

        

            

                

            

        


    





Praise for Can you hear me?


 


‘A beautiful, stark, poignant account of fear, love and loss’


Emma Flint, author of Little Deaths 


 


‘Elena Varvello’s Can you hear me? is riveting and luminous. It’s a gorgeous heart-rending novel that you want to finish in one sitting – and few readers will be able to resist the exquisite gravity of such temptation – but it’s also a novel that you long to savour, to make last, to draw out because there won’t be another one this rich, this compelling, this extraordinarily satisfying for a long, long time’ Bret Anthony Johnston, author of Remember Me Like This and Sunday Times EFG Short Story Award winner 2017


 


‘Haunting, surreal, and deeply engaging, Elena Varvello’s Can you hear me? is at once suspenseful and elegiac, as beautiful as it is horrifying, as Varvello takes us deep inside the mind and heart of 16-year-old Elia Furenti during his summer of change. Readers will devour this novel in one sitting as I did, then chew over it long after the book is done’


Karen Dionne, author of The Marsh King’s Daughter


 


‘A taut, smart, viciously gripping noir about family and the destructive force of unconditional love. Can you hear me? took my breath away and kept me glued to the page until its heart-breaking end: a phenomenal achievement’


Kirsty Wark, author of The Legacy of Elizabeth Pringle


 


‘Elena Varvello’s thrilling novel Can you hear me? holds a magnifying glass to a family spiralling into darkness while simultaneously casting a net that ensnares the poignancy of the end of adolescence. We are swept away by the vivid characters as their dark and broken places are deftly revealed. Varvello’s command of her story, and yet delicate delivery, makes for stunning writing. A smart, dark, page-turner that lingers long after the last page’


Kate Mayfield, author of The Undertaker’s Daughter


 


‘Can you hear me? shines a light on one family’s black heart, a place where opposites coexist: tenderness and fear; happiness and pain; unfaltering faith and ugly suspicions. A book to get lost in’


Paolo Giordano, bestselling author of The Solitude of Prime Numbers


 


‘Reading Can you hear me? is like being swept away by a powerful current. The best Italian novel of the year’


Fabio Geda, bestselling author of In the Sea There Are Crocodiles


 


‘One of the best Italian novels of 2016. A book that doesn’t shy away from pain – it shines a light on it. And it does so beautifully, page by page’


Alessandro Baricco, bestselling author of Silk


 


‘A dark and painful novel, constructed with great wisdom and written with rare restraint’


Nicola Lagioia, author of Ferocity, winner of the Strega Prize 2015


 


‘A world of suspense à la Hitchcock . . . Elena Varvello is a skilled narrator’


Gaia Servadio


 


‘Can you hear me? is one of the most beautiful, intense and original books I have encountered in my life . . . A beautifully written book, that brings to mind Cormac McCarthy’


Huffington Post Italy


 


‘Elena Varvello has written both a noir and a coming-of-age novel that is in some ways reminiscent of Niccolò Ammaniti’s I’m Not Scared . . . She reveals the widening cracks slowly, perceptively, as one family scene unfurls from another, telling the story through omissions that become enigmas’


Il Messaggero


 


‘It brought back to mind Elsa Morante’s Arturo’s Island, and those classics with the ability to capture the abyss of adolescence, authors like Moravia and Bassani . . . This novel will grab you instantly and force you to read with a growing sense of panic, something tight in your throat: like a noir of ordinary life, bloodless and thus even more ruthless’


La Stampa


 


‘With her ability to capture the fragmented rhythm of life, the clockwork eruption of a drama foretold, Elena Varvello hooks the reader’


Corriere della Sera


 


‘A coming-of-age story of friendship and passion that keeps the reader glued to the page’


Repubblica


 


‘Magnificent’


Il Manifesto
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In talking about the past we lie with every breath we draw.


William Maxwell










In the Woods


In the August of 1978, the summer I met Anna Trabuio, my father took a girl into the woods.


He stopped the van at the side of the road, just before sunset, asked her where she was going, and told her to get in.


She accepted the lift because she knew him.


They saw him drive towards town with his lights off, then he left the road, took a steep and difficult path and made her get out, he dragged her along with him.


