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			Praise for The Rabbit Punch


			‘This beautifully restrained novel is built largely upon words exchanged between a father and his son. In paring back the elements, Missiroli says all there is to say about their ­­differences, their devotion to one another, the frailties they share. I entered instantly into their private language and the ­piercing clarity of these pages, utterly absorbed’


			Jhumpa Lahiri, author of Interpreter of Maladies


			‘For half a century the wintry charms of Rimini have been celebrated by the solitary voice of its most famous son, ­Federico Fellini. Now the arrival of Marco Missiroli has gifted us with a new perspective. Less dreamy and poetic, more embittered and down-to-earth – but equally hypnotic, and equally filled with unforgettable characters’


			Sandro Veronesi, internationally bestselling author of
The Hummingbird


			‘An intense, moving book – full of life, suspended between utter joy and pain, human errors and moments of pure redemption’


			Domenico Starnone, award-winning author of Tricks


		


	

		

		

About the Author


			Marco Missiroli’s first novel Senza Coda won the Campiello Opera Prima (the Italian equivalent of the Costa First Novel Award). ­Published to great acclaim, Devotion (previously entitled Fidelity) was a number one bestseller in Italy, was shortlisted for the Premio Strega (the Italian Booker) and was made into a hit Netflix limited series. Born in Rimini, on the Adriatic coast, Marco now lives in Milan.




			Geoffrey Brock is an American poet and translator. 
He is the author of three books of poems, the editor of The FSG Book of Twentieth-Century Italian Poetry, and the translator of books by Umberto Eco, Italo Calvino 
and Roberto Calasso, among others.
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			I live on what others don’t know about me.


			Peter Handke
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			June


			I’m at the supermarket when he calls. When I answer he clears his throat but doesn’t speak. I know he drives around at night in his Renault 5.


			I ask if he’s okay.


			‘Sorry to bother you,’ he says.


			‘Stop it.’


			He drags on his cigarette. ‘They pay you yet?’


			‘Not yet.’


			We’re quiet like when I was a kid and would watch him fixing a socket, the dresser in the kitchen, the back gutter. His fingers light.


			Then I tell him I’m coming to see him.


			‘Really?’


			‘It’s your birthday.’


			‘But how will you manage with work?’


			‘I’ll manage.’


			Five days later I arrive at his house in Rimini. The roller blinds are lowered and the garage door is wide open. He’s among the tomato plants in his fisherman’s cap.


			‘Hi,’ he says, rising from the earth, shiny with sweat. ‘Much traffic?’


			‘No, not much.’


			He comes up beside me and reaches for my bag; I pull it away. I follow him into the downstairs apartment but stop as soon as we enter. Then he realises I want to sleep upstairs.


			I raise the blinds in my old bedroom and the sun beats down on the dust and the shelf of Panini trading cards. Outside the window, the Renault 5 he has driven for twenty-seven years. One rim is dinged and the bumper is polished to a shine. It was Don Paolo who phoned me in Milan to warn me that he’s been staying out until dawn and something’s wrong.


			‘Wrong how?’


			‘Word at the bar is that he stops by at night with a scowl on his face. You know your dad.’


			‘Talk to him.’


			‘You talk to him, Sandro.’


			Later he comes in with pillowcases and the rest. We make the bed, shaking the sheet out like she used to. We’re slow and precise and as soon as we finish he leaves the room and heads to the kitchen.


			I hear him rummaging, clattering, crunching. When I look in he’s on his tiptoes on a chair browsing the ­­preserves. He’s developed a paunch. 


			He hops down, landing soft as a dragonfly, then goes to the stove and turns on the gas. Out of nowhere he whips out a match and the head flares: Nando the gunslinger.


			Later I make my rounds. I walk up Via Magellano towards the Ina Casa housing complex, its windows packed with people waiting for June to come. And coming it is, the season’s first outsiders bringing that acerbic cheer that those of us further from the beachfront find so tiresome. 


			

			It takes me until the park to shake Milan – it generally happens around the primary school or a little past, when I cut through the courtyard of the horseshoe building. My shoes loosen up and the North fades from my head as I reach the street that leads to Bar Zeta: I’ve come for the sea bream with the tuna-artichoke sauce. Someone says hello. Someone says: it’s Pagliarani’s son. 


