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To Angéla and her smile






From my village I see as much of the universe as can be seen 


from the earth, 


And so my village is as large as any town, 


For I am the size of what I see 


And not the size of my height …


Fernando Pessoa, A Little Larger Than the Entire Universe: Selected Poems, translated by Richard Zenith, Penguin, 2006


On this wondrous sea – sailing silently –


Ho! Pilot! Ho!


Knowest thou the shore


Where no breakers roar –


Where the storm is o’er?


Emily Dickinson, Emily Dickinson’s Poems: As She Preserved Them, Harvard University Press, 2016







Chapter 1


The house to the right of my grandma’s is red, the one on the left is blue. The house opposite is yellow. Ours is green. Walking down the street means going through every shade in the spectrum. Diving into a rainbow. There’s nothing more colourful than our living space, nothing could look more cheerful than our village. Except the people, who have scruffy hair, crooked teeth and worn clothes. 


Every time I come back, I get this feeling, just for a moment, that everything’s changed – the mentality, the people, the dog bowl by the neighbours’ door … But it’s a short-lived illusion. Nothing ever moves, here in the village. Maybe it’s the altitude that prevents any movement, I don’t know. The altitude rarefying the air. You’d have to take everyone down into the valley, see if things change. But no one ever goes down there. As if they just have to stay up here, cut off from anyone else, cut off from a life outside these brightly coloured walls with their pictures. You see, our village has another distinctive characteristic: people draw on walls. Frescoes, caricatures, random things, animals, nothing goes unrecorded by the artists’ brushes. A sort of vast, ever-present open-air comic book.


It was six o’clock in the morning. The first bus of the day had just dropped me off on the main road through the village. Six o’clock in the morning, a time for stray dogs and travellers newly arrived in the port fifty minutes earlier. There have always been as many stray dogs as people, respectfully sharing out the time: daytime for the humans, night-time for the abandoned mutts. There were a couple I recognized, even though I came to the island less and less. You have to be brave to go back to the place you were born, the place where you grew up, and see it through an adult’s eyes. I wasn’t brave. Every trip back was painful, making me suffer more and more and giving me less and less pleasure. I lived far away from this little world, in France, without the bright colours of those houses, without pictures on the walls and without stray dogs. 


As it happens, one of the dogs came over to me as I stepped off the bus, as if to sniff out whether I had any connection with the place, whether I had the right to set foot there. He accepted me by refraining from chewing off my leg. I know I’ve said this before, but I’m really not brave. As a protection, I put my small suitcase between myself and the dog, the suitcase that held a part of my existence. A little bit of France in Sardinia. My clothes, of course, and the book I’d been working on for several months: a new translation of Herman Melville’s Moby Dick. There were also the pages of my work so far, which had been arduous to produce. I minded much more about them than my clothes because I’d never had such a complicated job before. 


Melville had reworked the book a few months before he died, and my editor, Carlo, had stumbled across this text that specialists didn’t know existed. A text that he’d entrusted to me, a translator with a great career ahead of him … a future benchmark in the field … it was a great honour. A form of recognition, my friends said. What not many of them knew was that the editor’s mother was Sardinian. That was why. The real reason. But I kept this to myself. Sometimes it’s good to keep a bit of mystery about ourselves and the things that give us a leg-up in life. 


I’d said yes to the editor, without realizing how difficult the work would be. Or how important. It was so easy to sign the contract, so tempting. The problems would come later. I hadn’t remembered that Melville’s book was so long. Seven hundred and forty-two pages in the existing version. Six hundred and forty-one in the version I was to translate. A hundred fewer pages – I could count myself lucky.


So when the dog drew closer to my suitcase, I was apprehensive about my leg, obviously, but I also felt a perfectly legitimate terror at the thought of watching my work being destroyed by a dog that no one had even noticed except for me at this particular moment. It was a good thing, then, that he spared me and left my suitcase intact. He probably wasn’t a big Melville fan, or maybe he was frightened of taking on that whale. Dogs are no braver than people, at the end of the day. Eventually, they all wandered off and left me to make my way over to my parents’ house.