 


My mother and I waited for him, worried he might’ve had an accident. While I stared into the darkness from the lounge window, she made a few phone calls.


‘He’s still not back.’


I found her leaning against the wall, in the hallway, the receiver clutched against her chest.


‘Everything’s fine, you’ll see,’ she said, trying to smile, as if she’d just heard his van, his footsteps in the yard.


She phoned the nearest hospital: she sighed with relief when they told her he wasn’t there.


She put some coffee on and we sat down at the kitchen table. She was wearing a blue dress, with long sleeves, dotted with small green palm trees that looked on the verge of being violently uprooted by an unstoppable wind.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said.


I went back to the lounge, lay down on the sofa and dozed off, a confused sleep that didn’t last long.


My mother was in the yard. ‘Why don’t you go to bed?’ she asked.


‘Not tired any more.’


She reached over to hug my shoulders and looked up to the sky: ‘Look how clear it is.’


‘Are you cold?’ I asked.


It was a summer night, and she was shaking.


 


She went to lie down and I tried reading a comic.


Half an hour later she left her room. She was wearing a blanket over her shoulders. She shook her head: ‘It’s pointless, I can’t rest.’ She went to the bathroom, then went back into the kitchen and called me. ‘Do you want to stay with me for a bit?’ She pulled the blanket up to her chin.


Before dawn, through the silence, we heard his van.


She turned towards the door, straightened her back, shook off the blanket and ran her hand through her hair. ‘Oh thank goodness. Thank God.’ I watched as she got up, straightened her dress on her hips and headed outside: ‘Darling, what happened to you?’


I followed right behind her. I stayed on the porch, under the light, trying to make him out in the darkness. I was angry and relieved: I wanted to slap him and tell him I didn’t care – you could’ve just stayed there; I wanted to run over to him and make sure he wasn’t hurt.


They stepped into the light, slowly, and I watched them go inside.


I was sixteen.


He had been gone a long time already, but that was it – not even a year after he lost his job and that boy disappeared – that was when everything broke.










Truth (1)


Can you hear me?


I remember his voice, at night.


Waking up all of a sudden, that summer, I’d hear the water going in the bathroom, my father’s steps in the corridor, him coughing. My mother kept calling him: ‘Come to bed.’ He’d reply: ‘No time.’


He’d head down to the garage, or sit at the kitchen table.


I’d fall asleep again.


On one of those nights I heard my father’s breathing from the other side of my bedroom door.


I stayed as still as possible, listening. He came inside.


‘Elia?’


The light was on behind him.


‘Elia, can you hear me?’


I opened my eyes very slightly. I wanted to ask him: What is it, Dad? What’s going on with you? Instead, I turned the other way, pretending to sleep, pulling the covers over my head.


 


My father’s name, the low and gravelly voice with which he said it: ‘My name is Ettore Furenti.’


My mother adored him. I’d often catch her admiring him, her chin on her hand, a smile across her lips.


‘Your father is so beautiful. And he always makes me laugh.’


And he was fun: his laughter was contagious, and he had a whole collection of stories he liked to tell.


‘Elia? Come here a second.’


‘What is it?’


‘You need to hear this one.’


A big, bulky man, wide forehead, black hair and eyes of a watery blue – she was small, tiny, and always cold, chestnut hair and eyes. I can still see how he’d hold her against him, just back from work, with his coat still on, both so young: they turn and smile as they catch me watching them. I see them walking into the bedroom, my mother’s head only just up to his shoulder, and he winks at me, closing the door.


In summer, on Sundays, he’d take me to the river for a swim, or to the cinema – his profile against clouds of smoke, in the dimmed lights, and the way he’d start whistling as we left, and say: ‘Let’s play a trick on her when we get home.’ He’d make the turn onto our drive, roll down to the garage and carefully close the car doors, chuckling, and she’d know what we had in mind, but still exclaimed: ‘I wonder when they’ll be back.’ He’d grab her by the waist and kiss her neck and she’d shriek then burst into laughter.


‘You scared me.’


‘His fault’ – he’d point at me – ‘it was his idea.’


But there were moments when he’d change, and he’d lock himself in the garage and we were not to disturb him. He’d sit under the porch canopy, on the swing, for hours, wringing his hands, biting his lips. I caught him sobbing, one afternoon – everything was still fine then – sitting in the bathtub, pale and shivering, with his knees clutched to his chest.