			When I get home it’s roasting hot outside and he’s not in the kitchen. He’s in my room checking the window screen. He signals that it’s okay and goes out. He has cleaned up the nightstand, tidied the desk. My bag is still on the floor, the zip now a third of the way open.


			We eat at 7.30 sharp and before we sit down he asks whether I’ve turned out the lights. What lights? The lights in the rooms you were in. He has a thing about waste, which he used to also take out on her: it’s not like you’re the electric company’s wife, he’d say. 


			He stewed a local cockerel in a frying pan with ­potatoes, made a sauce with aubergine and squash flowers. He watches me suck the browned skin of the cockerel; he sucks it too.


			‘In Milan, you only eat frozen stuff.’


			‘Not true.’


			‘But you’ve got bags under your eyes.’


			‘And you’re Clark Gable?’


			Then he starts in again about the payments I’m ­expecting. He’s ready to help me out.


			‘I’m good and anyway they’re coming.’


			‘Still ten thousand eight?’


			‘Ten thousand four.’


			

			‘But how does that happen, at forty years of age.’ 


			‘I’m sorry I ever told you.’ 


			He snorts. ‘Sure you don’t need anything?’


			‘I’m good.’ 


			He pushes some crumbs around, cuts an aubergine stem and leaves it there. ‘You give up your steady job and look what happens.’ He springs to his feet and takes the wine from the sideboard, twists the cork out in one motion, rolls it between his fingers. ‘When we shut down Bar America, remember how I was always yelling?’


			‘I remember you were always pissed off.’


			‘Five years earlier I’d lent fourteen million lire to ­Roberti who wouldn’t pay me back and I needed it for the bar.’ He pushes the squash flowers towards me.


			‘What’s that got to do with my money?’


			‘It’s got to do with it because I never had the guts to go and take those fourteen million back. Do you think I was calling Roberti about that? Not a chance.’ He wipes his mouth. ‘I was sitting at the table balancing the books every night. You call these guys?’ 


			I nod. 


			He refills my wine. ‘One Bar America is enough, ­Sandrin.’ He lifts his glass. ‘Cheers.’ 


			But I know it’s not Bar America. It’s the crate of cardinal peaches. The trajectory that alters as he picks them with his father. He’s fifteen, about to enrol in the surveying school in Ravenna. 


			She’s the one I heard the story from. She told me as we climbed up to Verucchio, hand on her hip, her dancer calves out of tune with her mother body. She slowed to speak, winded: You, Muccio, choose the university you like and don’t be like Dad in the peach orchard in San Zaccaria.


			We paused to look out at the Marecchia Valley, beyond the city walls.


			You know, that big orchard in San Zaccaria? So your dad’s there with Grandpa Giuliano and he’s about to settle on his new school. He’s happy, he likes building sites, foundations, spirit levels and square metres – he thinks about that stuff even when he’s arranging peaches in crates.


			I was about to pass her and she grabbed on to my shirt, so I grabbed her arm and started to pull her, but instead she surged forward, pulling me.


			So, at some point in the orchard your dad picks up a crate heaped with peaches and gets your grandpa to help him load it on to the cart by the ditch. That’s where the road is, and just then Russi the engineer passes by. He greets your grandpa, your dad, asks how things are going, then notices the cardinals: those good? Your grandpa motions for him to try for himself, and Russi holds out a hand to catch one. But guess who throws him the peach over the ditch? Your dad. A beautiful toss. You know your dad, always throwing things with that perfect aim. Russi asks him if he wants to be a baseball player, then he takes a bite of the peach.  As he chews, he learns that your father wants to be a surveyor. Russi takes another bite and looks at your grandpa: surveyor is no good anymore, nowadays you need to be an electronics expert. Electronics expert? Electronics and telecommunications, there’s a school in Cesena, in Italy these days everybody’s a surveyor. Then he throws his pit into the ditch, waves goodbye and goes on his way. Your grandpa leans over the crate, arranging the peaches even though they’re already arranged.


