you ever wondered why you were called Luigi Ippolito?” she asked point-blank.


He hesitated for a second. “After our close friends, the Chironi family,” he ventured.


“Of course,” Maddalena said.


“But what has that got to do with it?”


The lights of the village were flickering in the rocky darkness of the valley.


Maddalena pulled the woollen scarf more tightly round her neck. They were walking the deserted streets with their arms entwined like young lovers. The mother in her thin clothing and borrowed scarf, the son in his immaculate and ample blue-grey suit.


“Naturally, as a future priest, it’s understandable you attach importance to appearances,” she threw in, letting her previous remark take its course.


“The Order pays less attention to appearances than you did with me, Mamma. From that point of view, as far as I’m concerned little or nothing has changed.” Luigi Ippolito’s answer seemed affectionate, if distant.


This detachment was painful to Maddalena. “Surely it’s not my fault?” she asked.


Luigi Ippolito, who perfectly understood this apparently obscure question, stood still and looked her in the eye. “You will be the first person from whom I have ever had to ask forgiveness.”


They began walking again.


“At the funeral everyone asked me about you, you know how it is in Núoro . . . Some people even wondered if there had been any problem between us.”


“Naturally, that’s the way they are.” Luigi Ippolito was careful not to miss the turning for the guest house. “I hope you took no notice of them, explaining too much is as bad as saying nothing at all.”


“Well, dear, you know how I am . . . I did say something.”


“The only thing that matters to me is that you should understand why I didn’t come. I prayed for you to understand!”


Maddalena shrugged. A way of lying without necessarily telling a lie. A way of saying that she understood only in the sense that she was his mother, that she was the person who had loved him, and that she loved him even more now that he was out in the world. She knew she had become a mother too soon, but she also knew that being so young had given her more time to hope this runaway son would come back to her.


“Come in for a moment. There’s something I’d like to show you,” she said when they reached the guest house door.


Luigi Ippolito swallowed a mouthful of frozen air and shook his head. “Tomorrow. You need a rest. We both do,” he answered as though speaking to one of the boys in his care at the seminary.


Maddalena realised she could not bridge the gulf his simple, almost subdued, refusal had provoked between them. “Tomorrow will do just as well,” she conceded, taking care not to seem in any way disappointed. “Come and find me here.”


“It’s very beautiful round here,” he said. “I’ll come and get you at midday, I’ve promised the Father Rector to bring you to lunch with us at about one o’clock, so you can show me anything you like then.”


“I don’t want to waste your time.”


“Of course you won’t be wasting my time, what do you mean?” he protested but without force, as though just mimicking words for the sake of it.


“I understand,” she said, suddenly brisk. “So everything’s alright then?”


“Everything’s fine,” his mother confirmed, as she always did when she was irritated and wanted to conceal it. “I’ll go in now,” she said, taking a step towards her son. Luigi Ippolito, surprised by what he imagined to be an attempted embrace, instinctively pulled back. Maddalena changed her aborted embrace into a clumsy farewell, as if taking her leave of someone who had boarded an already moving train.


Luigi Ippolito waited until she had vanished up the first flight of stairs. Then he turned towards the seminary.


*


The night had become pungent, its frosty acidity drying his palate. He had faced up to what remained unsaid and outdone himself. He realised he was sweating, and throughout the evening he had been unable to relax his shoulders. “Control”, he muttered to himself, exactly like it had been when as a child he had been aware of how difficult it was to work out if you chose or were chosen. Without being conscious of it at the time, he had told himself back then: “Control, control . . .” followed by “Here I am, if you want me take me.” His mother’s presence had reminded him how much strength he had needed to master that kind of tenacious flexibility. The sounds of the world, echoing round the mountains, were tense arches in his temples, chirping like a machine in action, like the clicks of well-oiled springs; there was nothing silent about the night though nothing seemed to be moving. The frost was merely a crystal bell on an old decorated clock. It was not a time for him to fall back into a whirlpool of reproaches, but to accept his own savage destiny. “You are utterly without pity,” his father had said.


