














PRAISE FOR FRANK SCHAEFFER’S PORTOFINO




“Great insight and unselfconscious humor.”     —Publishers Weekly




“Calvin’s observations reveal the ironies of a family that speaks in biblical phrases but faces all-too-human foibles . . . Under Mr. Schaeffer’s graceful rendering, this is a story of sympathetic characters, a deft feat considering some of their narrow views.”     —Washington Times




“Delightful . . . a wickedly funny story.”     —Chattanooga Times


“Wonderfully lucid and witty . . . Portofino walks a beautifully balanced line between the serious and the humorous, poking gentle fun at the foibles of religious zealotry without disparaging the deep dedication behind it. Hilariously funny at times.”     —Anniston Star




“Awry coming-of-age tale . . . splendid laugh-out-loud moments.”     —Kirkus Reviews




“Charming.”     —Boston Sunday Globe


“Richly ironic and satirical. At times it borders on hilarious . . . wickedly charming.”     —Milwaukee Journal




“Schaeffer, by turns, is sentimental, celebratory, evocative and very funny, but we are never far from a sense that harshness and violence are real; we are never entirely sure how things will turn out. . . A rich brew of cross-cultural comedy . . . enlivened by discoveries and misapprehensions, family squabbles and healings and the dizzy sensibility of a boy whose world opens up in all kinds of poignant and hilarious ways . . . Shaeffer makes this utterly unpredictable family—besides the parents, there are Calvin’s two sharply drawn older sisters—both painful and appealing.”     —Los Angeles Times Book Review
















PRAISE FOR FRANK SCHAEFFER’S SAVING GRANDMA


“Saving Grandma is the sequel to Portofino, which introduced us to young Calvin, his parents and two older sisters. Although Saving Grandma has been carefully designed as a stand-alone story, you might as well buy Portofino while you’re at it, because once you hear the irresistible voice of Calvin, you’ll want to read both . . . Frank Schaeffer has a strange and singular story to tell, and he tells it with happy assurance. It’s impossible not to love it.”


—Rocky Mountain News


“Raucous.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“A triumph! Not since Huck Finn has American literature been graced with a character as irresistible as Calvin Dort Becker . . . Mr. Schaeffer’s gifts as a novelist are more than merely comic: Saving Grandma has a deeper river flowing through it as well, one that is sensual and loving and full of true grace. This is a wonderful book!”


—Andre Dubus III, Pushcart Prize-winning author of Bluesman


“The same humor and warmth that distinguished Portofino. . . great insight . . . Portofino will soon be made into a movie, and one can hope the same will happen to the present work.”


—Library Journal


“[A] sweet-natured, comic tale.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Funny . . . poignant. . . Shaeffer manages to be both irreverent and sympathetic toward the foibles of this hilarious holier-than-thou family . . . What’s wonderful about this loopy coming-of-age story is Schaeffer’s sensitivity in showing Calvin’s need to break from a family he both despises and loves.”


—St. Paul Pioneer Press


“Clever, humorous, and satisfying.”


—Booklist


“Schaeffer’s greatest feat is transforming Calvin from a rotten little kid into a character so compelling that I felt as if he were pulling me through the pages . . . On a par with Calvin’s metamorphosis is Schaeffer’s near-perfect touch with the details of religion. Somehow he manages to integrate the most serious issues of religious practice, even explaining their relevance to a less-informed reader, without losing the flow of the novel.”


—St. Petersburg Times


“Irreverent, amusing . . . Schaeffer’s slapstick jokes and often tender evocations of youth make for an uneasy but entertaining cross between Portnoys Complaint and TV’s The Wonder Years”


—Publishers Weekly

















Also by Frank Schaeffer


THE CALVIN BECKER TRILOGY


Portofino 


Zermatt


Saving Grandma


NON-FICTION


Keeping Faith


A Father-Son Story About Love 
and the United States Marine Corps


Faith of Our Sons


A Father’s Wartime Diary


















Portofino





FRANK SCHAEFFER



CARROLL & GRAF PUBLISHERS 
NEW YORK

















PORTOFINO


Carroll & Graf Publishers 
An Imprint of Avalon Publishing Group Inc.




[image: i_Image02]


Copyright © 1992 by Frank Schaeffer


First Carroll & Graf edition 2004


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission from the publisher, except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review in a newspaper, magazine, or electronic publication; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or other, without written permission from the publisher.


We have made every effort to trace copyright holders, but if errors or omissions are brought to our attention we shall be pleased to publish corrections in future editions of this book.