			And then?


			We were about to finish the climb to Verucchio.


			Well, by then your dad had already bought the rulers and the squares and the graph paper. But after the cardinal peaches he threw all that away.


			We clear the table with the news on. He makes two instant coffees and adds milk. He hands me one and rubs his eyes. He has the chest of a swimmer and the hips of a girl. And that moustache. He wants to look like Volonté in A Fistful of Dollars but looks instead like D’Alema in parliament. He downs his heart pills and snatches up the briscola deck from the wicker basket. ‘Let’s play.’


			I sip my coffee. 


			‘We playing or not?’ He hacks up some phlegm to clear his voice.


			‘I’ve got stuff to do.’


			‘A quick game,’ he says, shuffling. He puts on his glasses, lights a cigarette and deals me the three cards.


			I wait to pick them up. I’m looking at him and he’s ­looking back.


			‘A quick one, Sandro, that’s it.’


			We play. On the third hand he takes my king of coins with his three of coins and his mouth widens like a frog’s. ‘Good times tonight,’ he sneers.


			‘And other nights not so much?’


			He snuffs his cigarette in the ashtray. ‘Yesterday they showed Scorsese, Goodfellas. Remember that scene with the waiter with the bandaged foot and Pesci’s shooting at him?’ He draws a card and adds it to the others in his hand. ‘And you, what do you do in the evenings?’


			I draw a card too, my fingertips dry. ‘I work, go out. Like that.’


			‘You still think about Giulia?’


			I take his knight of swords with my three.


			Electronics and telecommunications expert, ticket taker on seaside tour buses, railway worker, bartender, computer programmer for the railway. On his government ID he never chose to write: dancer.


			After briscola we go out on to the terrace and I smoke too. Here I make him play a game: where would you want to be if you were a million euros richer and fifty years younger.


			He sets his cigarette in the pot of geraniums and stands there sniffing the breeze from Ina Casa, which smells like the river. He answers at once: ‘With my dad, working in the field. Or at that dance hall in Milano Marittima, with your mum.’


			But you can tell already he’s back with his father before he died, hacking clods.


			‘And you?’


			‘Fifty years is tough.’


			‘Twenty-five.’


			I’m thinking I don’t want to go back to being fifteen: those freckles, and Rimini’s hard on shy kids. ‘I want to be in London, in a penthouse apartment, watching people down on the street.’


			‘And the million euros?’


			‘The penthouse apartment.’


			

			He gives me his squinty, puzzled look. He blows out smoke and blurts that there’s a problem with the rules of my game: ‘It makes no sense to ask what I would’ve bought fifty years ago with a million euros, which would have been a couple billion lire. It’s better to ask: where would you want to be and what would you want to buy now if you were fifty years younger and a million euros richer.’


			‘Okay, go.’ 


			He doesn’t answer. He leans out from the terrace and studies the blackbirds scrabbling in the street. It’s already summer at Ina Casa: loud voices from the balconies, playful shrieks from the courtyards. He’s not talking anymore, he’s smoking, his back to me. He always turns his back when he wants to be alone.


			‘Think about the million to spend now,’ I say, resting a hand between his shoulder blades before going off to my room.


			I turn on my computer. On the desk, the gooseneck lamp, old invoices, the box with my graduation-gift fountain pen. I uncap it, write in my diary to call the bank back about the line of credit, and then get down to work.


			Forty minutes later, the Renault 5 starts up and drives off.


			He took her paintings down. Her evening gowns are still here, and her shoes. And the safe, behind the last two ­­volumes of the Fabbri encyclopaedia.


			I unpack my bag: four T-shirts, a cotton sweater, two button-downs, a pair of sandals, three pairs of trousers. 
I zip it shut and arrange everything in my wardrobe. Nagged by the thought that he may have done what he did when I was a teenager: rifled through my book bags, the pockets of my clothes. Looking for evidence to confirm his ­suspicions. 


