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EVERY PROMISE
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WHEN SARA AND I FIRST LIVED TOGETHER, SHE USED TO accompany me to the school every morning to see the children. We had just arrived in the new house, the move had been fairly hasty, and like all moves it had been an audition; the neighbours looking at us from the window while we tried to say and do nothing that might irritate them. All we wanted was to be accepted right away. So, at first, we only put striking flowers on the balcony, we only hung out our best clothes, and we only showed ourselves to be the closest of couples. When we argued we would close the windows so we couldn’t be heard, and blow our rage out indoors. The room would swell with our fury, its walls would curve. It became a cave, every shout another puff, the walls bulging outwards, and the ceiling rising. And we used to think about the signora who lived above us, and her grandson, who would see the floor suddenly swell beneath their feet. Then, when we stopped fighting, and we would open the windows again, our anger would escape in a single, pulsating blast, and the walls and floor would again become straight. And we would go out onto the balcony all smiles, and if we saw someone we would say Good day, how’s it going? On the stairs we used to say hello to everyone, I would introduce myself and shake our neighbours by the hand, and Sara always said We, because saying We was more reassuring. It was romantic, too, it was like getting back together again every time, like choosing ourselves once more. Finally, and above all, that We expressed a hope.


Sara’s We held all the life we would have led together, like a suitcase filled to the brim with so many words that you had to sit on top of it to close it. For that We to exist it was necessary to have children. Because her We was: now there are only two of us, but then there will be three or four, if not five of us, and we’ll fill the house with children who will cry a bit at first, then they’ll go out on the balcony with someone who will teach them how to walk on tiptoe and you can say hello to them if you wish. And then they’ll play on their own on the balcony as they cram their faces with some snack. Then you’ll see them going out the front door holding their mother’s hand to go to school. Then you’ll see them go out on their own, walk a few yards, look round, turn the corner and light up a cigarette. Then you’ll hear us arguing with them and you’ll hear doors slamming, yelling that will spread from room to room. Then you’ll hear us arguing, mother and father, because we won’t agree on the best way to bring them up, and you’ll see one of us coming out onto the balcony for an edgy smoke and going back inside and coming out again. And one of our children will go out every afternoon while another will always stay at home. And down in the courtyard you’ll see them change the way they walk, thrusting their backsides out or scampering along like monkeys – some will straighten their shoulders arrogantly and others, fearfully, will hunch them up. And then they’ll start to bring home boyfriends and girlfriends, and when you get used to one suddenly he or she won’t come anymore. And then they’ll go to university and you’ll see them leave with a big bag on Sunday and come back on Saturday with the same bag, only more crumpled. And then you’ll see them take away what little they possess when they move out, only to come back every so often for Sunday lunch and Easter and Christmas. And then you’ll see us, the mother and the father, suddenly bereft of children, sitting for hours and hours on the balcony without exchanging a word, only to dash into the house when the telephone rings so we have something new to talk about after the call, and then back across the courtyard you’ll see bellies growing as they cross the courtyard together with our sons and everything will begin anew. And again you’ll hear crying in the house as we grow old all at once, in a sudden crash, smiling at each other, contenting ourselves, busy with the children our own children will have given us in exchange for themselves.