All of the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.


ISBN: 978-0-7867-1375-2
 eBook ISBN: 9780786740338






Printed in the United States of America 
Distributed by Publishers Group West




















To my wife Regina



















Author’s Note:

Portofino, Zermatt, and Saving Grandma are all about the Becker family and their adventures, as narrated by Calvin Dort Becker. Each novel is a stand-alone work, though taken together they form a trilogy.
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Chapter 1


THE FIRST GLIMPSE OF THE MEDITERRANEAN was always turquoise. “A turquoise bracelet studded with diamonds,” my sister Janet said. I had two sisters. Janet, my angry fifteen-year-old sister, and Rachael, who was meek and thirteen.


Janet liked to clasp her hands in front of her and say things poetically, like about the Mediterranean being a bracelet. That afternoon the bracelet was framed between the dingy apartment buildings that line the railroad tracks behind the city of Genoa, Italy. Genoa was the place you changed trains in on the way to Santa Margherita.


Santa Margherita was where the summer vacation really began. The smells were right. Gardenia, ferrous oxide from the rusted train tracks, and a hint of urine. Not ammonia-rich, real, stinking, French-style urine, but the subtle Italian variety: a faint apology for the need to relieve oneself in a corner by the ivy-covered wall next to the fountain at the end of the platform.


If we had been rich we would have taken a horse and carriage all the way from the station to the Pensione Biea in Paraggi. We took the blue diesel bus instead.


Mom sat in the one unoccupied seat. The girls and I straddled the luggage. Dad stood staring out the back window. He was still in one of his Moods because Mom had almost made us miss our connection in Milano. She did that every year. She always needed to get something important she had forgotten to pack for the vacation. So she would rush out of the station and cross the road to the shops opposite to get what she needed.


Every year Dad said the same thing. “If the train leaves before you get back we’ll just go without you!”


We children would sit, hearts pounding, praying for Mom. “Dear Jesus, please get Mom back in time. And if she’s late please speak to Dad’s heart so he won’t leave her at the station.”


God answered our prayers. Mom would make it back, but God would not go so far as to make Dad forgive her for making us all nervous wrecks and for risking spoiling “the few precious days of vacation I need so badly!” as Dad said.


Dad knew his rights. He had a highly developed sense of personal grievance. He believed that Mom was in a conspiracy to destroy his life and give him ulcers. He even blamed her for his toothaches. He believed she was in league with bus conductors and train engineers the world over to see how close she could come to making us all miss our travel connections. And how she could prove to Dad that the Lord was more on her side than on his, since the buses and trains were always just late enough so that we made them in spite of her having taken a long bath or gone shopping when he told her there was no time and she had to hurry or we’d miss the train-bus-boat, whatever.


There was no time according to the schedule. But for Mom schedules were irrelevant because angels from heaven always made the buses, trains, or boats late so we could catch them.


We knew this was a miracle and that Mom was more spiritual than Dad because the buses and trains that were late were usually late in Switzerland—that clockwork state run by chronographic fascists—yet when Mom needed a little more time to, for instance, finish shaving her legs, even Swiss trains did not run on time!


So we never doubted the existence of God, and Dad never got to see Mom miss a train and get taught the lesson she so richly deserved to learn. You can’t fight God.


When we got off the bus in Paraggi I ran on ahead to the Pensione Biea. Dad called after me, “You can’t choose your own room. You have to wait until we get there.”


Rachael and I were probably going to get the Outside Room again. You had to leave the main part of the pensione to get to the Outside Room. It was a room that had been added on and had its own staircase and entrance. It also had no water pressure in the shower, and no toilet. The room was higher than the water tank, so when you turned on the shower tap it made a sucking noise, then spit at you. For some reason the bidet worked though, so we had clean bottoms and feet. Also I could run water in the bidet after I peed in it at night. Once I thought of doing the other thing, what we called “Big” rather than “Little.” (“Little” was to pee so you can guess what “Big” was.) But I knew it would not go down the bidet drain and I’d be punished.


Because we were a family of born-again, Bible-believing, fundamentalist Reformed Christians who Stood on the Word, we had euphemistic names for everything embarrassing. My mom would whisper to my sisters that she could not swim that day because she was “Off the Roof.” Mom had a whole parallel universe of phrases that turned almost everything imaginable into either a moral lesson or de-fanged its passion and left it—sex for instance, or ovaries or wombs, whatever—as harmless as a faded Victorian lavender-scented postcard. “Greetings from Montreux!” “I’m Off the Roof today,” “She has a Female Problem,” “Did you go both Big and Little?” “Is your Little Thing sore?” “You should wash under the little protective flap of skin God created to keep your Little Thing clean.”