“I have never had any time for compassion. For as long as I can remember. I believe that everything that I am, everything that I have become, derives from one absolute truth: which is that I have absolutely always avoided compassion. In relation to my parents, but also in relation to myself. Beyond that there’s not much to be said: I cultivate doubt, but not much, though I don’t let it be seen, within the mud of my obsessions. For example, my obsession with kindness, and the idea that in the last resort kindness does more for the person who exercises it than for the person who receives it. Is not kindness actually a form of pride? If it had been an ordinary feeling why would the Saints have invented it? In any case, what are the Saints if not simply professionals or champions, those so proud in their exercise of altruism that they are even capable of self-destruction, and thus of raising themselves through the altars up to the highest point in the sky. And what pity did He ever have when He abandoned me to my delirium? I was, perhaps, nine or ten years old, and I remember a maddening sky, and everywhere the stunning scent of prickly broom. What pity when I suddenly found myself at the centre of the whirlwind, a vortex like those described in the hagiographies every time the divine reveals Himself? Oh, I was innocent, so I opened my arms to offer my soft flesh to the downward slashing blade.”


Luigi Ippolito repeated these words as he bent down towards the pavement under his feet, as if talking to himself with head bowed like this signified surrendering to all the evidence, attempting an ultimate exercise in humiliation to cure the huge pride that had afflicted him only eleven years before, when he had explained to his parents what had happened to him, or what he thought had happened to him.


That day, at home, seated at table, he had heard himself speak in a language unfamiliar to him, and as if inspired by the very flame of Pentecost, he had dutifully described particular things he should not have known. He had spoken about himself, the sky, the smell, the slashing blade. At that midday meal every sound had been interrupted: the rhythmic throb of the pan, the drip of the tap, the chirping of cicadas, his mother’s breathing.


His father for a long time had not said a word, waiting for him to finish; then finally, “You are utterly without pity.”


*


In the cosy intestine of corridor that led to his own room he seemed to feel better. For no particular reason, the invasive smell of boiled cabbage from the refectory made him happy. Once in his room he threw himself on his bed without undressing or even taking off his shoes. Like a dead man ready for burial.


Next morning he made his way to the guest house at ten minutes to twelve. It was a beautiful day, glazed and pure. Nothing seemed to have been left to chance: points and sharp edges, roofs and aerials, gutters and chimney pots, the tops of fir-trees and whitened peaks. The scene was like a Flemish painting, its crisp edges dominating every possible roundness. And the compact turquoise of the sky seemed to contain no sunlight to fade it or the flight of any bird to stain it.


But when Luigi Ippolito reached the guest house he found Maddalena had departed by bus a few hours earlier for Torino. She had left a packet for the landlady to give to him as soon as he appeared, and this the old woman was careful to do. He accepted the bulky envelope as though it might be dangerous, and holding it tightly to his chest, hurried back to the seminary. Once in his room, he opened the package to find a collection of pages, some handwritten and others typed.




Part I


Before




THE ANCIENT OF DAYS


Núoro, February 1979


ONLY A MOMENT AFTERWARDS, IT ALL SEEMED TO HAVE been absolutely impossible. Cristian fell back on the bed as if, far from slowing him down, his orgasm had given him renewed energy. Maddalena watched him reach for the underpants he had flung on the carpet and step into them as if the only thing that now interested him was no longer to be naked. In fact, with his underclothes on, he seemed calmer.


“We can’t do this to him,” Cristian said suddenly.


“What a shame you only think of such things afterwards and never before,” she remarked calmly.


“Domenico’s my brother. It’s not right.”


Then they fell silent; Maddalena realised how much Cristian needed her. She knew he was trying to make up his mind whether to get up and escape or whether to stay, but he ended up doing nothing. Maddalena liked him weak and vulnerable like this, a snake that had just shed its skin. He sat down on the bed with his back to her. His skin was the colour of well-baked clay, a small mole prominent just below the broad nape of his neck. She knew every millimetre of his skin, because what she felt for him was not just attraction or love, but hunger. If after that secret afternoon, when the naked trees outside the windows were slashed with grey, they had asked her what she felt for Cristian, she would have immediately said hunger. And what did she feel for the other young man? For Domenico? Affection. Affection is what she would have said.


“Then go and talk to your brother,” Maddalena said, reaching out to stroke his back.


He shuddered, but carefully pulled himself away. “And what shall I say to him? What shall I say to him? Everything’s been planned, you know that as well as I do.”


Maddalena nodded, in no way concerned that he had his back to her and could not see her. “The fact is,” she burst out, “you don’t want me to speak to him, and you don’t want to do it yourself either. But which would be better?”


“That’s not easy.” He decided to state a foregone conclusion. “Domenico loves you . . .”


“I know. Of course, Domenico and I have loved each other, but it’s different now . . . isn’t it?”


Cristian put his head in his hands. “Maddalé,” he said after a brief pause. “If something like this had happened to me . . .” He didn’t finish the sentence.