Yet we made love and no child came along. It was our We that fell to the ground every month and broke in two, and by dint of gluing it together again it couldn’t be fixed anymore. The first months had been normal, going down the whole route every time, getting past menstrual cycles without wondering about anything, not even thinking about it, just making love because we couldn’t do anything but search for each other under our clothing as soon as we were a little close. Then that thought of children had come along, a thought that at first was a nice one, the one with which we embraced before sleeping. And so making love had become a way of trying to inflate our We, the two of us trying to make it become three and then four, like a balloon in the form of a rabbit that you blow into hard and nothing happens and then one ear suddenly pops out. In that period Sara often accompanied me to school in the morning, and she would greet the children in my classes as if they were our children. She would take some of them in her arms and ask me, How do I look? Every month it was the same illusion. For a few weeks we believed in it, Sara used to say she could feel it. And we would go around disguised as a family, both of us showing off her belly, seeing the world as if we were three. And there was an immense strength, Sara would say to me I’m afraid of nothing and nobody. When we came across pregnant women, Sara would find a way to approach them, without exchanging a word, just to stand close to them, leaving the bellies to talk to one another. But then every time nothing changed, and the months began to pass, and neither of us wanted to know about medical tests, least of all to share the blame. Sara no longer wanted to come to school. Every morning she would invent a different excuse to stay at home. She would say goodbye on the doorstep. Every time I heard her opening the drawer where she kept her sanitary towels in the bathroom, I knew I would see her come out biting her lip. She would have sat down beside me, without saying a word for hours. Then, in the evening, she would have frantically sought me in bed. We began to make love in a rough way; she would fling herself at me, her feet clenched in anger, her eyes half shut in her frenzy. Then we would remain there, each in our own part of the bed, breathing, eyes open, each with an anguish we couldn’t share, and for which the other could provide no consolation.
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THERE WAS A LONG PERIOD IN WHICH THERE WAS NO MORE talk of a child. We circled around it warily, as if it were stretched out somewhere in the house, invisible and foetal, and we had to be careful not to trip over it. We moved round the house the way you do at night, your skin tense, your whole body on the alert, first setting down the heel of your foot and then the sole, with your hands outstretched before you. And if we sensed its presence, lying stretched out there invisible, we would step over it, lifting one leg to the other side, then the body would follow, and when the other foot was lifted over we would set off again. Then nothing more would be said and the more those invisible outstretched presences grew in number, the more difficult it became to move around. Little by little, our house filled up with those bodies on the floor; the hall was full of them, as was the bathroom, the living room, and the kitchen. Sometimes it even seemed that we saw them by the front door, from where we would have to shift them bodily or resign ourselves to not going out, sitting there and waiting for them to go away by themselves. So we would sit and wait, looking at the floor, our feet cramped and motionless in the few free spaces left in that cluttered house.


Even when we talked it was as if that child who didn’t exist was always in front of us, as if he had sat down between us and, in order to talk, we had to lean to his left and then to his right, the way you do on a bus. And when we didn’t talk we would look at each other, clinging to each other’s eyes, guilty and reproachful at the same time. Each of us would have liked to enter the other, into the other’s eyes, first to get through and then to throw ourselves down, letting ourselves slip along the ducts of the body until we got to the place where everything was blocked. There, somewhere, we might have known which of the two wasn’t working, which of us had jammed. And above all, from there we might have been able to help ourselves, we might have combed the area, centimetre by centimetre, we might have managed to identify the error, intervene, disentangle the wires, invert the contacts and go back up quickly, come out and finally breathe. But in any case we couldn’t enter each other’s eyes, and all that was left for us was this silent intermittence of blame and pleas for forgiveness. We still made love, but it had become a hesitant replica, like high-jumpers who take the run up and then, at the last moment, don’t make the leap. And Sara had also stopped weeping, only sometimes she would come to me and give me a hug, my chest becoming her pillow, and you could see that she couldn’t stand it any longer. She would stay there for a while and then she would ask me What shall we do? without letting me go. I felt her question warm up a precise point in my chest, as if we were obliged to talk to each other through that hole she was hollowing out with the breath of her words. And in that question, in that What shall we do? there were many things. There was the We that was peeling away, there was her, there was me, there was the house, the name on the intercom, and there were our parents sitting on the balcony.


So we bought a dog. It came into the house like a professional; it took a quick look around, went from one room to another with the look of someone who needs no more than a glance to realize what needs to be done, then it came back to us and curled up on the rug. Sitting on the sofa, we looked like people who say Money is no object, and so the dog remained on the rug, already bored after the first minutes of work. But we hadn’t given him a name, because sitting down at the table and piling up columns of names on a sheet of paper struck us as making the dog play the part of a child. So, the whole time, he wandered around the house like a question mark. The only one who was happy the dog had no name was the baby in the flat above. From the balcony he gave him a different name every day, but you could see that all the dog needed was to be called, and he would wag his tail and half close his eyes when we stroked him. In any event he had understood his job, the first thing he would do in the morning was to go around the house looking for those invisible bodies, those silent presences that made our flat a storehouse of obsessions. One after another, he would use his teeth to take them by a flap of clothing and drag them along delicately, making them slide across the floor and gathering them all in the room at the end of the hall, the one that had been left free in the event of a child coming, and which over time had become the room with the ironing board and things that weren’t to be seen. Then he would go back to being a dog, he would let himself be taken for walks on the lead, run after birds, wear his claws down on the tarmac, chew on slippers and sleep on our bed breathing all his boundless love in our faces.