When my “Little Thing” was “naughty,” it would stand up. It was part of “God’s beautiful gift that you must save to unwrap at Christmas—Marriage,” as Mom would say.


But this was 1962. My “Little Thing” wasn’t connected to my brain yet, and would go up and down for no particular reason. I was ten years old.


When Bible-believing fundamentalist Reformed Protestants go on vacation in Roman Catholic Italy, surrounded by unbelievers, they must witness to the truth.


When everyone else in the Pensione Biea was being served their antipasto at the evening meal, we had our heads bowed while Mother said grace.


When Mother prayed we really “bore witness to the light that was in us.” She would pray as long in the pensione as she did at home. I would stare at three slices of tuna fish, three slices of salami, four olives, and a large round of mortadella while Mom prayed. I tried not to look up to see if Jennifer Bazlinton, the ten-year-old English girl at the next table, was watching us, though I knew she was. I was mortified. I tried not to think of how different we were, even though I knew we had to be since we had been “called out from among the raging heathen to be a light unto the nations.” I counted the pieces of green pistachio nut in my mortadella. There were five. I counted the pieces of the black peppercorn in my three slices of salami; there were two in one, three in another, and only half a piece in the last one.


“Dear Heavenly Father, we just come before Thee to thank Thee for providing the funds for our vacation”—the oil from my olives was draining off them, beginning to puddle—“ . . . and we come into Thy wonderful presence to worship and thank Thee for this day.”


There was a nice Roman Catholic Italian family who were at the corner table. I had seen them say grace and they just crossed themselves with their eyes open. Their dad said something over the food, one sentence. They didn’t seem embarrassed. But our prayers needed to be long so that we might not hide our lamp under a bushel, so that we wouldn’t get to heaven and find that we had been ashamed of the Lord and that because of this He would say we had denied Him before men so He would deny us before the Father.


“We just praise and glorify Thy Holy Name, Lord, and we just ask that You will make our weaknesses perfect in Your strength.”


The dark green oil from the marinated olives was beginning to stain the mortadella slice at the edge. The worst thing that could happen was about to happen. So I began to pray too.


In my heart I said, “Please, oh please, don’t let Lucrezia come to our table to ask if we want wine with dinner while Mom is praying!”


Lucrezia was the owner’s daughter. When she cleaned the rooms with her mother they both wore blue housecoats over their day clothes. At night she was the pensione’s waitress. She wore a white apron over her black pleated skirt. Her starched apron strings hung down to the hemline behind. Lucrezia wore her silver crucifix outside of her white blouse when she served us our dinner. It made her look very Roman Catholic.


Lucrezia was standing at our table. “Vino? Rosso—? Bianco—?she said.


“Please, Lord!” I prayed.


Mom kept right on praying.


“Vino?”


Couldn’t she see we were praying? Would Mom interrupt the prayer and look up?


“We thank Thee for this food and we pray for those who live and work in this pensione that they might come to know Thee as their personal Savior . . .”


“Vino?”


Mom opened her eyes, looked up sorrowfully, blinked as her eyes adjusted to the light, then smiled ruefully at Lucrezia. Poor girl, she didn’t know the Lord. In fact, here we were praying, and she didn’t even wait until we were done. Probably she didn’t even notice. I guess she thought we were staring at our food while Mom talked to herself with her eyes shut. We had pity for Lucrezia and all the unsaved Italians. Roman Catholics thought they knew the Lord, but they worshiped Mary, not Jesus; they did not trust Him as their personal Savior but tried to merit salvation by works. I knew they were lost, but, just the same, I wished we didn’t have to pray in front of them.


“Vino?"Lucrezia was starting to really wonder what was going on. She tried English. “Wine? Red . . . White . . . Yes?” She smiled. Mom smiled too. Mom’s smile was full of compassion.


“No, Lucrezia, no, we wont be having any alcohol to drink.”


“No wine.”


“No, thank you, we’re Christians, just some water please.”


“Acqua minerale?”


“No, just natural water . . . acqua naturale.”


It was Lucrezia’s turn to look sorrowful and to smile wistfully. Mom took her smile to be an expression of longing to know the Truth. I knew Lucrezia just felt sorry for people who drank tepid tap water at dinner when a hundred and fifty lira would buy a bottle of Chianti or Orvieto.