She cut in.“Well, let’s leave things as they are, then.”


“That’s not what I was trying to say.” Cristian was confused. “I just mean, it’s all been arranged now, the engagement party and everything . . . what can we possibly do?”


“We have to talk to him, that’s what we can do.” Maddalena was firm. She got to her feet and went over to the window. Beyond the misted glass a vicious winter was honing its blade, but in the corner of her eye Cristian’s bare back, strong and compact like the leather cuirass of a legionary of long ago, was heaving as rhythmically as a pair of bellows.


If only he could recapture his innocence, but that had already been lost before the first time he touched her. There had been no innocence since the first moment he even imagined he might touch her. “Right, I’ll speak to him then.” Cristian addressed the floor. “I’ll have a word with him before he leaves for Carrara.”


“Will you?” Maddalena turned back to face him.


“Yes, really,” Cristian confirmed. “There’s a consignment of marble we have to order for one of the yards . . . I’ll speak to him before that.”


“And what must I do?”


“Just wait a few days,” Cristian answered, turning, “then we’ll see.” He wished he had the strength to push her hand away or at least restrain it; she had begun stroking his chest, but he realised he could not do it. No part of his own body had seemed so right once he had learned to see himself with her eyes. His slightly prominent breast-bone – “like a ship’s keel”, the paediatrician had said long ago; the little oasis of reddish down in the middle of his chest, the slight adolescent bulge of his belly, and the deep navel like a tiny crater in karst stone. If all this appealed to Maddalena, and she swore it did, then it must be absolutely right. Sometimes it seemed to him that love must be no more than being completely aware of oneself, a feeling he had never before experienced, even when he had previously imagined himself to be in love. Beautiful. But the prospect of talking to Domenico and telling him what had happened and was still happening between him and the woman who was about to become Domenico’s official fiancée – this disturbed the serenity he believed he deserved, now that he was finally able to feel utterly beautiful and perfect.


*


It is not easy to say how long a previously unexpressed passion needs to brood before it takes over completely. Cristian and Maddalena felt they had known each other for ever, and most likely something would eventually have developed between them now that they were no longer teenagers. Though coming from a fairly prosperous family, Cristian had never known his father, and at the age of eighteen had also lost his mother Cecilia, cut down by a terminal illness. Just when a mutual attraction might first have become reality between him and Maddalena, he had had to cope with the slow and painful dying of his mother, while Maddalena had simultaneously been subjected to the persistent courtship of Domenico Guiso, two years his senior.


*


Everyone assumed that Cristian and Domenico were related, but in fact this was not the case, even though Cristian addressed Domenico’s father Giovannimaria as “Uncle Mimmíu”. Their families had been connected since 1943 when Cristian’s father Vincenzo Chironi had first arrived in Sardinia from Friuli. In fact, Mimmíu had been Vincenzo’s first and most important friend in Núoro. On Christmas Eve 1959, the day Vincenzo killed himself, it had been Mimmíu who found him hanging in his office. Vincenzo Chironi had decided of his own accord to say goodbye to the world without giving any reason for doing so. And without knowing that his wife Cecilia was pregnant.


An unhappy family, the Chironis, but for Mimmíu they had been closer than relatives. When his own son Domenico had been born, in 1958, he had wanted the Chironis to baptise him. Even if, in his heart, he had known this was making an unfair demand on them as well as doing them an honour. In fact, till then, despite repeated efforts Vincenzo and Cecilia had not succeeded in producing a surviving child of their own. But fortune, with her inevitable irony, had thought good to arrange for the birth of this latest Chironi, Cristian, exactly nine months after the burial of his father Vincenzo. This was how Mimmíu had come to be accepted as Cristian’s “uncle” and Domenico as his “brother”. From a genetic point of view this may have made no sense, but in practice it was enough to influence an entire life.


*


After Vincenzo’s death, his Chironi heirs Cristian, Cecilia and the elderly Marianna, had made an agreement with Mimmíu Guiso for the administration of their inheritance. As an associate of the family firm, Mimmíu had been entrusted with the task of keeping this inheritance intact for the next generation. The arrangement suited both sides since it enabled the Guiso family to expand their range of business interests at no cost to themselves, while the Chironi family were able to entrust the care of their property to a virtual relative.