			It’s past midnight when I stop working. He’s still out. In the kitchen, the saucepan sits on the stove with a finger of milk, the matchbox on the scale. He left chickpeas soaking with bay leaves, beside a jug ready to pour the oil. I eat a slice of Emmental cheese, his favourite, which he cuts by slaloming from hole to hole. The briscola deck is sitting on the walnuts, in the wicker basket, strangled with a rubber band, next to a standard fifty-two-card deck. Outside, Via ­Mengoni is black.


			I take the standard deck. I pick it up with my right hand and pass it to my left. I sit down and remove the rubber band. I scramble the deck and hold my fingers over the scattered cards. I gather them up. I do a riffle shuffle. The middle phalanx of my index finger always pushes against the back of the deck. I do a Hindu shuffle. Thumb plucking from the top, palm cupped. I slow down when my fingertips feel a bite. I spread the cards into a half moon, pick them up, repeat. Speed matters less than care: the tilt of the arm, the rotation of the wrist, the three middle fingers orchestrating. Since I first started doing this, I’ve been meticulous about it. 


			I start again then wrap up. I press the cards to the table with my palm. Their rustle is a gust through leaves, a ­­flutter of goldfinch wings.


			He returns at 3.20 in the morning. The front door clicks and footsteps ascend. I toss in bed with two thoughts: either he has insomnia or – or what? For years instead of sleeping he haunted the living room, did I don’t know what else. Apart from dancing he was never a very ­physical man.


			I wait for him to go to his room but he doesn’t. I hear the mumble of a car on Via Magellano, the groan of my bed, the emptiness of the room. I get up and join him in the kitchen. 


			He’s sitting, a wake of smoke rising from the ashtray. He’s wearing his good suit.


			‘Hey.’


			‘Hey.’


			Then he says he thought about our game: who cares about the fifty years younger and the million richer. He wants to go back to Christmas 2009: the Grand Gala at the Baia Imperiale, overlooking Gabicce beach. 


			I drink a glass of water and say goodnight.


			I’m sixteen when he finds me in the shed with a cigarette in my mouth. He asks how long that’s been going on. Not long, I say, but he already knows I’m a liar. 


			‘What do you smoke?’ 


			‘Marlboros.’ 


			‘How many?’ 


			‘One or two. Three on Saturdays.’ 


			‘Don’t let your mum catch you. Promise me.’ 


			Promise me: how good that pleading sounded in his mouth. 


			For lunch he makes rigatoni with tomatoes from the garden, and woe unto him who questions the portion size: a hundred and sixty grams for two. I come up behind him and add three rigatoni to the scale. 


			‘Nitwit,’ he says, but doesn’t take them off. 


			He stirs the tomatoes on the stove, adding ingredients from his copper pots. He lights two matches, stoops to check the burners, wipes his brow. 


			He calls it his retirement recipe, dating from when he was forced out of the railway after coming home that afternoon in 1997. 


			I was translating Latin in the kitchen when he came in, drank some water with a hand on his belly, then went to lie down in his room. I didn’t think much of it and kept translating, but when I checked on him I found him sleeping on his side, not snoring. I retraced my steps and called the doctor. Forty minutes had passed by the time he came to examine him, put a pill under his tongue and called the hospital. She – back when we all still lived in that house – raced home from school: Nando darling, and the caress she usually reserved for me. 


			Transmural myocardial infarction – at age fifty he was done with work.


			The rabbit punch: among countryfolk, it’s the blow to the nape that stuns the animal so they can skin it. In boxing, it’s a punch to the back of the head. At the card table, it’s when you have your back to the wall and pull off a big bluff.


			‘Were people out last night?’ I fork up a piece of rigatoni and chew.


			

			He shakes his head, barely touching his pasta. Suddenly he remembers he needs to check the garden to see if the red spider mites have come.


			‘The fuck is a red spider mite?’


			‘Tomato pest.’


			‘And you did the planting?’


			‘It was cabbage and squash’s turn. But no.’


			‘No what?’


			‘A n ò vòja,’ he said in Romagnolo.


			‘And what is it you do feel like doing?’


			‘A n ò vòja.’ 


			After lunch I retire to my room, and soon I hear him rummaging in the dirt. He’s hunched over like a woman in a rice paddy, with his fisherman’s cap and his way of bending down and rising back up. A great dancer, she used to say. Everyone said so.