There was still no one out in the street when I reached the front door. The ghost village was fast asleep. The lock was tricky, as it had always been, as if the house expected anyone who wanted to come in to make an effort. My parents weren’t there, they’d gone away for a holiday on the other side of the island. They always let me have a key so I could come back whenever I felt the need to. And that need was proving increasingly rare. Parents think they know best about what their children want. Sometimes they’re wrong. The house was cold. The shutters, which had been closed since they’d left, had stopped the sun from getting inside.


My parents were an odd couple according to our friends, they were an odd couple according to the wider family, an odd couple according to other villagers, an odd couple according to the whole world. Some people are just like that, they spend a lifetime side by side when they were designed to be blissfully unaware of each other. Nothing clicked between them. 


My father was the incarnation of calm. In ancient Greece he could have applied to be the god of introspection. Few words found an opportunity to come out of his mouth. And because this had been going on for years, the few remaining words available had forgotten how to get to the exit. Every now and then a word would find it, but apparently failed to pass the information on to the others. 


My mother, on the other hand, specialized in micro-scandals and over-inflated dramas. I’ve lost count of the times she walked out, leaving my father on his own, sad and dejected, his hands tucked into his pockets until she came back. My mother would move in with my grandma, in the house opposite. These escapes lasted two or three days, never more. My father had to suffer, that was her watchword. The worst of it was, these arguments should never have happened. They often evolved from completely inoffensive situations. One time my father helped a pretty tourist who’d got lost in our village and wanted to know how to get to the coast. “Il mare,” she kept saying, swivelling her head from left to right. It took my father five minutes to explain the directions to her. 


I was a teenager. The tourist really was very pretty, with direct eye contact and just the right depth of tan, one of those tourists who’s mastered the sun’s influence on her skin. She wasn’t the sort who come to our island to go home roasted. We eat grilled pork, not foreigners. I would gladly have kissed her sleeveless arms. I even imagined asking for her hand in marriage and taking her away from the village for a wonderful romantic idyll in a shepherd’s hut. Not too far from my family home, but just enough so we wouldn’t hear my mother’s shouting. 


I daydreamed while my father tried to help her, in English that he cobbled back together specially for the occasion, a sort of mash-up of Beatles lyrics and the remnants of lessons he’d had forty years earlier. After five minutes, he gave up and tried drawing the route instead. Unlike words, anyone from anywhere can understand a drawing. Papa painted house walls when people asked him to, frescoes or even just colours. Painter-decorator and artist rolled into one. Blue, red, green, shapes, figures and words emerged from his sturdy hands. And they needed to be sturdy, to have all that in them.


The tourist moved in closer to get a better look. The sketch was clear, precise, as perfect as her skin – Clara, was her name, she’d eventually revealed, dazzled as she was by my father’s skilled cartography. But at the sight of the reduced distance between them, my mother bristled, complaining that never in twenty years of marriage had my father drawn anything for her.


“So you’ll draw for a foreigner, Mario, but not for me, your wife, Maria, your ever-faithful wife.” My mother had an unfortunate tendency to see herself as the perfect faithful wife. 


Clara, who didn’t understand my mother’s outburst, most likely thought Mama was giving my father advice to improve his map. She smiled at her and I knew my mother’s fury would be unleashed in the house as soon as Clara drove away to the coast. “You disappoint me, Mario, never a single drawing for your wife.”


She was right. My father never drew, not for her nor for other women. And certainly not for me. He wasn’t the type to draw a particular type of car for me when I was little, nor suns or houses. I had nothing from him, nothing tangible, just his eyes filled with despair before the tornado. The weather’s on the turn, they seemed to say, already misting over. Once we were alone, Clara having gone – and in my mind she had become Chiara, alba chiara, a luminous perfection that had now gone – my mother headed straight for thunderous darkness. Inside the house, doors slammed, as did words. She packed her bag, which was in reality always ready, just in case, and went off to my grandma’s house. This departure, if her words were to be believed, was for good. She wouldn’t be coming back this time. She came back the next day. “That’s the last time, Mario, do you hear me?”