However, before signing any power of attorney, Marianna had taken the trouble to study every single line of what was in fact a very complicated document. She had been born into a world where the ownership of wealth encouraged suspicion rather than trust. So taking nothing on trust, she had insisted on having time to go through every single paragraph and footnote of the document. So much so, that Mimmíu took offence. But having buried most, if not quite all, of her own family, Marianna was unmoved by the suspicions of other people. During the course of her life she had seen hopes rise and be swept away, only to be born again, and then finally come to a definite end. It would take something stronger than suspicion and resentment to shake her. So she reminded Cristian that he was a Chironi, at the same time pointing out to Mimmíu that to be a Chironi was one thing, and to be a Guiso something quite other. So, irrespective of whether she was literate or illiterate, she had explained to the notary that while she believed that the agreement was no doubt on the whole correct, she must nevertheless, as a duty to the Chironi interest, take infinite time and trouble to study every single detail of it for herself. And Mimmíu had spread his arms wide, as if to say that what has been born fish can never turn into red meat.


*


Meanwhile Cristian and Domenico developed a stronger form of brotherhood than many real brothers. They were two years apart in age and differed in appearance. Cristian was tall and slim, Domenico solid and heavily built. One was fair, as occurred intermittently in the Chironi family, while the other had exceptionally dark hair and eyes: “píchidu”, as they called it in Núoro.


When Domenico aged six started the first year at elementary school, both boys wept because it seemed to mark the end of their joint life together. But Cristian’s mother Cecilia knew her son well and did her best to explain to him that all he needed was to grow a little older because, in life, the older you get, the less time you need to spend waiting for things. And she even added that one day he would miss those long periods of waiting that were currently tormenting him. Cecilia certainly did not expect her son to believe what she was telling him. In fact, some years later, in her private room at the Cagliari oncology hospital, where Cristian seemed more impressed by the novelty of the colour television than by the condition of his terminally ill mother, he – by then eighteen years old – found he had to admit that this extremely simple concept had revealed itself to be as obvious as it actually was. Because at that moment, when he was faced with a television screen showing a documentary about a Caravaggio painting in the Cappella Contarelli in Rome, the two years he had spent waiting for the results of his mother’s transfusions and chemotherapy seemed to have flown by in a moment. It was only later, when he looked back, that those two years seemed to have lasted an infinity. It was as if he had reached the age of eighteen without being able to wait a single moment, with the genetic urgency of a cat so desperate with hunger that it is forced to hunt its prey at all costs while wondering why.


*


This was where Maddalena came into the story. Cristian had always been attracted to her, but so had Domenico. And until she appeared, the two had always shared everything. Now, by accident, they had both become interested in the same girl. Both were bright enough (one now fifteen years old and the other seventeen) to understand that the rhetoric of male friendship is always shattered by the arrival of a woman, when real life is supplanted by drama. It so happened that Domenico was the first to declare his interest and, so far as could be seen, the girl did not respond negatively. So things moved forward with what, to Maddalena, seemed not so much timidity as simply a lack of conviction. This generated the sort of vague, smoky evaporation that wine-makers call the “angels’ share”, that is to say the two or at most three per cent of the product that escapes as fumes during fermentation. In any case, Domenico never said anything to Cristian about his interest in Maddalena and how it was progressing.


In age Maddalena was exactly half way between the two boys, being a year younger than Domenico and a year older than Cristian. And the latter, despite himself, could stand on his own two feet. He was becoming a man who had little need of small talk. One of those men who particularly intuitive women feel they are talking to even when they are silent – and Maddalena was one such woman. Cristian had inherited his rough complexion from his father, and from his mother Cecilia the indefinable colour of his eyes, somewhere between grey and green. But, his aunt Marianna claimed that his amber-coloured hair and downy skin came from his great-uncle Gavino, brother of his grandfather Luigi Ippolito. Cristian was a Chironi who had turned out particularly well. And, unaware that Domenico had declared his love for her, Cristian was the first to ask Maddalena for a serious assignation.


We can never know another person really well until we are able to compare them with ourselves. And that afternoon, not long before he reached the age of sixteen, Cristian realised he would be capable of lying to Domenico. Because when he claimed he had to do some revision before the end-of-term exams, Cristian had omitted to tell Domenico that that very morning, in one of the school corridors just before the end of break and with exquisite serendipity, he had asked Maddalena to meet him after school that afternoon, and she, worrying about not being late for class when he spoke to her, had simply said yes.


So instead of going home he had hidden in a corner of the little overgrown garden behind the school, where she had joined him on the bench exactly on time without seeking to claim any advantage by being a little late.


Sitting down beside him, she had stared at a small plane tree which was clearly struggling for lack of water. She found herself saying someone ought to care for those plants. And Cristian agreed that it was disgraceful that a public garden should be so badly kept.