			Later that afternoon I go out to get a birthday cake. I pedal to the beach, already blooming with umbrellas and burnt faces. In June, Rimini still belongs to Rimini: everyone knows each other and the sand is free of commotion.


			I walk my bike through the big piazza in front of the Grand Hotel. We used to race animal-head tricycles under these pines – I always wanted the elephant. She watched from the racetrack fence, ice cream in hand, he stood behind her smoking. 


			Even back then Saint Honoré cakes were the only ­desserts he craved. I buy one that serves six, hide it in the downstairs fridge. I forgot candles. I look around, find two little pink ones in the desk drawer. The good suit he wore the other night is hanging from the wardrobe door handle. He ironed it.


			

			Before dark I find an e-mail confirming my line-of-credit appointment. They also want to clarify my income records. I put my phone away and join him, tell him it’s my turn to cook: a frittata with onions and courgette.


			‘Thanks,’ he says.


			‘I should have blanched the onions.’ 


			‘Thanks for coming.’ 


			‘It’s nice here.’ 


			Neither of us is very hungry and we turn on the TV, which has good news about the financial markets. He asks if I have any updates about the payments I’m owed: I don’t and he makes a peeved gesture with a toothpick in his mouth. Then there’s a piece on the French Open, and we trot out memories of going to Rome for the Italian Open, perching on centre court, his Nadal and my Federer, salami sandwiches we’ll finish on the train ride home.


			‘You’ll be seventy-two tomorrow, Nando.’


			‘Big deal.’ And he clears the dishes.


			Around midnight the Renault 5 leaves the courtyard. The suit is missing from the study, the briscola deck is fanned out in the kitchen. 


			One Sunday in Milan I was with Giulia in Parco 
Sempione when he called to ask if Mum read the future using the pyramid or fan spread.


			‘You’re not starting too.’


			‘Just curious.’


			‘And you can’t ask her?’ 


			‘She says then I’ll believe in it.’


			‘Fan and pyramid, both. Depends on whether you’re asking about love or something else.’ 


			

			Giulia laughed: we already had plans to move to Lisbon, get a house of our own.


			But I had unknown houses and their tables. When I went in I would look for reassurance in a piece of furniture, a curio, a glimpse from the windows. We call it deflecting. As if we need to deflect the solemnity of the moment, distracting the bad luck.


			It’s best to find it in the first few minutes. The eye chooses a painting on the wall, a bottle opener, a pack of cigarettes, the chandelier. Objects. Never bodies. Bodies you look at to understand their moves. Bodies only when the game is on.


			The next morning he’s having breakfast on his feet – tea and fruitcake. He dunks, lets it drip before eating it. He clears his moustache with his bottom lip. Then he dissolves a sachet of pain relief powder in water. ‘My old-man back.’


			‘Nando?’


			‘Yeah.’


			‘Happy birthday.’ 


			I pat him on the shoulder, he drinks the pain medicine. 


			‘I planned a little celebration.’ 


			He looks at me sideways. ‘I’m going to Montescudo.’


			‘I’ll come.’


			‘You’ll come?’


			I don’t remember which branch he was perched on the afternoon of the heart attack. Maybe the lowest, stoutest one. I lever my foot, hoist myself up and look down. He must have fallen between the trunk and the first weeds. Then he woke up and drove to Rimini.


			From here our farmhouse in Montescudo looks like a stone box: a ruin he bought for a hundred and thirty ­million lire in 1993 and pieced back together himself. If he’d died, we would have buried him on this land. And what would he have missed? My graduation, her painting exhibition, me and Enrica naked in my bedroom and him coming in because we’d forgotten to lock the door, my first commercial, that big Christmas gala at the Baia Imperiale, the discovery of my vice, all those ­tomatoes.


			Physical changes during the game: digits more activated, precise, with increased prehensility. Pupil mobility. ­Control of the cardiovascular system over the medium and long term. Almost an evolutionary process, observable within a few months of beginning play. And the players’ haphazard but settled postures, each a talisman.


			They started dancing again seven months after his heart attack. She’s the one who tells me. 