I’d noticed that the name Mario was only brought out for special occasions. It was a mark of solemnity, a sign intended to draw my father’s attention to the gravity of the situation. At all other times she called him Papa. Of course he wasn’t her papa but her husband. He was my papa. As a child, I seriously questioned their relationship. There’s no denying this scrambling of names wasn’t easy to understand. Luckily for me, these exceptional situations that brought Mario out for an airing weren’t actually so exceptional.




Chapter 2


Stepping into the house thirty years later, it felt as if her insults and disapproval lived on between those walls, now yellowed by these old squabbles. It was half past six and I walked, like a ghost, down the long corridor that led to my bedroom. A gallery of family portraits looked down at me. I didn’t remember all these people hung around the house. They must have been glad of a visitor in this God’s waiting room of a place. But I wasn’t here for them. I didn’t show any sign of my indifference as I walked along that chilly corridor, eyeing them with feigned nostalgia, its fakery imperceptible to the dead.


I was here for my grandmother, my nonna, who was breathing her last according to the message that my uncle Gavino had left on my voicemail. She had gone into a deep coma. My parents were due back later in the day. They had gone off on an “expedition” in the south of the island, visiting an old friend of my father’s who had recently been widowed. And yes, it was an expedition for them to leave the village. My mother didn’t cope well with the upheaval – yes, this qualified as “upheaval” to her – and being away from home. As if the walls might collapse without her, as if she were holding up the whole construction. She agreed to this trip to please my father, to allow him to spend some time with his childhood friend, so the two men could look at old photographs together. Side by side, they would laugh – and cry too – while she snoozed on the sofa. More proof of her love, probably.


“Be quick, Giacomo. The doctors don’t think she has long.”


I was in Marseille, deep into my translation, grappling with Moby Dick, when my phone announced the news to me. Gavino never called me, so I immediately knew he must have something important to tell me. In every family, there is one person who takes on the role of bearer of bad news. Gavino had come through the casting session with flying colours, thanks to his exaggeratedly deep voice, that was so good at implying imminent and inevitable doom. Or in this instance, my grandmother’s demise. I caught the first available boat, paying through the nose to spend the crossing lying on a bench seat in the middle of the piano bar. An unfortunate singer (I say unfortunate because no one would feel fortunate in such a place) trudged through Phil Collins’ backlist, singing continuously to avoid the silence where the applause should have been. Everything about his performance was pitiful: his suit, his voice, his backing track and his audience. And Phil Collins. How could anyone arrange their set list around Phil Collins? Wasn’t there someone in charge of programming who could have talked him out of that, at least? Someone with a degree of common sense to tell him that nobody would clap a Phil Collins tribute act?


Moby Dick would have been doing the world a service if he’d decided to attack the boat during this set. We would have all died as heroes, and people would have wept over our terrible fate. 


But the sea monster was safe and warm in my bag, happy to stay put. The show on offer was probably not to his taste. After his performance, the singer came and sat near me. You’ve probably realized I attract this sort of attention, from stray dogs and singers alike.


Like a forest put to sleep by a witch, my bedroom hadn’t changed since my last visit, which was now over a year ago, nearly two. The bed was made. Mama always kept it made. You never knew when I’d be there, she would say. “You’re like the postman, we wait and wait for him and he doesn’t come. Then the next day, when we’ve given up hope, he turns up. We’re a bit angry because he could have come sooner, but we don’t say anything, we just smile stupidly, almost apologize for not greeting him with enough enthusiasm …”


On my bed was a copy of Zeno’s Conscience that I translated into English. It had been a gift to my parents. They were always proud to see my name on books, even if it was just on the inside pages. Mama claimed to recognize something of me in my translations, despite not reading English. I lay down on my cold bed and began to read. One page, then two, then three … 


