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 ‘And I will give you news about a rosebush that I have planted and about a lizard that I want to train.’


 


Antonio Gramsci, Letters from Prison


(trans. Raymond Rosenthal)










Prologue


I’ll never be able to tell if it’s Naples or if it’s me. If I suddenly feel the weight of it all because these last few days have been leaden, filled with fear and doubts, and suspicion. Or if it really is the sight of that eyesore of a building on the other side of the gate, the yellow wave rising, the domes beneath the clouds, beams too heavy for one woman to hold up. If in fact reality is a series of balconies out of reach, of powers out of reach, as they say; or if it’s just us on one of those rare days when we wear our best clothes and set out on stairs leading to a different life.


The last time was barely three years ago, and the stairs were heading downwards as they led to a hospital morgue. Not just any hospital; it never could be after I found my husband there, his body cold on a slab of metal, his lips purple, his face as if doused in talcum powder.


It was only much later that I really started remembering the shape memories usually take: images, and a reconstruction of what we had said, and the sequence of things. I put everything in order then, but initially I only felt a trace of iron on my lips, as if I’d kissed the morgue’s table and not Antonio’s breathless mouth. I’d got there late, after everyone else was already in front of me: his sisters, set on being the first and foremost mourners then and thereafter, claiming the same monopoly they had in the past on much more trivial occasions. They’d arrived immediately as they shared his surname and had been contacted first; then they’d called me, called me again and again, and I didn’t answer, just as I never answer most of life’s crucial callings.


Because I teach at the Nisida youth detention centre, and my mobile phone rings in the security box at the entrance, as the rules dictate.


Each of us was where we had to be, while my husband’s body with its exploded heart still in his chest had been carried from the pavement to the ambulance, from the ambulance to the hospital. Naples is a city that knows how to deal with death, giving it the same consideration as life: that is, taken individually, little more than nothing. And so, half an hour after the time of death (that was how the doctors – which doctors? – spoke), Antonio was in the morgue and I was walking down the steps that, whether I willed it or not, were about to change my life.


 


It’s another April without him, the third one, and I’m walking briskly towards the youth courts beneath the pines of the Colli Aminei; something in the air suggests hope, and I find myself missing even my ugly sisters-in-law.


I have spent the past few days, the evenings, trying to fall asleep by piecing together my outfit in my mind. Lying still in bed, in the dark, as the house around me slowly cooled down, I wore jeans and jackets, then I chose a blouse; I tried the same jacket with some velvet trousers, then I fell asleep as I changed my shoes. (At night I must have dreamed about piercing my ears again.) I tried to give meaning to the day that awaited me with what I had: women dress up in celebration.


A courthouse is little more than a haphazardly assembled clinic, and much less than a well-assembled post office. Beyond the metal detector and the guards where you must show your summons there are dimly lit corridors, groups of people gathered at the windows all talking on their phones, the smell of cigarette smoke, crowded plastic chairs beneath neon lighting and numbers ticking down on a display. And there is a heavy atmosphere of doubt, pushing down on everyone’s shoulders, carving out everyone’s time. Time, that has so much value outside, is entirely worthless inside a waiting room: it becomes the foot frozen mid-step. It’s unmovable, it’ll last forever. In this forever, I’ve had my hair and nails done, and I scrape a piece of gum from the floor with my shoe. Although the guards in front of me have their guns covered by their jackets, I know them well, my eyes are trained to recognise prison roles, and an inmate is sitting between them, her posture showing all the signs of captivity. Defiant, bored, arrogant, submissive, trapped, fleeing. I can read the body language of inmates, just as students can spot a teacher in a middle-aged person on the tram. Society is divided into habitats and they gather into masses, the elements mimicing and resembling each other, subjected to the laws of probability. But then an individual leaves the class, rises from their condition and reverts to being unique, if just for a moment: ‘I need to use the toilet,’ the inmate says. The toilets are a door to my left; the guard who stays outside holds open the door and the other does the same for the cubicle. The officer is a woman, she knows her stuff, she’s confident and she doesn’t look, she only holds her hand on the doorknob so the cubicle door can’t shut. If she wanted to, she could watch the inmate crouched over the toilet. And we’re all sitting here, waiting for our red number on the display, and the human condition clings to us and forces us to process that scene. We think of slave trades and migrants packed into cargo ships, Roman galleys, prison cells with no toilets, and Doctor Zhivago’s still moving train when they need to empty the pail. The lawyer following my case calls to me, ‘Come, it’s our turn,’ and I collect myself and head in.