			‘Look, at the hospital they said to take it easy.’


			‘Your dad’s in fine shape in the mornings.’


			‘You’ve been dancing at home?’


			‘In bed.’ She was still blonde and used to call me at ­university every Wednesday.


			‘I don’t want to hear that stuff!’


			‘Your dad was afraid his bypasses would pop out.’


			‘I don’t want to hear that!’


			‘Muccio!’


			‘I swear I’m about to hang up.’


			

			She’s laughing.


			‘Keep laughing.’


			‘Imagine the headlines if it went badly: Nando ­­Pagliarani, dead of love.’


			We’re cutting the grass at the bottom of the hill in ­Montescudo: I do most of it with the strimmer and he does the finishing touches with the scythe. He’s shirtless, the toes of his shoes pressing into the ground, his upper body twisting with incredible torque. He masters the blade, lats bulging from his back. He bends over the gnarled tufts, tears at them with a fist. Belly jutting, collar bones protruding from his neck. He drops the scythe and wipes his forehead, stares at me.


			I turn off the strimmer. ‘What?’


			‘I’m giving myself a birthday present.’


			‘A new car.’


			‘A stone from the ruined church. I’ll pull an animal out of it.’


			We finish the grass and head for the church. Halfway there he passes me then slows to sniff the wild air. He’s breathing hard and crouches over a dandelion, scatters it and becomes a bloodhound, his nose catching the wind from the hillside. 


			The church is fifty steps away. The belfry is crumbling and beneath it is a pyramid of rubble. The bloodhound rummages, selects a long stone. He sees a turtle in it, with a narrow shell. He starts to hoist it up but suddenly drops it and sits down, pressing his head and touching his back.


			‘Whoa there.’ I bend over him.


			

			‘I’m okay, I’m okay.’ He’s listing to one side, his shirt half untucked from his Bermudas and billowing in the wind. His calves are sticks in his Nike socks. 


			I decide we need to go home right away. He protests, then follows because I’m carrying the stone. He tries to help, I shoo him away, and he passes me. 


			Have his legs always been so spindly? They march downhill, slowing and contracting over potholes, darting uphill, slicing through the wind. He’s strong again. When he notices he’s left me behind, he reverses course and finds me standing still, rock on the ground.


			‘Sandro?’


			‘You gave me an idea for an ad.’


			‘I did?’


			I explain.


			He considers. ‘So, a gardener with a Nike wristband. A postman with a Nike jacket. A woman in labour at the ­hospital with her back—’


			‘Her ankles.’


			‘A woman in labour at the hospital with her ankles up on footrests, pushing.’


			‘And she has Nike socks on.’


			He looks at his feet. ‘How’s it end?’


			‘Everything is sport.’ 


			‘Everything is sport.’ He starts walking. ‘Anyway they won’t pay you.’ He laughs his rich laugh.


			We hide the stone in the ivy next to the tool shed and cover it with the overturned wheelbarrow. I ask him how he’s ­­feeling.


			

			‘I’m fine.’ He stretches and then closes the farmhouse up. He does it quickly and dashes to the driver’s seat of my car. He wants to drive. In a hurry to get back to Rimini, he opens the throttle until, about a third of the way, at Trarivi, he pulls over and gets out. He enters the yard of a farmhouse and five minutes later returns with a package in yellow paper: he says it’s a nice surprise.


			Mine’s in the downstairs fridge. I take it out while he slips into the shower: the Saint Honoré has stiffened a bit and I plan to let it sit for at least half an hour before giving it to him. But as soon as I come back up he tells me he’ll be going out shortly. 


			‘Again tonight?’ I sound like he did when I was a ­teenager.


			‘First we eat the nice surprise.’ In his bathrobe he fetches and opens the yellow paper package: a pigeon. He puts it in a pan and sends me outside for some rosemary.


			He planted it at the edge of the garden, where the earth crusts over in the garbino – the southerly wind that blows in from the Adriatic – and everything darkens in the light. Here the heat rises from below and bakes your ankles. Beyond, the shadowy paving slabs on which the Renault 5 sits. It’s gleaming, even the wheels.