But in the room at the end of the hall there still slept those presences that we didn’t want anymore. When I used to go for a pee at night I would pass in front of that closed door and it seemed that I could hear them, all that breathing, a draught that froze my feet. Once Sara and I walked past each other in front of the door, and there was no need to say a word. She was wearing my T-shirt, her eyes shut, and I just gave her a kiss on the forehead. Then we found ourselves back in bed, Sara clinging tight to my back, glued to me in an embrace, her body forming a parallel line with mine, her arm thrown like an anchor over my other side. Everything that the dog managed to rid us of would later emerge in dreams we didn’t tell each other about, and we continued to run after him, up and down the town. The dog had become our jailer, his lead the cord that united us. We would watch him chase the pigeons, and every time he disappeared inside a bush, every time he left the park behind another dog, every time he went out of our sight, we hoped that he wouldn’t come back.
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ON THE LAST MONTH BEFORE SCHOOL BROKE UP WE RECORDED sounds. Using little tape recorders, we would capture every sound, even those we seemed not to hear. The children in my class moved around in groups with their little machines, they ran them along the walls of the janitor’s room, under the teacher’s desk, over their classmates’ schoolbags, inside notebooks, in the wastepaper basket, and rubbed them against the schoolmistresses. Watching them act like this, upending chairs on desks the better to breathe in the sound beneath, it seemed like watching the cleaners at work. The sounds fascinated them, they emerged from where they thought there were none. When they were inside, they didn’t hear them. Before this experiment, they hadn’t noticed the alternation of silences an hour long and the sudden roars of voices, almost immediately swallowed up by another silence and the umpteenth roar, and so on all day. Our primary school struck the hours for everyone. It was the time of the neighbourhood. It was a cuckoo clock from which, at every hour, three hundred children’s faces popped out in unison, opening their mouths wide before disappearing back behind closed windows.


We catalogued all the sounds the children recorded in an archive. There were weekly sessions in which teams of children formed a queue, three or four per group with a representative who held the tape recorder. I would take it, insert a cable into it, connect it to the computer and we would wait for the sounds to be poured from one machine to the other. During the transfer the children didn’t look at either the computer or the tape recorder but at the cable, as if it were there that everything was happening, as if the janitor and the schoolmistresses were really passing through that flex, along with my desk, the wastepaper bin, Caterina, and Matilde’s purple pencil case. They looked at it waiting to see it change shape, like a snake that has swallowed a mouse. Then when the sounds were all in my computer I would unplug the cable and they would heave a sigh of relief. At that point we had to give a name to each of the sounds, to catalogue them without muddling them up. On the computer we had created four sections, four folders entitled People, Places, Objects and Animals. For the children this was a source of lengthy discussions and quite a few arguments, but they didn’t last long. The children would move away from me, gather into a scrum like rugby players, talk intensely for a while, and then return with the name to give to a sound. Then, taking it in turns, they would sit down and type the name on the keyboard, each finger hovering over the letters like a bird of prey. And so at the end of these sessions we would file our recordings in alphabetical order: empty-janitorsroom, Mattiasshoes, redpizza-withanchovies, Silviaslong-nose.


There was one day, usually a Wednesday, when we would listen to everything we had recorded during the week. We moved the desks against the walls, closed the blinds until the darkness was complete, and we all sat on the floor in a circle. The children would sit motionless in that darkness, invisible at first, and then as we gradually got used to the dark their outlines would begin to emerge. The last things to appear were their eyes, and everyone kept theirs wide open, which was their way of not drowning in the darkness. Like this, we would review the staffroom with the moped below that would not start, Mattia’s shoes that mysteriously made the sound of the sea as if they were shells, the janitor’s room and the sound of coffee percolating. And we would hear the bedlam that was playtime, how the gym in the first hours of the afternoon seemed suspended, and the birds on the tree in front of our classroom (who had ever heard them?) and a pneumatic drill that was breaking up the street and the janitor in the corridor saying Give me back my broom you scamps. After a while the children no longer kept their eyes wide open against the dark. In fact, everyone was looking at a part of their body, some at a foot, some at a finger, others at a knee, and others again sat staring into space, mouths and eyes half open with a film of emptiness above them, and that was the screen on which they projected the sounds they saw.