When Lucrezia walked away, we bowed our heads to finish our interrupted prayer. “And, Lord, we pray for dear little Lucrezia. We pray that You will give one of us an opportunity to share Your love with her and an opportunity to witness to her. In Jesus’ precious name we pray. Amen.”


A fly was struggling on its back in the oil on my plate. Its feet kicked, it had smeared the pattern of its wings onto the glaze of the thick white dinner plate.


Jennifer was staring at our table. Then she said something to her mother and giggled.




















Chapter 2


I COULD SMELL THE PINE TREE outside our window at the pensione. I checked for mosquito bites. Only one on my elbow. Rachael was still asleep. The white lace curtain hissed against the white wall as it fluttered, curled, then uncurled in the morning breeze. I could hear the grind of a diesel engine as a bus stopped, a Vespa accelerated around it, its flat horn sounded twice. The bus was leaving. I smelled the diesel fumes, then heard the voice of the Banini (beach attendant), who’d just arrived, call out “Buon giorno!” to somebody.


I sat bolt upright. This was the first day of our vacation. I was allowed to go out early by myself! I slept naked in Italy. No pajamas needed. In fact, I slept under just one sheet. Rachael wore a nightgown because she needed to be modest. Her womanhood was flowering, as Mom put it. But nothing was flowering on me, so I could be naked and cool during the night.


I pulled on my swimming trunks and closed the door behind me. I went down the outside stairs. There were two pine nuts lying on the steps from the tree above. I stopped to pick them up. The black powder on their hard thick shell cases, thicker than the white nut inside, dusted off on my fingers. There was a loose brick sitting in the garden. I always used that same brick each year we came on vacation to crush pine nuts. When I was little I used to smash them too hard; the thick shell would get all mashed up with the squashed nut, and you had to sort of suck the nut off every fragment of shell. You never got a big enough piece to really taste the nut. Now I tapped the nut lightly, just hard enough to crack the shell but not pulverize it. I squatted over the path, cracked my pine nut, looked briefly to see if there were any more after I ate it, then ran across the road to the beach.


The Banini swam out to a rowboat tied to a buoy in the bay, then rowed it over to where the other boats were moored. When he had made a “train” of boats, five in all, he would stand facing forward in the first one and row it to shore, pulling the others. Then he would drag the boats up onto the sandy beach and turn them over, so children would not play in them and get sand in them, and he would stick the oars next to them in the sand. On one oar he hung a hand-lettered cardboard sign, “For Renting. 1 Hours—Lire 250. hours—½ Lire 150 ”


As the sun came up over the hill that fell steeply into the little bay at Paraggi, its hot white light turned our bay from dark green to turquoise. I could hear the creak of the oarlocks under the water as I swam out to meet the Banini. He smiled. A missing lower tooth made him look older than he was. “Youa back een a Paraggi? And youa seesters and mama back too?”


I nodded. He motioned with his chin for me to climb into the boat. I struggled to hoist myself over the high prow of the rowboat. The Banini laughed at my effort, then proffered a sinewy brown arm to help me. My hand scrabbled, wet and slippery on his hard, dry forearm. He pretended to let me fall back into the water, I made a grab for the side of the boat; as I slid backward, he caught my wrist and lifted me in one quick swoop into the boat. Dripping, I sat for a couple of seconds in the warm sun. Then I crawled from the front boat he was rowing into the one behind it, then onto the last one in the “train.” There I looked about me at the familiar skyline.


Tall cypresses spiked the top of the hills. Here and there a villa broke the roll of the mountain. Where pine trees stopped, the gray smoke of the olive groves began and ran mistily down in shadows almost to the water. On the point sat the “Castle,” a nineteenth-century villa, magnificent and frescoed, built like a Norman tower with some Renaissance remembrance in its colors, the size of its windows, and its fieldstone foundation made of huge, rough-hewn blocks. It was a fabulous building. People said that J. Paul Getty owned it.


On the beach the Banini’s assistant was putting out the neat rows of red-and-white-striped deck chairs. Each with its own umbrella, ashtray, and side table. The deck chairs’ rental cost was added to the pensione bill at the end of your vacation. We only rented one. This was so Mom could sit comfortably while she read aloud to us. The rest of us would lie on towels. The English family, the Bazlintons, rented a chair for each of them, even Jennifer. But they wasted their chairs. Jennifer was never in hers; her father went and stood talking at the espresso-pizza bar above the beach. Mrs. Bazlinton did not even come out to the beach until about twelve noon and left early each day to go shopping. When she was on the beach, she wore a two-piece bathing suit! Our mom always wore a one-piece bathing suit. It had a little ruffle, like the beginning of a skirt around it, so that no one would get the idea that our mom was immodest, let alone a loose or worldly woman.