The ceiling light was flickering, irritating me. I wanted to ignore it and carry on reading, but it was impossible. The text was visible for a few seconds, then disappeared, and I had to start the same sentence again. After ten minutes of unfruitful reading I switched off the light and opened the shutter, letting daylight discreetly fill the room. I stood on the bed to look at the bulb. I didn’t have a replacement for it and knew nothing about electricity, but, hey, don’t we often do pointless things to make ourselves look important? I’d noticed this with people whose cars break down. Their knee-jerk reaction is to open the bonnet and look at an engine which they have no idea how to fix. But still they look, as though the problem will leap up and say: “I’m right here! You just need to move this here, and the car will start.” Until they eventually slouch back to their seat and defeatedly call a breakdown service. 


From where I was standing on the bed, the world looked different. Looking at my room from above gave me a panorama of the years I’d spent here. A life lived on an island, far removed from the crowds and bustle of the mainland. With its loneliness, struggles, cobbled streets and inhabitants stationed outside their houses. If I went to the library, I had to cross the main road and walk right past those wizened eyes, those seated figures that never smiled, never betraying any indication of goodwill. 


It turned out that the lightbulb in the bedroom had a little collection of dried-out flies on it. Mama was far too short to reach up here. And to think, she spent days on end cleaning the house, hunting down the tiniest speck of dust … I wouldn’t mention this macabre find. I swiftly ran a hanky over the flies, giving them a little send-off. Here lies one of the flies, etc. 


Just so that I’d covered all bases, I twisted the bulb back in a couple of times. This operation did nothing to settle its rubbish illuminating abilities. Never mind, daylight would do. I went back to my book, glad to be reunited with Zeno, my Zeno with whom I’d spent many a long month in Marseille. We were a well-matched couple: he had his cigarettes and I my fear of failure. A fear I could never shake off, probably part of my innermost being. 


The ghosts on the landing wall slept peacefully. They weren’t alone anymore.




Chapter 3


“Are you Sardinian?”


“Um … yes. I don’t really know. It’s complicated.”


“How are you feeling? Do you not know that either? You are funny.”


“I was born on the island but I haven’t lived here for a long time. Funny, me? How about you, are you Sardinian?”


“No, I’m from Rome.”


“Great.”


“If you say so.”


“Rome’s a wonderful city.”


“Do you know it?”


“No, I’ve never set foot in the place.”


“You should. It really is beautiful, you’re right. I think your phone’s ringing.”


“It’s nothing, probably a mistake. I’m not expecting any calls. Not too difficult, singing on a boat?”


“You get used to everything, you know. In the early days, my voice would rock with the boat. In other words, the show was pretty mediocre. I’ve got used to a moving stage now. My voice is steadier. Easier on the ear.”


“It certainly is, I found it very easy on the ear.”


“Did you really listen? Be honest with me, don’t spare my feelings.”


“At the beginning, yes. But I’m tired at the moment, I can’t concentrate. I ended up falling asleep.”


“No one normally listens to me, you know. People have better things to do. Like sleeping. Talking, eating. I’m like a bottle of oil on a restaurant table, people only see me if they feel the need.”


“I think you’re being hard on yourself.”


“It’s the truth. I’ve been singing on this stage for ten years. But Phil Collins is my speciality. He’s a major artist. And how about you, what do you do for a living? Don’t say music producer or impresario, or I’ll jump overboard … After what I’ve just told you … You’re not likely to offer me a fantastic contract and a world tour …”


“No danger of that.”


“You really are funny. Humour’s a rare quality. It’s what keeps me going, you know, when I’m singing to a room full of sleeping passengers, all lying awkwardly on these curved seats, with their shoes off and holes in their socks. They find it hard to get to sleep and then wake up full of aches and pains but they still come back on these boats every year! But let’s get back to you – I’m a typical artist, it’s always all about me. What do you do?”


“I’m a translator.”