Then for a time they said nothing more, neither feeling any need to speak. Then it occurred to Cristian to squeeze her hand, and when he did this she did not object. She asked him how much time he had and he said there was no hurry. So they sat there, hand in hand, until Cristian leaned forward to kiss her. But Maddalena drew back, pointing upwards to show it was getting late and that this was not the right time and place for such a thing. A crow cawed above them and the air was full of the smell of cut grass. The few clouds shading the sky were like a tulle veil and a scattering of dead leaves and bits of paper were blowing about near the ground in the wistful atmosphere of late autumn.


Then, without warning or drama, just like when she had sat down, Maddalena got up, turned to look him in the eyes and promised that the next day, at the very same time and place, she would kiss him.


Cristian felt unbearably stressed by the suspense of having to wait so long, and after Maddalena had disappeared beyond the dusty box hedge he could not bring himself to stand up from the bench. As if frozen to the spot, he became aware that evening was not touching the earth delicately or lightly, as people said, but was slithering roughly down like a rush of fluid. He told himself what he was witnessing was not so much an extinction of light as a huge outpouring of darkness. And that the only purpose of this revelation was to force him to accept that evening was falling rather than rising. So he waited for the lamps in the street beyond the forlorn garden to spread the ground with yellow beams before getting up to make his way home.


*


Going into the house, he was aware that something had happened. Aunt Marianna caught up with him in the antechamber so she could be the first to give him the bad news that his mother had been taken ill at work. She had come home, but this had not helped her to feel any better, so she had phoned Marianna to come to her before calling the doctor. And so it had been; Marianna had run across the road like a young girl, despite the fact that she was now over seventy. It had been inscribed in her genes that she must always carry tragedy on her shoulders, and if she had outlived so many others it was precisely because this curse had been laid on her. Cristian ran straight to his mother’s bedroom but did not find her there. Marianna explained that Doctor Marletta had had her taken immediately to the San Francesco Hospital. Something very bad was feared, because in all probability Cecilia had suffered an intestinal blockage, and needed an immediate operation to find out what was wrong.


That same night, her stitches still fresh, she had been transferred from Núoro to the oncology hospital in Cagliari, for the first of a series of admissions that would continue for two years until her death.


The next day, at the arranged time, Maddalena waited for Cristian on the bench in the school garden, but he did not come.


The whole of the next week he was off school. So, without realising why, Domenico was able to profit from his head start and assume that since Maddalena had never said “no” in response to his clumsy declaration of love, she must have actually meant “yes”. Their relationship had barely begun, and there was nothing whatever for them to learn about each other except how quickly melancholy and disillusion can develop into something that can resemble strong feeling. To give oneself every chance by throwing oneself in at the deep end is the only true privilege of youth. Maddalena asked herself whether she could feel satisfied, and Domenico asked himself nothing at all. She never wondered what had happened to Cristian, being fully aware of the brotherly link between the two boys, and Domenico said nothing.


When Cristian reappeared in the school corridors wrapped in the mystery of his absence, he realised something had happened while he had been away. It was as if twenty years had passed rather than a mere week. But how can such a disruption compare to the beat of a heart full of new excitement?


At home that evening, learning that his “Aunt Cecilia” was ill, Domenico felt able to confide in Cristian that he had kissed Maddalena. Just that. It follows that one who trusts himself to be guided by the blind will necessarily fall into the ditch, just as remaining silent can mean the same as not intervening in a disturbing course of events.


So bewildering was this, in fact, that Maddalena, having previously sworn that there could be no comparison between Cristian and Domenico and intending to favour the first, now began to notice subtle nuances and fascinating little details in the second.


It was many months before she knew why Cristian never appeared in the garden that second evening when she had waited for him in vain. Then she called herself stupid, telling herself that there must be some way in which she could retrace her tracks. But even if she had been capable of it, Cristian would never have dreamed of inflicting such pain on his dear “brother”.


So all three remained tied down by things that had not been said.


Until 1978, when Cecilia died, and Cristian and Maddalena were finally forced to account to each other for everything left unspoken during the previous two years.


The grief of a mother still young, forced to leave her son at the mercy of destiny when he had already lost his father, was terrible. It had the full force of a visceral drama, entirely a matter of the flesh, with no opportunity for rational thinking. Nothing made any sense faced with Cecilia’s coffin. Even her beauty, serene in death, seemed meaningless.