When he was particularly tired or worried, he’d stutter: he’d pause, shake his head, hit his thigh with his closed fist.


He could freeze in a second – she never was able to do the same – and become cold and sarcastic; he’d stare at us as if we were wrong somehow, his lips curled in a sneer; then everything would go back to normal and I’d hear them muttering, I’d hear my father’s laugh.


 


I knew very little about his past.


He had lost his parents at eighteen, within three months of each other. No other relatives, just like her. One summer, before they died, he’d worked as a mechanic at the petrol station, and after that he was employed at the plant.


‘I don’t remember much,’ he’d answer, whenever I tried asking him about it.


He often went out with my mother – into town for a stroll, or a coffee, or for a meal at Il cacciatore, along the road that zigzagged through the woods, leading to our house and that of Ida Belli – but he had no friends and never showed signs of missing anyone.


‘I need no one.’


I’d ask her, sometimes, what he’d been like when he was younger.


‘Pretty much the same as now.’


A funny man, I’d tell myself, armed with quick comebacks. It was always an odd sight to find him on the porch, staring at the garden and the woods in silence, or locked up in the garage.


 


My mother, on the other hand, had Ida, and she loved her.


‘She’s like a sister.’


She was a tall woman, short hair, sharp jaw, quite brusque and with a horsey laugh; she could suddenly strangle you with a hug, or slap a hand on your shoulder.


She had divorced her husband, he had moved to Rome and married again. She lived with her daughter, whom we still treated as a child, despite her being my age – some people thought she had some type of disability, with her slumped back, her big dangling head, her damp, puckered lips.


Ida would always say: ‘We get on perfectly just the two of us, Simona and me.’


I always remember the girl standing behind her mother’s shoulders, mumbling and chewing on my name. It was practically impossible to touch her without her screaming or moaning, and she didn’t attend school: she spent her time drawing, kneeling on the ground, smearing colours all over her face whenever something worried her.


Ida, an accountant for the local furniture factory, had employed a girl full-time, to look after her daughter.


The girl came up every morning, on the bus, and left late afternoon, shuffling quickly to the bus stop, cigarette in hand, as the light disappeared behind the trees.


Until she met my father.


 


We lived at the top of a hill – the house where he grew up – where the road died into a path, three kilometres from Ponte, a small provincial town we used to call ‘the city’ because of the mill. A narrow valley, an abandoned pyrite mine, a twisting river, an old stone bridge in the gorge, another with two  lanes over the river and woods all around. But there were also schools, the Futura cinema, the public library – my mother’s realm, as the sole librarian – a café with a video-game arcade. There was the furniture factory, including a kitchen-and-wardrobe showroom, in the area we called ‘industrial’. And the mill, with the brick wall around it, the chimney smoke.


It was a cotton mill, which had been founded in 1939 and had flourished since then. Two hundred employees at the end of the 1960s. My father was a repairman, he loved his job and wouldn’t have changed it for anything.


Once orders started to fall and prices to rise, the company was sold. My father used to tell us: ‘The wind is changing.’ The new owners meddled with the books, stole some money, tricked people. In 1977, they declared bankruptcy. I saw him cry that day – it was September – as my mother sat next to him, consoling him.


All that was left was the brick wall with the broken-bottle glass on top. The cold chimneys. The whistling between the empty buildings.


In the months that followed we had fun climbing over the wall – me and a group of kids I used to hang out with back then. We broke in through the doors. We threw stones at the windows and turned over filing cabinets. We peed against walls and wrote lewd graffiti on them. We sat on the floor, next to the machines, in the dusty shadows, sharing a cigarette. We spent time in that wide, silent space, as if it were ours.


Then suddenly we got bored of it – in December, after that boy disappeared.


Back then my father used to go out every day, but I had no idea where.


 


The fall of the mill was the beginning of the end.


It had been a disaster for Ponte. Many left, looking for work. Several others started drinking, or just loitering.


My father locked himself in his bedroom for weeks, only getting up to go to the bathroom or join us in the kitchen, in his pyjamas, when my mother called him for food. He’d stare at the plate with a cigarette between his lips, and my mother would remove it, softly.