The day before school broke up, each child made the others listen to the sounds of their house. Each of them, behind the darkness of the closed blinds, presented their homes to the class, describing the street in which their building stood, what floor their home was on, and how many people were in the family. Some children had already been in their classmates’ houses, but most of them hadn’t. I had asked them to do everything on their own, without anyone’s help, in fact, if possible, to record without being seen by their parents, far less by their brothers and sisters. So we entered other people’s houses, even I who had never been to any of their homes. There was Simone’s house, where the neighbours were renovating their flat, or maybe demolishing it with pickaxes. There was Melissa’s place where there was always someone coming in and going out of the room and you could hear the the air moving. Matilde’s home with a T.V. on in every room and nobody watching the same thing. And Silvia with her mum who was singing an old song I hadn’t heard for decades. Giacomo with his sister flirting on the telephone with her fiancé even though you couldn’t hear the words very well. Giulio who had recorded his father snoring because his dad denied that he did so and he now finally had proof. Luca’s, where there was total silence, and when I asked him why he said that it was because he was always alone at home. Beatrice who didn’t hear a thing because to avoid being seen by her parents she had kept the recorder in her trouser pocket. Then there was Michele’s house, his parents yelling terrible things, doors slamming, and I imagined him and his blue glasses wandering around holding his tape recorder while all around the world was falling apart.
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FROM THE FLOOR ABOVE US EVERY SO OFTEN WE WOULD hear the little boy running, his mum used to leave him with his grandmother in the afternoons. In the evening she would come back to pick him up, they would leave with him carrying his schoolbag over his shoulder. I used to see them cross the courtyard in the dark. Sometimes he would come down to my place. His grandmother would warn me of his arrival from the balcony. I would open the door, hear hers opening upstairs and shortly afterwards I would see him come in. He would sit down on the sofa and switch on the television. I would shout to the grandmother from out the window to say he had arrived, I would close the door and hear hers closing too. This was our agreement with his grandmother; if I was at home she could send him down, he was no bother to me. If I had time, I would stay with him, if I didn’t have time, he was independent and didn’t disturb me. He was six and knew the T.V. remote control and the fridge by heart as they were the two things that really interested him in my house. But more than the fridge he was interested in the freezer, which he would open with an expert gesture after having climbed onto a stool taken specifically for this operation. Then he would slip his hand into the box of ice cream cones, choose one according to the day and his mood, and head for the sofa. Sometimes I would find him standing on the stool studying the boxes of frozen food, with the freezer breathing all its cold on him. And he would stand there, turning in his hands the boxes of peas, the packets of spinach with the photographs of serving suggestions, the pancakes, the transparent bags with three or four loaves saved from going stale. He would look at them with curiosity and suspicion, and then put them back. He studied them as if they wanted to cheat him. He would take fish fingers out of their packets, scrutinize them and you could see he was thinking, Anyway, I know you’re not an ice cream. The frozen foods kept him very busy and took up a good deal of the time he spent in my house. Once I heard a noise and, frightened, I ran into the kitchen and saw he had dropped a box of rissoles. He was next to the fridge blowing on his hands. It was boiling, he said.


The first time the grandson of the signora upstairs came to my house was the day when Sara took the furniture away. Before then, the grandmother had let me talk to him from the balcony. He would put his hands on the balustrade and his face between the bars. He would ask me What are you doing? even if I wasn’t doing anything, and if I said Nothing then he wouldn’t ask anything more. I had begun to do things on the balcony specially to tell him about them, to teach him tricky words. I’m watering the tulips, I’m pondering, I’m sipping a glass of bitters, I’m nibbling a few grapes, I’m humming, and when I said these things he would laugh. So every time he went back indoors with a word he showed it off as if he had found it playing. Then he would repeat it running through the rooms, he would breathe in air and when he let it out it had become a word that floated upwards. One room after another, he filled the house with words. I would see them coming out the windows like soap bubbles. Then, every so often, he would come out onto the balcony, call me, and say he had forgotten a word. Trampoline. And off he would go jumping on it for hours, putting it in his mouth, turning it around, losing it somewhere and then seeing it appear again.