“Of books?”


“Yes, I mostly translate English novels into French. I also sometimes translate Italian into French. It all depends.”


“Depends on what you’re offered?”


“Exactly.”


“So you’re actually copying out books in another language.”


“You could say that.”


“You say the same thing as the authors but in the language you’ve been asked to.”


“I say nearly the same thing.”


“Nearly?”


“It’s all about the nearly. I’m the nearly man. More or less.”


“And I’m nearly a star … What are you translating at the moment, if you don’t mind me asking?”


“I’m working on an unpublished version of Moby Dick, have you heard of it?


“The one with the whale?”


“Yes!”


“People who work on boats avoid reading that sort of thing.”


“If you want to know a bit more about my work, I did an interview for La Nuova Sardegna, the piece should be coming out any day.”


“Oh, that’s wonderful. I’ll look out for it.”




Chapter 4


Being woken by an idiot must surely be one of life’s worst experiences. Along with having to eat offal after a bout of anaemia and listening to your mother saying you’re not looking as well as on your last visit. Gavino rapped so hard on the window that it felt like a direct assault on my body. I found it very hard to drag myself out of bed. I hate talking when I’ve just woken up, something that I’ve tried – and failed – to pass on to the people unfortunate enough to be around me at that time of day. I have to confess that if you don’t count members of my family, there aren’t many of them. 


Gavino is a name you only hear on this island, a Sardinian passport of sorts. I remembered spending a few nights at his house when I was very young. Completely ignoring my struggle to prise myself from the arms of Morpheus, he hollered around the house as if there’d been a Martian invasion and it was his job to let the world know about it. He would actually be looking for his razor, his watch, or God knows what vital item that he’d mislaid. Gavino’s memory was akin to that of a goldfish escaped from its bowl. As a child I could cry for minutes at a time while he carried on with his pointless ranting. At last he would find the missing object, only to start looking for something else again just moments later. A perpetual quest.


“Are you there?”


My eyes were still swollen from my brief snooze when, in a burst of intelligence and insight, Gavino asked me this question. He was out on the street, I inside. How could he doubt that I was here when he was looking right at me? Of course I was here! Tired, bedraggled, knocked out by reading Italo Svevo, but very much there in my parents’ house. 


“Yes, I arrived this morning.”


“Did I wake you?”


“Yes.”


“Well, you were going to get up, anyway. Five minutes here or there doesn’t change much.”


With reasoning like that, my uncle could be taken for a half-wit, which he might well have been, actually. Still, as I listened to him I felt something close to pity for him. He’d never left our island. His world was bookended by the signs indicating the start and finish of the village. He had no idea that, anywhere else, his manner might not give a good impression.


“You’re right, I was about to get up. Thanks for knocking on the window.”


“You’re welcome. How are you?”


“Tired.”


“That journey’s too long! I never travel, which is why I’m never tired.”


Gavino was right there – it took far too long to get to the village. Some said it was worth it. Not me.


“Notice anything different?”


“No.”


“I haven’t shaved. I’ve lost that damn razor again. Your aunt’s behind this, I’m sure of it.”


“She may well be.”


“Your phone’s ringing, Giacomo.”


“Let it ring – they’ll leave a message if it’s important.”


The whole looking-for-razors thing was still topical, then. It felt as if life here, right down at the bottom end of Europe, went more slowly than in the north. As if things evolved at a different rate. There was the first division, the mainland where nothing lasted any time at all and people ran around, then the second division plopped in the middle of the Mediterranean, where events took time to happen. The positives and the negatives. 


“Your parents’ll be here soon.”


“You don’t have to talk so loudly, Giacomo.”


“Why, have you got someone in there with you?”


“No.”


“Well then, I can talk as loudly as I like.”


“It’s just, I’ve had a terrible headache since first thing this morning.”


“Travelling, I tell you, travelling is bad for you.”


“For me?”


“For everyone. You look dead on your feet. Get a bit more rest and then come and join us at the house. We’ll go and see Grandma later.”