When Domenico sobbed, everyone assumed he was at last able to shed tears he had suppressed when his own mother had died when he was not yet four years old, while Mimmíu now clenched his jaw so fiercely that he was afraid he would break his teeth.


Beside them, Cristian was staring straight ahead as if trying to grasp something that had escaped all the others.


A story relating to his family came back to Cristian’s mind whenever he had to cope with grief: the legend of how his great-grandmother Mercede had never seen the sea until her sons decided to take her there. And how, faced with the wonder of seeing the sea for the first time, she had lost control to the extent of reverting to childhood. This brought him peace because in some way it helped him to grasp such a feeling of anticipation and wonder, and also to understand how far every ending might be from its beginning. He knew that well, because not long before the death of his great-grandfather Michele Angelo, he had himself as a child experienced the same wonder, standing on thin legs at the edge of the sea with waves tickling his feet and ankles, in a light he could not describe, but which was precise with a precision shared by very few other moments. Solemn and peaceful.


Aware of this, Cristian believed it could not be wrong to die after suffering as much as Cecilia had suffered. Even though she was his mother.


Maddalena was standing to one side behind Domenico, as if to detach herself from the open grief all around her. The funeral was nearly over before she found the courage to reach for Cristian’s hand, and when she did so, without moving from her position behind him, he did nothing to discourage her touching him. But he felt a need to control a sudden devastating delirium. He imagined Maddalena close to him in his vision of himself as a child with his feet buried in wet sand up to his ankles. He had found her again and now he could turn to her, in silence, in front of the sea as it ebbed and flowed. In that perfect light.


They made love that night, without stopping to ask what night it was. Probably it was the very night when Cecilia was crossing the muddy ford to the underworld, naked because ordered to take off the clothes that Marianna had selected so carefully for her burial, and pale and bruised after two years of chemotherapy had made her skin so transparent as to emphasise the network of her veins, and trembling because she had been an unusually shy and modest person, something even death cannot change.


Cristian and Maddalena began meeting as secret lovers do, pretending in public that they had no intimate connection. So much so that Domenico was convinced there must be some sort of hostility between his girl and his brother, even if he could not explain why.


On reaching his eighteenth birthday, Cristian was able to sign the documents that confirmed his Chironi inheritance. No small matter, since he was sole heir to the Chironi estate. That is to say, to the business that had made balconies, grilles, gratings and the like, modelled in his great-grandfather Michele Angelo’s forge, as well as providing large quantities of iron for the foundations of buildings – not to mention the much newer fixtures in anodised aluminium produced by Cristian’s father Vincenzo that would play an important part in the construction of even newer buildings, all this created with the participation of the small but flourishing firm run by Mimmíu Guiso and his son Domenico.


The Chironi, so people said, had always fallen on their feet, because although it was their destiny to be permanently on the point of disaster, ultimate disaster never actually struck. When Vincenzo died so suddenly, for instance, everyone said that must be the end of the family. But it wasn’t the end at all, because Cecilia in the very act of burying her husband had discovered she was carrying his child.


So it was, in short, that Cristian signed his first official document just six days after his eighteenth birthday; when Domenico was twenty years old, Mimmíu sixty-one and Marianna seventy-seven.


*


The next event was the official announcement of the engagement of Domenico and Maddalena.


*


A soaking wet afternoon of rain, such as happens when the weather decides to turn nasty and no longer show any friendly expression. It is not easy to understand what involuntary action could have caused this, but the fact was, that was how it happened. From the air, from the sky, in the earth, in the very light itself, a subtle hostility transformed melancholy into anxiety. Of course, you could say it was no more than a tremor or spasm marking the changing of the seasons. But you could equally well have hoped that such change might have occurred more gently, without such an expression of ill will.


It was during that fearful afternoon, shaking rain off himself, that Domenico came into the kitchen from the Chironi courtyard, and greeted Marianna who had lit the fire and was huddling close to the hearth.


They exchanged conventional platitudes about the awfulness of the weather, the hostility of the season, and so on. Then when Cristian appeared in the kitchen, Domenico, in stark contrast to the weather outside, contradicted every meteorological trend of the moment by giving his usual beautiful smile. He announced that it had now happened, that his engagement to Maddalena Pes had now been confirmed, involving all the necessary agreements between families and everything. As was still the custom in that stubborn bastion of archaism, every member of the new extended family was required to approve the couple’s engagement.
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“His descriptive prose is lavish, powerfully evoking time and place. It’s as if nature is
possessed of a richness of expression that humans have yet to acquire” Independent