He had seen Sara’s entire move from the balcony. He stayed up there, watching people coming in and going out with furniture on their shoulders, and he greeted them all. Hello, and they would stop, put down the furniture, look up, say hello, pick up the furniture and carry on. His grandmother, who had understood all there was to understand, constantly called him back inside, but he paid no attention. He asked for explanations, kept a count of the things, said who was the strongest among Sara’s friends who were giving her a hand, and expected a greeting every time someone went in or came out. Before leaving, Sara only waved her hand to say goodbye. He, who at that point had understood, looked at me to see if he could return her gesture. I asked him Aren’t you going to say goodbye to her? and he gave her a hasty Bye, which was immediately swallowed up and didn’t even come to touch the rest of his face. That’s why his grandmother also came out onto the balcony, leaned her elbows on the balustrade and looked at me. Shall I send him down? she asked, and I said Good idea. So I opened the door, and she shouted Here he is, and I saw him coming down the stairs with one arm on the handrail.


The boy came into the house where the walls revealed the holes left by the furniture they had taken away. They were like recesses mined by an explosion. Every room had its empty spaces, Sara’s furniture that had stood there until a short time before, squashed up against the wall among my own. The boy came in and turned round, looking at me with the expression of someone who is a little desirous and a little afraid. I gestured at him to go ahead, and he ventured forward. Every room, to see it from the doorway, was a spoiled mouth, every niche that opened up, a tooth removed. I watched him standing still in the doorways, I saw him move among incisors and molars, walking on tiptoe over the tongue. He kept on turning to look me in the eye, and with my eyes and a gesture of the head I told him to carry on; only children can walk into the mouths of monsters. At that point he wasn’t afraid anymore, it was enough for him to trust me blindly. He looked at the gaps in the middle of the gums, those violent holes against the wall, with a face distorted by disgust. Then he went to slip between those teeth that were still standing up. He stood there and looked at me, and I thought that even if the monster had closed its mouth, he would have saved himself by staying there in the middle.
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SARA LEFT ON THE DAY SCHOOL BROKE UP. OUT OF THE BLUE, the summer burst open. It swallowed my children in one gulp, it emptied my house, and I was left there, a car hanging on the edge of a cliff. The school day had begun at eight with a cathartic yell on the stairs. It was one of those days in which it was pointless to raise your voice, to patrol the desks, ask to see the homework notebook or call kids to the blackboard. Every year, I would try to counter the chaos of that holiday that began before it should. I would change trick every time, counting on amazement and then on fright, but it was useless. The kids couldn’t manage to stay seated, staying only a few moments on their chairs before they would slide off, elbow their neighbour, run their hands through their hair, rub their eyes with closed fists, try all the colours without ever making a drawing, toss something in the wastepaper basket. In the end I would shout, beat my hand on my desk, and all of them would look at me speechless, as animals do when they sense a danger or a sound. And just like animals, they would suddenly stop, only stretching out their necks and raising their heads, as if their silence and immobility made them invisible. But obviously I saw them, still as statues there in front of me, frozen in the act of pulling their hair, chasing one another or throwing a ball, the sole object that amid the general paralysis continued to cross the room only to hit a wall and bounce back on the floor. So there was this prolonged moment of silence, my ibexes all standing still in the middle of the stony ground. And then all someone had to do was sneeze, or the ball would roll back to me, and chaos returned to the classroom.


The day Sara left you could feel it. It was one of those days when the air vibrates for everyone, one of those days when there is a contagious fever. It’s as if electricity had struck you, as if there were someone who gets the shock first and then leans against the person next to him and that’s where everything begins. And so, one after another, the charge runs through all the bodies in the city, street by street, house by house, spreads through shops and markets, swimming pools and restaurants, enters the buses and the underground, men and women kissing one another, embracing, and the electric charge runs through them, reaches the pews in the churches, the barracks and the post offices, and then enters the cars of the driving schools, the same electrical charge that threads one body after another as if they were beads, and goes on into the museums and the underground parking lots, men and women looking at one another, faces distorted by spasms that instantly disappear, and the charge enters the judo gyms, the libraries and the retirement homes, until, after having crossed the entire city, that irritation, that electrical shock, discharges itself at a single point: earth. It does this with a hiss and a flash, and all that there was in that point then becomes dust, and if there were grass there would always be a hole. And that point of discharge, that day, was my house.