“How is she?”


“Not good. Not good at all. You’ll see for yourself, Mr. Translator. I’d forgotten we have to talk quietly to you. Your books don’t make noise like we do!”


My uncle had never understood my desire to get away, a need that had manifested itself very early on in my existence. To his mind, I was a rogue branch on the family tree, one which would one day snap off. In my teens, reading gave me the escape I was looking for, other people’s words offering themselves to me like a bridge thrown across to Europe.


“Have you bought this morning’s La Nuova Sardegna?”


“No, why? That paper might as well be a floor mop these days. Nothing but gossip. Nothing about real life. A bit like your books, in fact! Do you read La Nuova, then?”


“Not always, but they’ll soon be running an interview I did.”


“An interview with you? What for? I hope you haven’t been bad-mouthing the family.”


“Do I usually?”


“I don’t trust people who leave the village because it doesn’t suit them.”


“I talked about my work.”


“Is anyone interested in that?”


“Possibly. The woman who interviewed me was, anyway.”


“Pretty?”


“We did the interview over the phone.”


“You’ll always be had, Giacomo. It’s written in the stars.”


My uncle was not improving with age. He hammered out his every utterance as if passing a final sentence. He very visibly delighted in criticizing me for whatever came into his head. He got onto his bike (a design that hadn’t been in production for decades, by the looks of it) and, without another word, he set off down the cobbled street. The road surface was so damaged that if I’d been him, on a contraption like that, I’d have fallen off after the first few metres. He, though, having cycled down it thousands of times and aware of all its pitfalls, looked as if he was gliding along a newly opened bike lane. He took a handsome, unwavering route, remarkably balanced for such a coarse, charmless man. But a few seconds later, I did see something fall from his pocket and break as it hit the ground. His mobile. My uncle stopped as if he’d just knocked over a child, and threw himself to the ground to pick up the pieces, his hands snatching busily to gather the remains of his victim. As he knelt there, he looked over at me. “That was my phone,” he wailed, but he seemed so devastated that I heard something else, “that was my son” or “that was my child”. 


My uncle had a long history with telephones. When mobiles were first commercialized in Asia, he dreamed of having one. Sadly, our island still had a while to wait. So Gavino arranged to be sent a fake mobile phone, a huge one that he kept on him at all times, irreparably distending and distorting his pockets. It was an empty shell. I realized this one day when we were at his house for supper. He’d left his splendid device on the side while he set the world to rights with my parents over an after-dinner drink that was about as powerful as detergent. Naturally, I went over to have a peek. My hand slowly moved closer, ignoring instructions from my brain, and this conflict inevitably resulted in the phone falling to the floor. It was made of two pieces of plastic. In between there was nothing but air. I was no budding inventor or even a child with a gift for electronics, but I had no trouble understanding that Gavino’s conversations with unknown callers when we had lunch on the beach were actually just a charade. Ankle-deep in the water he would talk loudly to a friend no one had ever met. Until the revelation, we and passers-by alike admired this ground-breaker who never stopped saying, “Everyone’ll have them in ten years’ time, you just wait and see!”




Chapter 5


As a child, I thought everyone loved me. Teachers, classmates, neighbours and relatives. Everyone loved me. Even domesticated animals. The not-so-domesticated ones too. The lizards that wedged themselves between two rocks in the noonday sun, that didn’t resent me when I crushed them. I was loved. The cicadas chirped for me, even if I was surrounded by a huge crowd of people (which, incidentally, didn’t happen much in our village, given that the word “crowd” doesn’t really sit well with it). It was powerful. An all-encompassing love. Some people feel persecuted; I, on the other hand, felt loved. Of course this feeling was based on illusion, but to a child, illusion and reality are neighbouring countries, and it’s easy to travel from one to the other. Until the day when border patrols are established. 