‘We’ll survive this, you’ll see.’


‘How?’


‘Later. Eat first.’


My mother asked around – the factory, a construction company – but no one had any openings. Then she found out about a piece of land, bought by some company, about twenty kilometres from Ponte, where a small housing complex was supposed to go up.


‘Maybe something’ll come out of it.’


She would lie down next to him whenever she got back from the library, and that’s how I remember them, one next to the other, almost indistinguishable, despite their stark differences.


 


Holed up in his room, he came up with an idea, he fixated on it.


He came to the table one day, filled his glass with water, drank some, and said: ‘I’ve had time to think.’


My mother looked at him, and her eyes lit up. ‘About what?’


How could she know?


‘They found a way to get rid of me,’ he replied. ‘That’s what they wanted. And now they’re mocking me.’


‘It’s happened to everyone, sweetheart.’


My father’s lips curled into a bitter smile. ‘That’s what they’re telling us. But it’s not the truth.’ He moved his chair, and went back to the bedroom.


I turned towards her. ‘What did he mean?’


‘Nothing, it’s nothing.’


My father said the same thing the following evening, and the one after that, and for weeks afterwards. He called it a ‘conspiracy’ once, stabbing his index finger hard onto the table: ‘a full-on plan, all just a show.’


‘I should’ve listened,’ he said.


‘To whom?’ asked my mother.


‘I can’t tell you.’


‘You’re just a little confused. I know this is hard.’


‘No. No, you don’t.’


One morning, he woke up before dawn and headed to the garage – a worktop, a metal cabinet, a sink, a small, dirty, broken couch, an electric heater.


That was where I found him when I got home: barefoot, in his grey pyjamas, scribbling busily on some paper.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Nothing. Where have you been?’


‘School,’ I said. He knew that.


He folded the paper in half, fished out a cigarette from its packet and started smoking.


‘What are you writing?’


My father didn’t reply: he stared at a point somewhere behind my shoulders, beyond the open door, to the white autumn sky.


‘It’s cold,’ I said. ‘At least turn on the heater.’


‘I’m OK.’


‘Have you been here since this morning?’


‘I don’t want to sleep any more.’


‘Do you want me to bring you a jumper?’


‘I said I’m OK.’


‘OK.’


‘I’ll sort things out,’ he said, finally. ‘Don’t you worry.’


I should’ve insisted. What had got into him? Did he really believe the other employees were still working, that the mill was still running? But instead I just let him be, left him to his ghosts, believing he was safe.


 


He went out to buy envelopes and stamps.


‘So is it letters?’ my mother asked him. ‘Who are you sending them to?’


‘Everyone needs to know about this,’ he replied.


She sighed: ‘It’s pointless. Whatever this is.’


‘You don’t understand. I need to report them. They need to take me back.’


She brushed his cheek, his hand. ‘No one can take you back, sweetheart. There’s no one left. You know what happened.’


My father looked at her and bit his lip, eyes half shut, as if thinking hard about something.


‘You do know, right? Ettore, please tell me you do.’


‘That’s the point. What is the truth?’


‘There’s only one truth,’ she replied.


‘Are you sure?’


He spent that night – his first one fully awake – in front of the TV, staring at the static of the test card. At one point I went to the bathroom to pee. As I headed back to my room, I heard him mutter: ‘Fine, I’ll keep my mouth shut.’


 


Can you hear me?


Two weeks later, on a Sunday, he told us about the van.


He wasn’t home when my mother and I got up for breakfast. I asked her where he was, and she shook her head. We heard the car a couple of minutes later. My father stepped into the kitchen, threw his coat onto a chair, rubbed his cold hands together, and took off his shoes.


‘There’s a guy selling his van. I told him I’ll buy it.’


My mother asked him who the man was.


‘You don’t know him.’


‘Come on, everyone knows everyone around here. How much?’ They had talked, on and off, about a second car, but he was unemployed at the time, and the whole of my mother’s salary went on bills and groceries.


‘It’s none of your business,’ he said.


‘I think it is.’


‘You live here, don’t you?’


‘So?’


‘So this is my house, and I think I should be the one making the decisions.’ He turned towards me, stretched across the table and tugged at the sleeve of my pyjama top. ‘Isn’t it a great idea?’