The boat I was in bumped gently into the one in front of it. I hopped out into the water. It was only up to my waist. I helped untie the other boats and pull them up onto the beach. When the Banini turned the boats over I had to watch out for my feet as the edge of the hull crunched down into the sand. The year before I had not been fast enough and almost broke my foot under the hard varnished oak rim of the rowboat. Dad had said that to not be careful was irresponsible. I had risked spoiling everyone’s vacation. If my foot had been broken, we would have all had to go back to Switzerland since Italian medicine was no good. He also said that I should be careful of these Italians. “They don’t have the same sense of responsibility as we do,” he said.


The Banini had been very sorry about the accident. As my foot swelled up, he had carried me up to the pensione and apologized profusely to my mother. Fortunately, she had the foresight to come equipped. She put a cool witch hazel pack on my foot, and in seconds it stopped swelling. She had also prayed that the Lord would “reach out and touch Calvin’s foot with His healing hand.” And He did, so the vacation wasn’t spoiled. Not by me, anyway.


The sun was getting hot now. Because this was our first day at the beach, Mom wanted me to wear a T-shirt from 10 A.M. until 3 P.M., the hottest part of the day, so I wouldn’t burn and spoil the vacation.


That night she laid cold towels on my sunburned back. She said she didn’t think it would blister too badly. She wanted to know why I did this every year. Dad said he felt sorry for me, but that since I had not listened to Mom, what did I expect? After it peeled it stopped being sore.


Janet was the first of the family down to the beach that day. She got to sit in our deck chair until Mom arrived. She had just started shaving her legs that spring. For some reason she got angry with me when I asked her about it. I had found her razor in the soap dish at home after she had her bath. I had asked her why there was a razor in the soap dish since Mom had not had a bath that day and Dad kept his razor in his toilet bag in the cupboard; Janet had snatched the razor away from me.


“Don’t you know what the word ‘private’ means?” she’d asked. She had stalked down the hall and slammed the door to her room.


“When girls get to a certain age,” Mom told me, “God begins to work a wonderful change in their bodies. One thing that happens is that they begin to grow a little extra hair on their legs. European women don’t mind having that little bit of extra hair on their legs and under their arms. But American girls like nice smooth legs, and we find underarm hair unseemly. So we shave our legs and under our arms too when we bathe. Janet has just started doing this because she is becoming a woman. When we go through certain physical changes, at first we are a little shy about them. So you mustn’t say anything about it anymore.”


That’s why I asked Janet what the rash was, what was wrong with her legs, if a jellyfish had stung her. I did it because I knew she would be angry and because I knew she couldn’t say anything back, because if she did, she would have to admit how she did it, how she didn’t use enough soap because she was always so slap-dash, impetuous about everything, and even though she was becoming a woman, she was still messy and careless so now she had a rash. Her rash went even deeper red when she put on her Bain de Soleil suntan oil. Then she stretched her legs out into the sun and ignored my question.


“You can tell we just got here,” Janet said. “Look how white we are compared to the English family. Judging by their tans they’ve been here at least a week.”


“Jennifer said they have a whole month of vacation this year. We’re only here ten days,” I said.


“You shouldn’t compare us to other people,” Janet answered.


Now the sun was high in the sky, the water was really warm. I put on my mask and fitted the snorkel into the side strap, then took the mouthpiece in my mouth and plunged in. On the right-hand side of the bay at Paraggi, where the raw sewage from the pensione came out of a pipe, there were fewer fish than on the left-hand side where there was no sewage. I would snorkel by the big rocks that lined the left-hand shore.


When you put your head under the water, you could hear your heart beat in your ears. You could also hear distant outboard engines better than you could when your head was out of the water. I tried it many times. Head under water, I could hear a boat coming. Head out, nothing. Head under, it was closer now. Head out, still nothing. Then it rounded the point. Now I could hear it head out of the water since the point of the bay no longer blocked out the sound. Dad had told me to be careful of how sound was amplified underwater. He said if I was swimming underwater, and someone exploded something, my eardrums would pop because water magnified the sound, so I should watch out. I never figured out how to be careful of this. How could you tell if someone was about to drop a bomb in the water near you?


The boat had some people in it from a yacht. The Very Wealthy as Dad called them. The Very Wealthy were not merely rich people, let alone middle class; they were so rich that they could own yachts! Dad told us that if you had to even ask how much money you had to have to own a yacht, then you knew right there you didn’t have enough.