Before setting the children free for the summer we had taken them to the gym, a party, with plastic cups and everyone saying goodbye all together. There was a teacher who photographed the classes. She did this every year with an old Polaroid, standing in the middle while each class waited its turn for the photograph that in September would be pinned up behind the teachers’ desks. Each photograph was a quarter hour of false starts, everyone posing and someone making a rude gesture, and then the others all laughing, the teachers leaving the group and shouting, and everything back to square one. The teacher behind the camera would gesticulate, herding back those who had wound up outside the picture. She looked like a goalkeeper organizing the defence. The other classes stood to one side, motionless and silent, watching, some shrieking, many holding their breath and trying to imagine themselves in the place of those who were posing. After every photograph there was a shout. Even the teachers finally laughed and bent over the children to comment, some they would take to one side, That’s no way to behave. Then it was our turn, they had left us till last, there was no-one left in the gym, balloons everywhere. We took up a pose, all twenty of us in front of the volleyball net, and I said Don’t make me look bad. They were impeccable, the teacher said Children, smile please, and all of us widened our mouths, the teacher pressed the button and the camera stuck out its tongue. The photograph emerged from the front. Then we all went towards the teacher, who was laughing and saying Behave now. She had left the photograph with Michele. So all the kids gathered round him. Michele was holding it in his palm as if it were an injured bird. The children stood there, their faces over his hand, some were shoving, the others pushed them back out of the group. At first there was only a dark outline, a class photograph that looked like a mountain chain. And yet, bit by bit, the faces emerged too, revealing themselves on the paper that had been blank shortly before. Matilde yelled Ghosts! They appeared as if they had come out of the water. Michele, who was holding the photograph at arm’s length, was almost frightened of them. And we were all in it, each one ready for the summer, three months of emptiness ahead. There was the volleyball net behind us, the green flooring of the gym, and I was standing tall in their midst, the only one not smiling.


When I went back home, all I found was the dog curled up on the other side of the door. Sara wasn’t there. I saw that there was nothing on her table, and in the hall a nail was sticking out, a nail from which one of her friend’s paintings used to hang. She was intending to come and get the rest later on. The dog was no longer in the hall, the door was still open, and he had gone out. He had gone down the stairs, someone had opened the street door for him and let him go. I threw open the shutters and let in some air, as if the entire house needed to take a deep breath. On the kitchen table there was a note and on that note it said Your mother called, Mario is dead. A few lines below she had added with another pen Mario? with a question mark. At the foot of the page Sara had written her name and the date, which she never added. Mario was my mother’s father, and for at least fifteen years no-one had mentioned his name.
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MY MOTHER’S FATHER WAS A MAN FROM WHOM TIME HAD stolen everything, even his face. I had met him only a few times, and then he didn’t show up anymore. It wasn’t enough to earn the title of grandfather, yet his absence was too awkward to turn him merely into a gentleman who passed by from time to time. So we had found this middle way of calling him, to make him only my mother’s kin while I had the choice of what to do with him, repudiate or recognize him. When his name happened to come to her mouth she would keep him there, hidden in her palate. To say Your grandfather was only a desire and to say My father was a moat between me and her, raising the drawbridge in the middle of a sentence. But every now and then she might happen to say Grandfather. This required double the effort: seeking a reaction in my face, as well as trying to have faith in her father, to entrust him with his grandson if only within words. And then worrying, wringing her hands, hoping to see me return safe and sound.


In reality, I had seen him a few times, almost always with my mother and sometimes even just me and him alone. Every so often they would come to pick me up at school, the first years in primary school. The same school I was to teach in many years later. I would come out and see them there, next to each other, a little apart from the other parents. So, suspiciously, I would join them, unwillingly, and I would make them wait a bit. Sometimes I pretended I had forgotten something in the classroom, I would run back inside and stop just beyond the doorway, I would lean against the wall, hoping they had gone away. But when I came out he was always there by her side. They would talk without looking at each other, both of them searching for me among the other children. So then I would arrive and say hello to my mother, keeping him out of my gaze. But she would say Give grandfather a kiss, and I hated her. You could see she wasn’t doing it for herself, but above all for us two, so that he could have a grandson, and for me, so that I could try to believe I had another grandfather. He would bend over and pick me up in his arms, a movement that brought on a sharp pain in his back, and he would hold his breath, screw up his eyes and lift me up. I let myself be lifted up, but I would move my face away. It was an instinct, not wanting to smell him because his was a foreign smell which had nothing to do with me. The smell of his skin, his hair, his aftershave. And his bristly clothes, his rough grey jacket, I could feel them prickling my hands, and I would brace myself hoping to get away. Even his height, he was so much taller than anyone else, was foreign to me when I was in his arms. It was a new distance from the ground, seeing my mother from up there made her a fragile thing I didn’t recognize. I would look at this man and I was frightened of his sunken features, his cheeks gnawed away, his skull squatting below the skin, the bones embedded in his cranium. And his eyes, which didn’t seem to be there, darkness in the back of two caves. We would stay there like that, and I would hope that it wouldn’t last long and he would look at me in the darkness. Then he would give me a big hug, I could feel the vice of his arms on my back, and I didn’t breathe until he had finished.