He burst out laughing, then went over to my mother, grabbed her by the waist, hoisted her up. She tried to wrestle away from him, saying ‘You can’t do things like this.’ But she eventually gave in.


It was early December. The wind was icy cold.


‘I feel like a god. Don’t argue with me.’


He twirled her between the table and the door, and she grabbed onto his back, and they kissed.


 


So he bought the van.


I slid on my coat and went out, that afternoon, the light of dusk, when I heard the horn beeping. My father was sitting there, hands on the steering wheel. He lowered the window and called me over. ‘Come see,’ he said.


I walked around the van and eventually got in.


‘So? What do you think?’


I shrugged.


I didn’t like it: there was a dent on the right-hand side, and spots where the white paint had been eaten by rust. The inside smelled bad. It had not been a good deal.


He drummed his fingers on the wheel, staring at the windscreen. ‘You know what they did,’ he said.


‘Who?’


‘Them.’


We sat in silence for a bit.


‘Your mother doesn’t believe me. I can’t trust her any more.’


‘What should she believe?’


‘I told you: all of this,’ he replied, leaning towards me. Then he muttered, ‘But I’m writing those letters.’


‘Who to?’


‘Everyone.’


‘And you’re sending them?’


‘What else would they be for?’


‘Can I read a few?’


‘Absolutely not.’


‘Why not?’


‘Not yet. One day.’ He ruffled my hair, opened the door and started getting out. ‘Never let them trick you, Elia. Remember that.’


 


He started taking the van out every morning, coming back after dark; he let his beard grow and shaved off his hair. He became restless: he never stopped talking, stuttering, getting lost in confused conversations we were no longer able to follow. And he kept spending his nights on the sofa, seated at the table, or pacing the hallway back and forth.


Then that child disappeared, Giorgio Longhi – he was on his way home from school – and everyone started looking for him, and us kids headed for the river, without our parents knowing, our eyes on the rapids, on the livid water, on the branches pressing against the concrete pylons. We walked down a couple of paths, looking in the bushes, stamping on piles of leaves. ‘How much do we get if we find him?’, ‘You asshole, what does it matter?’, ‘We get him home first, then we’ll see’.


Two days went by. It snowed.


Carabinieri and local police combed the streets again, some of the ruins in the fields and the plant, then they headed for the woods. I saw one of their cars, sirens on, zooming across the bridge.


An article in the Eco della Valle ran his photo: mouth open in a smile, eyes half closed but alert.


I found two copies of the paper in our garage, next to the toolbox. I took one and looked at it, folded open to that page, the boy’s photo. My father came home – I didn’t notice him – came into the garage, walked towards me and snatched it out of my hands.


He was dripping wet, his work shoes and trousers both filthy. His teeth were chattering.


I thought he might’ve joined the search parties, or been looking alone, in the snow, hoping to find him, but when I asked he shook his head.


‘I’m on guard duty,’ he said.


‘Where?’


He put down the newspapers on a shelf, pulled out a folded piece of paper and waved it under the neon light, then scrunched it up in his fist. ‘It says so here,’ he replied. He rubbed his forehead. ‘Do you want to know what I remembered?’


‘Yes.’


‘Listen to me,’ he said, then he told me about a man he had met, when he was much younger. The man had a dog, he told me, and was convinced the dog talked to him and suggested he did things. ‘They thought he’d gone mad.’


‘No kidding. Then what happened?’


‘I can’t remember.’ He put the crumpled paper back in his pocket and went over to sit on the sofa. ‘These are my things, down here. Don’t come rummaging.’


‘I wasn’t.’


‘Leave now,’ he said. ‘And turn off that light.’


 


My mother and I had dinner, watched TV, then went to bed. My father did not join us. At a certain point in the night I woke up – a loud thud. Another. And another.


I heard my mother leave her room, running down to the garage. ‘Oh Lord, you’re bleeding. Let me see, come here.’


He started yelling. ‘Were you in it too? Were you? Tell me.’


The conspiracy again. And all his letters.


I got out of bed, opened the door slowly, stepped into the hallway. They came from the garage and switched on the light. I pressed my eyes shut and when I opened them again I saw my father holding his wrist, his right hand bleeding. My mother with untidy, electric hair.
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