			I go over, open the door – the lock button is always up – and get in. It smells clean. On the back seat, his roadside emergency kit and the cushion with bells sewn on the corners. From the mirror hangs the corded bracelet she had blessed at the church in Montefiore Conca. He refused to wear it but said nothing when he found it hanging from the rearview.


			

			Trarivi pigeon, roasted Rimini peppers and a Spadarolo ­Sangiovese. The birthday menu. When cake time comes, I get up from the table, telling him I’ll be right back so don’t move.


			He’s itching to leave. I go down and take the Saint ­Honoré out of its box, plant a candle at the centre. When I go back up he’s washing the dishes.


			‘No,’ he protests.


			I set the Saint Honoré on the table, light the candle.


			‘It’s pink.’


			‘Go on, make a wish,’ I say, and start singing happy birthday. He comes over, waving for me to stop, but he’s happy because his eyes are big. He blows it out and pauses, lost in thought.


			Half an hour later I’m writing about the woman in labour in her Nike socks when the Renault 5 leaves the gate. I feel uneasy – I don’t know whether to call it a premonition. 


			Her, speaking about me: my son is a witch. She had a thing about Gustavo Rol and prophecies. After she died, he threw out all her books on oracles and locked himself in the kitchen. Then in September I found him behind the house hoeing up the old lawn.


			‘What’s this?’


			‘A garden.’


			The appearance of anomalies in daily life. The elation, if you’re planning to play. The gloom, if you’re not. Wrist tremors, leg tremors. The sense of alertness and sudden drowsiness. Living by the mathematics of winning and losing: everything as addition or subtraction. Feasting, fasting.


			

			I fall asleep and don’t hear him come back in. The next morning he’s in the kitchen making a cold chickpea soup. If he’s cooking early it means he’s in a good mood. He tells me he had breakfast with Saint Honoré. I open the fridge: he scarfed down a cream puff without touching the rest.


			‘You ate it last night.’


			‘At night only Emmental.’ He lifts the lid from the pot and breathes in the savoury steam.


			He’s definitely feeling good, I can tell by his quick movements, and so am I. Maybe we’re feeling like we did in Sardinia in 1998, the year we finally learned the Adriatic wasn’t everywhere.


			That August we’d wake up at seven and make everyone breakfast before it got hot. Lunches and dinners too, and apple fritters, and sauces, and loaves of bread stuffed on the fly. For Mum and Patrizia and that Riccione couple we fell out of touch with. I must have been twenty, at ­university in Bologna, and he was retired. I remember how content we were in the kitchen of that rented cottage.


			Then came the ninth day of our holiday: I left the beach early and climbed up a path that led straight to the house. I went that way to skip two hairpin bends of the winding trail, and I paused at the stone boundary wall to shake the sand from my slides, then stepped over it and climbed the outside stairs that led to the upper floor. That afternoon, however, I could hear the outside shower, which was set into the wall, hidden from the path. A slow gurgling sound. I kept going and saw that it was Patrizia, my mum’s friend. Her bathing suit pulled down to her navel.


			I stood and stared: her tanned body, the soap, her trying to hurry, the bronze nipples, her gaze on me. At first she seemed startled, then she smiled and carried on ­­soaping up.


			I stepped back and to one side. Patrizia lowered her swimsuit even more as she rinsed, then turned off the water, wrapped her body in a towel and her hair in a turban, and went back inside. I followed her with my eyes as she disappeared behind glass doors, feeling emboldened to take some action, but what – run after her, and then?


			I turned, either to make my move or to retreat, and saw him: Nando. I froze, then slipped away, head bowed, without a word. Even later we never spoke about it, except on the last night when we were having a farewell barbecue and Patrizia appeared in a skimpy floral dress. Stirring the coals, he looked at me and whispered, be good.


			I confided everything to him without confiding anything. As a kid I’d have conversations with him in my head and immediately hope to detect a reaction from him: an arched eyebrow, a drumming of fingers, a complicit smirk as if he’d heard me telepathically.