Dad said, “Maintaining a yacht is so expensive that it ends up costing more than the boat itself; only the Very Wealthy can bear those sort of expenses.”


Yachts would anchor in the next bay from ours. If you swam out far enough, you could look into the bay where they were moored, where the Very Wealthy kept their boats, in a harbor that was the most wonderful, glamorous, and interesting place in the world—Portofino.


The Banini hurried forward to help two girls in two-piece bathing suits, really small immodest ones, out of the boat from the yacht. An older man, my mom said “clearly not their father,” as she glanced meaningfully at Dad, waited to disembark until the Banini had pulled the launch far enough up on the beach so he could step out onto the dry sand. He had cream-colored white pants and white shoes on.


Why would the Very Wealthy leave their yacht to come to our little beach? Dad explained that the riches of the Very Wealthy began to bore them. That sooner or later they ran out of things to do with their money and the things of this world, and started looking for other things to amuse them, like sitting on our beach during the day so that their yacht would not get boring. He also said that the Very Wealthy loved to parade their wealth like the Pharisees, and that there was no point being rich unless people could see you were rich since the satisfaction one could get out of worldly riches was fleeting and temporary, and that unlike spiritual wealth that was not corruptible, material wealth brings with it the terrible burden of always needing to have more.


They got out of their boat and paraded their wealth before us, then they sat down in deck chairs—of course they each had one—and the Banini brought them drinks, alcoholic drinks, from the snack bar. My parents exchanged more glances with each other. And Janet tried to exchange a glance with Mom too, but Mom wasn’t looking at her, she was looking at the bathing suit of one of the wealthy girls.


“That’s a very expensive bathing suit she’s got on,” Mom said.


“You look much more beautiful in yours,” Dad answered. Dad was cranky but he was loyal.




















Chapter 3


THE BAZLINTON FAMILY HAD FULL PENSION. We had half pension. They had all three meals a day at the Pensione Biea. We had breakfast and dinner. But for once, the fact that we had less money to spend on our vacation than the English family paid off. We ate picnics on the beach every day while Jennifer was led back up to the Pensione Biea. She had to get dressed, sit at the table, eat a long four-course lunch, then take a nap after which she would return to the beach. By this time it was 3 P.M. Now she was the one who seemed odd. Now it was her parents who were out of step with the marching orders of the rest of the human race. We said grace, a long grace, but Jennifer had to take naps!


At about eleven in the morning Mom would hail one of the blue buses that ran between Portofino, Paraggi, Santa Margherita, and back. Armed with a giant wicker basket, she rode the bus to Portofino. There she walked in the back streets from shop to shop and purchased our picnic.


We gorged ourselves on the bounty of a Mediterranean August as we sat in the shade of our umbrella and scanned the horizon of the Gulf of Genoa. Figs bursting pink and milky, grapes that were in huge, odd-sized bunches still warm from the sun, vast sheets of wax paper on which micro-thin slices of prosciutto marched in solid ranks of pink and white tenderness, olives of every size and color, nimbus clouds of fresh buffalo milk mozzarella cheese floating in a bath of whey, tomatoes—long, thin, orange ones and huge, fat, misshapen red ones, red with a flame of yellow or green at one end, so fresh that they smelled like the bruised leaves of the plant when you pick them off the vine. All this our mother spread before us along with a loaf of fresh saltless bread and a square of focaccia, oozing olive oil, which I loved but my fastidious sisters would not touch. Calvin’s “grease bread,” my sister Janet called it.


After Mom had eaten a little, she would sit back in her deck chair, a queen among her grateful subjects, and we, ranged on towels about her, would keep eating while she read aloud.


And so it was that my outer eye and inner eye, my nose, and my taste buds conspired together each lunchtime with my ears to offer me a surreal kaleidoscopic vision of an intensely bright world. A world of slow-moving Italian families, hot sun on blood warm water, peppery tastes, stories read aloud of Huck Finn or Ratty and Mole on their beloved river, all tangled with crusty bread and wafer-thin slices of salty pig flesh, which melted in my mouth.


The water lapped, and I awoke from the part in The Wind in the Willows where Ratty’s boat had just tipped over and his beautiful picnic basket had gone to the bottom of the river.


“Were you asleep?” Rachael asked accusingly.


“No I was not!” I said.


“Then tell me what just happened.”


“The basket has gone to the bottom of the river!”


“No, before that.”


“I . . . I, well I do know!” I said.