I played football for ten years. The village grocer had decided to set up and manage a boys’ team to challenge nearby communities. Marco the grocer pitched up at my parents’ house one winter evening. Now, winter evenings in Sardinia are the embodiment of absolute boredom, in the same way as there is absolute zero and absolute cold, a temperature at which life expires. So absolute boredom, then, and enforced proximity to others because my father – convinced that the island’s climate spared us from plummeting temperatures – had decided not to install central heating, so we all had to cluster around the only source of heat in the house: the oven. Each on our own chair, shoulder to shoulder, like a foretaste of carbon-neutral living. 


So I was there reading, while my mother castigated my father for something or other, when there was a knock at the door. I was too young to be sent to open up, and that was fine by me because the temperature in the corridor was even lower than in the rest of the house. My father, because he was the man of the family and therefore had to protect us (but also very probably to get away from my mother), stood up and, as if undertaking a perilous mission, headed for the door. He returned moments later with Marco. At first I thought the grocer was taking up door-to-door sales but, when I saw he wasn’t carrying any merchandise, I realized he must have been there for something else.


“It’s not very warm in your house,” he said to my father.


“The sun’ll be back soon.”


We were all waiting longingly for the sun, obviously. It would warm the house back up, in two or three months’ time.


“I’m here to see the boy.”


“What’s he done?” my mother asked.


As I was saying, the way I saw it, the whole world loved me. When I saw the look in Mama’s eyes, though, cracks started to appear in this theory. She grabbed hold of the newspaper she’d been reading before Marco arrived and rolled it up the way she did in the summer to drive away flies. But it was the middle of winter, there wasn’t a fly to be seen. I, in this instance, was the fly.


“Don’t worry, he hasn’t done anything. It’s just I’m taking over the village football team and I’d like Giacomo to be in it.”


“Really?” my mother said with an air of great satisfaction as she unrolled her newspaper.


She thought Marco had come to recruit me because I was talented at football. The truth is, I wasn’t hopeless with a ball … but to get from there to being recruited by a club (even in our village) was as big a leap as stepping over the Mediterranean. My mother probably saw me well on the way to a glittering career. In the island’s most prestigious team, Cagliari. Her son, her little boy, recruited for his sporting prowess. She wore her pride as others might wear a glorious piece of jewellery borrowed for one evening. Her eyes had lit up. The cold had vanished.


“Yes, sport’s good for children. Can you play football, Giacomo?”


“Yes,” I mumbled, seeing Mama’s thwarted expression.


She’d just gathered that the grocer was knocking on every door in the village where he’d find a small boy. He didn’t even know whether I could play football. Dreams can evaporate in an instant, and that’s just as well because Mama would have happily throttled the one that had just vaporized. 


“Will you be running the team on your own?” my father asked. “That’s a hell of a responsibility.”


“No, Manuella’s going to help me, thank goodness.”


“It’ll be easier if your wife’s helping. All these scallywags will give you quite a runaround.”


I willingly agreed to join the village team. For my health and for Manuella, the sort of femme fatale that we only got to see in programmes on private TV stations. Until then I’d never participated in any competitive sport – just saying the words was a source of great satisfaction – and neither had my friends, because our village didn’t have a single sports club. 


I thought I’d succeed on the football pitch even though it was bare soil, not grass. The local council didn’t have the funds to maintain a lawn all year round and, because the sun turned green to yellow, the powers that be had decided to let nature alter the colour as it saw fit. Soil is every footballer’s enemy. The slightest fall is synonymous with injury, grazing and blood. And players spend most of every match on the ground. That’s why they’re made to play on grass. I was worried about my knees but took comfort from the fact that geniuses emerge from adversity. Schopenhauer and his terrifying father, Kafka with his fragile health. Giacomo and the uneven pitch. An incredible career was beginning. I had dreams of sporting exploits but – more importantly – dreams of escape. Scoring goals was my way out of the village. 