I would let them walk a few metres ahead, father and daughter. He would take my schoolbag and sling it over his shoulder. Sometimes my mother would try to put me in between them, she would say Give grandfather your hand, but shortly afterwards I would let it go. And every second that passed in that grip was an effort I didn’t want to make. I didn’t feel that it was only my hand in his hand, but it was me, confined inside the rough darkness of a fist. I felt like a prisoner, his calluses that scraped my skin, scanning the walls in the darkness, running my fingers along the lines of his hand in search of an opening. Then I would find the gap and come out, one jerk and I would escape. To see them from behind, my mother so small beside her father who was so tall, it looked as if she were the little girl he had gone to pick up after school. Yet, at the same time, he seemed like the little boy, his uncertain gait, his balance regained almost by chance at every step, and my red schoolbag on his back. He would slip on both the straps like a schoolboy. You could see it was tight over his jacket, creasing it, and so he would pull it up. They spoke quietly in those ten minutes of road between the school and my house, above all it was my mother who spoke to him. She looked up at him from below, sometimes she would bring her face close to his as if she were spoonfeeding him with words. Every so often they would stop, my mother would detach her arm from his and then they would turn towards each other, she gesticulating and he always with that eyeless gaze of his. I could hear some words, but there were too few of them to be able to understand. They were words that shot out like cigarettes thrown from a car window, which cut through the air only to burn out further away. At times I would see him hold an arm out towards her, extending his bones towards his daughter’s shoulders. But he would stay that way for a short time, and with too much fear for it to be considered a real hug.


Then when we came to the house we would stop for a little longer. He would hand me back my schoolbag and my mother would ask me to show him my exercise books. We would sit down on the steps and he followed my finger over the sheet, every now and then he’d say What a good boy and run his rough hand over my hair. Then my mother would get up and say it was time to go, my father was waiting for us upstairs. In the lift she wouldn’t talk, you could see that she was entirely inside the thought of her father. I wondered how I could leave his smell outside the door, together with our lined-up shoes.
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MY SCHOOLMATES CALLED HIM THE SKELETON. THEY SAID HE was bones covered with clothes, and that when he walked it sounded like the knocking of wood. And, in fact, it seemed like he wasn’t anything else, seeing him standing there motionless near the school gate, a jacket draped over a clothes hanger, and above it a skull that never smiled. Some even said this out loud, shouting it in everybody’s face when they saw him from the window. They would yell The skeleton! and they would all clack their teeth together, twenty sets of teeth chattering, a constant clack-clack, a beating of sticks on the floor that would come down the stairs from our classroom, cross the entrance hall and throw itself outside. And, filled with shame, I would clack my teeth furiously, making more noise than anyone else, and push myself forward. Then when we came outside it seemed to me that I could see him tremble with fear, I thought I could see a wind slip among his bones and jumble them up. But he said nothing, and when I arrived he would reassemble himself, put his skeleton in order and get ready to walk, even with a smile on his face. He had come to pick me up alone three or four times, when the new term began, and my mother had accompanied him at first as far as the gate to see if he could handle it. She had accompanied him only to see us go away, to tell me Be good, please, and follow us with her gaze from a distance. She did this without letting my father know, because he didn’t like this man. Every time his name came up in conversation his glass would quiver with anger. He used to say that if that man had hurt my mother, he would hurt me too. So my mother didn’t talk about those few visits, and there hadn’t even been any need to ask for my complicity – let alone tell my father that she had left me with him, the two of us together for a couple of hours, as she waited on a bench with a book and her watch.
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