“No you don’t, you were asleep!” said Rachael.


Then Mom would rescue me. “Rachael, we’re on vacation, we are all supposed to be resting. If he took a little nap that’s fine.”


Rachael looked darkly at me for a moment then said, “Well he doesn’t sleep at night if he sleeps in the day, he’ll keep me awake!”


The shadow cast by the mountain that loomed behind our bay began to fall on the other end of the beach. Gradually it crept toward our end. As it inexorably moved toward us, it cleared a path as surely as if it had been some deadly poison gas. Where the shadow fell the beach emptied. Mothers stood up and shook out the sand from crumpled damp towels, children took one last swim as fathers implored them to get out of the water and go to the beach cabins to shower off and dress. With a rhythmic “clack,” “clack,” the Banini began to slowly make his way up the beach folding deck chairs, closing umbrellas, and emptying the ashtrays, which stood on metal spike legs, into a garbage can he carried with him.


“We’ve got about ten more minutes of sun,” said Dad. “Last chance for a swim.”


“Why don’t you come in with us, Dad?” we shouted.


“Not today, maybe tomorrow,” he replied.


Mom added her stock reproof to my father’s athletic indolence, “It’s a real shame that your father won’t go in anymore! He was always such a fine swimmer.”


“Oh, come on, Dad!” we’d say.


“The water’s too wet! It gets wetter each year.” Then Dad would laugh, but we had heard this joke so many times that all we did was roll our eyes.


“All you do is work on vacations,” said Janet.


“I have a lot of reading material to catch up on, Janet . . . anyway I enjoy reading,” Dad answered.


“Who would want to sit on a beach all day reading the Presbyterian Perspective and never go swimming?” asked Rachael.


At this point Mom would intervene lest we go too far and put Dad in a bad mood.


“That’s enough, dear, you mustn’t talk to your father like that. Look the sun is almost gone, if you want a swim you better do it now.”


Why exactly we needed to avoid swimming in the shade, after the sun had sunk behind the olive-clad hills, I never knew. But at the time I took it for granted that this was just one more unarguable truth.


After dinner that night we went for a walk, rather, the walk since it was always to the same destination: Portofino.


To walk to Portofino, you left the pensione, walked down the main road for about five hundred yards, a perilous journey in which you were all but hurled into the sea by every passing bus or car on this narrow coast-hugging ribbon of asphalt, to a small set of stairs cut into the rock face from which the path between Paraggi and Portofino is carved.


Climbing up these steps you came to the actual path, the kind of luxurious, tiled, beautiful footpath that only Italians bother to make but then forget to maintain. A path hung with every good-smelling green-bursting thing. Gardenia bushes among them.


“Oh, the smell of Italy!” Janet waxed lyrical. There was plenty to wax about. The walk from Paraggi to Portofino is an olfactory delight. A blind person could take equal pleasure in the walk as any sighted individual. Gardenia, fig, wild rose, arugula, thyme, wild basil, and goodness-knows-what-else wafted to our grateful noses, sometimes helped along by our hands as we would pluck a leaf here, a blossom there, and crush them between our fingers in order to smell them better as we strolled along in the twilight.


When you got to the high point of the path there was a wall to sit on. From this wall you could gaze into the harbor, bay, and town of Portofino. With a corn-colored moon hanging over the motionless velvet mantle of the sea to one side and the harbor to the other, it was, as my dad said, just like an opera stage set.


The yachts of the Very Wealthy were moored in a glistening row of white prows and shining glass. Behind them in a semicircle was a pastel line of buildings whose facades touched each other, a crescent-shaped backdrop of pinks, oranges, blues, whites, rusty Pompeii reds, and ochers. Portofino, a fishing village where the “catch of the day” was more likely to be movie stars and billionaires than any local seafood. Portofino, whose tiny grocery stores were tucked into back streets and whose boutiques nestled on the first floor of the buildings on the harbor square. Boutiques that sold belts, shoes, boots, and scarves for more money than ANYTHING you could imagine. Portofino, with its floating bar on a barge anchored in the harbor that had a solid bronze sculpture of a huge crab over the door to the bar’s landward lounge. Portofino, where you could look into the cabin of a yacht and see, with your own eyes, Rex Harrison having an espresso with Peter Sellers! Where you could watch Jackie Kennedy stroll along the quayside in a tight white T-shirt with the words “St. Tropez” on it. Where you could watch Princess Grace duck into an art gallery to buy an original Salvador Dali drawing and come out with it wrapped in brown paper, just as if it were a bar of soap, as my dad said. Portofino, where there were no cars allowed into the town so that when you were ten years old you could have the run of the whole place as long as you remembered to meet everyone at 10 P.M. by the Hotel Nazionale for the walk back to our more modest lodgings in Paraggi. Yes, 10 P.M.! “We only go to Italy once a year,” Dad said.