Marco had no trouble persuading my friends to join his village team. We very quickly became a myth of sorts across the region. In ten years we didn’t win a single match. We couldn’t be demoted because we were already playing in the lowest league. Below us there was nothing, oblivion. And anything’s better than oblivion. Even last place in the worst division. Ten years of defeats. Our opponents used their confrontations with us to try out new tactics. We were sometimes allowed to have one more player than the other team. But one more player was still not enough. As goalie (I wasn’t competent enough to play anywhere other than this thankless position), it was easy for me to keep track of their mounting score. I spent a large proportion of each match with my back to the pitch, picking the ball out of the back of the net. We developed a true philosophy of defeat. At first it hurt, it upset us, and then, with successive wash-outs and thrashings, our skins hardened and defeat eventually became a way of life, and a source of pleasure too because we brought happiness wherever we went. No one watched us come out onto the pitch with fear in their belly. Sure of victory, our opponents were already thinking about the post-match picnic.


As for me, I saw every match as an opportunity to spend time with Marco’s wife. She was in charge of our kit, and washed it every week in preparation for the next fixture. Thinking of Manuella scrubbing, drying, folding and ironing my strip afforded me great happiness. Manuella, the femme fatale, as my mother scornfully called her. Manuella with the big black hair and the floaty dresses. Manuella to whom I handed my kit gently, particularly if it was covered in mud, because I didn’t want it to dirty her hands. Manuella who every week had a kind word for each of us, although I heard only the one addressed to me, wishing all my teammates would melt away so she could concentrate on me alone. Manuella who overrode defeat by handing out biscuits she’d made specially for the players. Manuella whose name I was not allowed to utter (not even the first few letters) because my mother was so jealous of this formidable woman, the grocer’s wife, the devil incarnate, the too-beautiful-to-be-trustworthy lady who led her son to understand that the female of the species did not stop at his mother.


Manuella was the sunlight in our village, even when it rained. Especially when it rained. Well, especially in winter, because the rest of the year we had the other one, the real one, the one that tanned our skin and made Manuella’s the colour of milk chocolate. Teamed with green eyes.


She ran the grocery and her husband often had to go into town for supplies, so I would go to the shop at every opportunity, helped – quite unwittingly – by Mama, who was always missing some vital ingredient (a clove of garlic or an onion, to name the most important) for the meal she was making. When she asked me to do her a favour, I pretended to refuse then craftily capitulated and ran as fast as I could (far faster than on the football pitch) in order to make the most of Manuella. Well, “make the most of” is a misleading phrase. I watched her. I didn’t go into the shop straight away but stayed outside, hiding behind an unstripped cork oak. And the unstripped bit was important. I mustn’t be seen. I watched Manuella for many a long minute. She worked away, unaware she was being watched. I liked it. She did nothing to protect herself, happy to show her face with no make-up. Society had no effect on her. Like the cork tree, before men came and stripped it to make hideous souvenirs with its bark.


If someone came near my hiding place, I felt I had to leave and go on into the shop. Manuella greeted me with genuine pleasure. Well, I hoped it was genuine. Walter, the shop’s dog, jumped up and put his front paws on my shoulders. A sheepdog that had never set foot in a field and knew nothing about livestock other than the meat that came into the shop. He’d been given his name in homage to the national team’s goalie. So this dog and I had something in common. Walter the footballer stopped his opponents’ goals. Walter the dog was meant to stop thieves. I meanwhile stopped nothing.


I bought the onion or the garlic that my mother so desperately needed and we chatted about the next match – our next defeat. A defeat that tasted like victory to me because Manuella could so thoroughly reward me with a smile or a wink. Absolute proof that we were close. She certainly didn’t grant any such familiarity to other customers. She was always very professional. “The pasta’s here, the oil over there …”, no more than that. I emerged from the shop happy, sure of my seductive charms. And on a grown-up to boot. I went back to my observation point to check whether Manuella was trying to watch me after I’d left. I imagined her pressing herself against the shop window and perhaps even spotting me behind the old tree. “Giacomo, ti amo,” she would mouth through the window, knocking over the towering displays of food basking in the sun. 
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