			And my happiness in those hours when I’d follow him around as he performed tasks I could watch: unclogging a sink, pruning the roses, cleaning the inside of the car. Spells cast by his hands.


			‘I know what I’d do with the million from our game.’ His chickpea soup half finished, he pushes the bowl aside and goes to the window. Opens it wide. ‘First, build a veranda on the west side of the Montescudo house. And a pool at the edge of the field, made of stone and wood and with an electric cover. A heated pool because it’s in the shade half the day.’


			‘That leaves you about nine hundred thousand 
euros.’


			‘I’ll buy a guy to follow you around and turn off the lights you leave on.’


			‘Be serious.’


			‘Fine, I’ll tell you.’ He sits back, crossing his legs and lighting a cigarette. ‘I’ll get a new car.’


			‘But you won’t even get a new radio for the Renault 5.’


			‘You can only have good music in the house.’


			‘What kind then?’


			‘I’ll buy a Dacia Duster LPG.’


			‘No way.’


			‘Yep.’


			‘Why haven’t you bought one, then?’


			‘The Renault still runs,’ he says, taking a puff and then getting up to fiddle with his grocery notepad and add something to the list. ‘We need oregano and anchovies. We can make pizza.’


			‘I’ll take you out. Let’s go to La Brocca or that place in Rivabella.’


			‘How much have I got left, in that game of ours?’


			I bum a cigarette from him. ‘After the Dacia Duster, about eight hundred and eighty grand.’


			‘I’ll give it some thought.’


			After dinner he campaigns for briscola again. While I make coffee he goes to fetch the deck and is standing there watching as I add a spot of milk. We decide to play five games.


			

			We’re at two all when I take his three of trumps with my ace. He’s annoyed, has taken out two cigarettes, and wants to let off steam by grazing on the Saint Honoré: I know because he’s staring at the fridge door. Then he has a fit of insistent coughing, clutches his chest and goes to the cupboard for his syrup. He takes a gulp and licks off his lips.


			‘I’ve been thinking,’ he says, calmer. ‘I’ve still got eight hundred grand and change, right?’


			‘Right.’


			‘I’ll buy a cabin in the mountains, in Pozza di Fassa. And use the rest to hire the real Tina Turner to sing in my living room.’


			We laugh, his mobile phone rings, we keep laughing, and he doesn’t answer in time: it was Don Paolo. Before he was a priest, they were classmates. He calls him back and they talk about this and that and at the end of the chat Paolo wants to talk to me, as he does whenever I’m around. He asks how I think Nando is doing.


			I go to my room and say he seems normal.


			‘Normal, you say,’ and he meditates on that. He has a law degree and legend has it he was Prime Minister ­Andreotti’s confessor. ‘He was also normal on his wedding day, Sandro.’


			This, too, is legend: Nando deciding to tear down the mouldy wall of the little kitchen two hours before ­marrying her at the city hall.


			After dinner I’m the one who goes out: I’ve arranged to meet my friends at Walter’s place, which is having its summer opening. It used to be a watermelon stand and now it’s a bistro – Gradella – with a leafy terrace overlooking the canal.


			I arrive with twenty euros and no debit card, and everyone’s there. Some have never left Rimini, one’s an actor in Rome, one a doctor in Bologna. We meet at Christmas and sporadically during the year.


			‘The Milanese who comes and goes,’ they tease.


			‘I’m staying this time.’


			‘Half a day?’


			‘Depends whether Nando wants me around.’


			Even with them I call him by name, as if he were one of the gang and might show up at any moment. They make room for me at the table, and Lele hands me a skewer of roasted meat. I know we won’t lose track of each other. Though there was a time, with university, all of us going our separate ways, made timid by our small town . . .


			I order a beer and look out over the canal. Seagulls gliding and boats coming in. Gatherings in front of the houses of Borgo San Giuliano, clothes rippling in the breeze. And I think: it’s four years now he’s been without her.


			We all order another beer, and Lele and I drink ours on the little wall by the canal. I tell him Nando’s been sneaking off like a thief in the Renault 5 and coming back in the middle of the night. He stares at me; he’s an actor but has a May-I? face. He ponders: in his view, he goes for drives just to be driving.
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