For the next three hours the town was mine. I knew everyone. We had been coming here for our annual summer vacation since I was three. Portofino was heaven. In heaven you are free, and in heaven all the angels are friendly to little boys.


One such angel was Gino, the resident painter who was almost famous. To better show me his paintings, Gino would have me sit on his lap at his easel in order to explain to me exactly what his erotic surrealistic paintings symbolized.


I did my rounds among the pagans, and was effusively greeted by each one to whom I appeared as a lost cousin from the wilds of the north who, having finally come to his senses, had returned to the warm south.


“Calvino! Where ‘ave you been?!”


“And your mama and papa? They are here too? And your beautiful sorellas?”


“ ‘Ow long you staying?”


“Only ten days! Madonna! Why you no takea longa time here?”


After I reintroduced myself to my beloved friends, I heard the church clock of Santa Christaforo, perched on the high rocky spit of land that separated the bay from the open sea, strike ten. I raced back to the square, over the uneven cobbles that smelled of fish, up to the row of potted palms that formed a discreet barrier between the late diners at the Hotel Nazionale and the open town square. There Mom would already be waiting with Dad as we children would converge from the four corners of the town. Rachael from the shoe store where, in a redolence of new leather, she had been sitting talking to the old lady who owned it, one of the many black-clad eternal widows who populated Italy. Janet from a café table where she had been sipping a San Pellegrino aranciata with the worldly American exchange students she had met who were drinking beer. And me from Gino’s studio and the kitchen of the Ristorante Centrale where I had been allowed to watch as a rabbit for tomorrow’s lunch was being skinned and gutted.


Dad had his arm around Mom’s shoulders. She had a soft look in her eyes. Dad looked younger and kinder than he had on the beach. “C’mon, kids.” We turned to walk back to the pensione accompanied by the sound of running water as a boy began to hose down the sidewalk in front of his establishment. “Buona sera, signore,” he said. 

“Sera, ” Dad replied.




















Chapter 4


IN THE MORNING I DECIDED TO SNORKEL all the way around the bay. Last year I had tried it but had been too little to finish my exploratory expedition so had given up halfway, climbed out on the rocks, and walked back to the beach.


Now I was sure I could do it.


“Be careful!”


“Sure, Mom. Anyway I’ll be hugging the shore, anything happens I can climb out.”


“Well, I hope you’ll be all right!”


“Oh, leave him alone, he’s a big boy now.”


“Thanks, Dad.”


When I looked down to the sandy sea floor, the water was clear, but if I dived down, then looked off to the side, into the sea’s depths, the water fell away into a rich mysterious turquoise. A distant volume of water from which I could well imagine a sudden terrible looming shape appearing. A shark! Like the ones that assaulted Tintin in The Adventure of Red Rackham’s Treasure. If I looked the other way toward the rock wall of the shore I would see fish, startled by my appearance, dart into crevices. The tentacles of an octopus hastily pulled deep under a rock. A little cloud of sand and pebbles hanging for one instant in the clear water, disturbed by the octopus’s frantic escape from the looming of my body against the sun above—a threatening cloud blotting out the light. When I reached under the rock, the octopus jetted away, out the other side with a squirt of black oily ink left behind to confuse me. Not confused, I followed it, swimming above it as it hugged the sea bottom, its tentacles opening then shutting behind as it convulsed, surging forward, then stopping to surge once more. Finally it settled on the sandy floor, its color changing from the dark mottled gray of the rock wall to a drab speckled brown—a sandy shape on sand, but still not quite invisible if you knew where to look. I dived down to it and almost touched it. Then in a turbulence of panic, it shot off again, this time heading for the turquoise wall of deeper water. One last time I held my breath and dove down to it, now a distant shape twenty-five feet below me, a clear outline of brown against the near white sand of the bay. But the pain in my ears and the tightness in my chest told me that the octopus had won. I struggled to the surface and took a deep breath after blowing the water out of my snorkel. Unfortunately, I did not clear all the water from the tube. My next breath included a gurgling mouthful of saltwater, and my own spit caught in the curve of the snorkel pipe. Coughing, I poked my head above water, spat out the mouthpiece dripping with warm saliva, and sucked in a deep breath while treading water.
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