I’ll never be able to tell if everything actually was grey or if it was me; if the door really was made of grey laminate, the floor of grey resin and the window fixtures of grey aluminium; and if the faces of the committee at the back were also all grey. But the court was wide and lit by a beautiful arrangement of windows (though the sky outside was low, and Naples was absent), and the judges down there were all women, and so I said: ‘Good morning.’ Out loud, as I do when I walk into the classroom. I turned round to close the door and I saw her: Almarina.


I smiled at her, and I felt a sudden and complete relief. Almarina was looking at me from the corridor, and I understood why I was walking straight, keeping my elbows close to my body, and why my shoes were only one shade darker than my bag. Why I had spent so many nights getting dressed. I remembered the old-fashioned game of cardboard figures I would cut out with my cousins, when we were still young. Sitting on the steps of the house, while people inside were busy with chores, we coloured two-dimensional clothes that clung to our paper models with small paper tabs.


Memories always stay where you leave them: we get up, go inside, called to the dinner table by our mothers, and the memories stay out on the steps.


Almarina didn’t have those kinds of memories and she had been the one dressed in paper, but the future shone in her eyes – and the future was starting now.










Almarina


 


My name is Elisabetta Maiorano, not that anyone asked. I’m the one reminding myself every time I reach the threshold of Nisida (just like I tell myself my card PIN as I walk up to the cash machine). I feel guilty every time I step inside. At the barrier, when I stop for identity checks, I need to lower my gaze, show my face without ever really looking the officer in the eye, as if my car were stuffed with cocaine. Then I see that barrier rise with incredible effort, as if I am the one who has to lift it, as if it is my fault that Nisida is a youth detention centre, as if I had dug out these streets of tuff with my own hands, forcing my car to struggle through them. As if they were doing me a favour.


Whenever I reach that barrier, I lose all civil rights, any substance I have accrued over time. I am no one, no longer a graduate or a qualified teacher who passed exams and spent years in temporary jobs up north and reacts badly to those trying to jump the queue. The person who reports the broken wing mirror or the keyed car door. (‘Do you know who did it, madam?’ ‘Yes, I do: an illegal parking valet under San Pasquale, he wanted money and I told him I’d rather give it to a busker.’ ‘I’m afraid the busker may also have been illegal.’)


At the corner of the Nisida guard lodge, I let them scrutinise me, but it’s just my imagination, I tell myself: there are so many people heading out in the morning – educators, teachers, workshop facilitators – and my number plate is registered, and they never ask me anything really. They’re posted here one day and who knows where next month, so maybe they don’t even know that we’re all climbing the mountain of purgatory, and that when we descend we will never be the same.


Elisabetta Maiorano. For the past three years I’ve been carrying my passport instead of my national ID card, as my passport doesn’t have my marital status and my card still says married and I have no desire to pay a visit to the General Register Office to get it changed.


(There was a lot of dust making the whole atmosphere not entirely believable as I was applying for my national ID: a little ironic. The clerks were indistinguishable from ordinary citizens, or maybe not: they looked more worn out, wearing jumpers that would never come back into fashion.


‘Can’t we just put not applicable under marital status and employment status?’ ‘Lady, if you don’t want to let people know you’re married, just use your passport.’


I hadn’t been quick enough to respond, or laugh. It takes me a while to understand fully what is happening to me, I’m quicker to act than to think and I just left in frustration. Then, when I became a widow, the suggestion turned out to be useful.)


As the barrier closes behind me, I feel freer. I’ve received a glance to let me pass, I’ve overcome the otherwise uncrossable threshold, and for the first stretch I feel relief. Relief from everything. If only you knew what it means being able to turn around for a moment, on the stretch of road just before the turn. Stopping as the body continues, changes gear, plays with the clutch, prepares the wheel for the turn, as the body rises; finding yourself beyond the barrier and not yet at the prison, leaving the whole city below with its anxieties, which are also my own. If only you knew, as you walk down the huge roads, as you pray in the church of site E in the central district next to the courts of law. As you’re spending your holidays, as you’ve just finished giving your talk at the convention, I want to call your attention to the west, make you turn around, and tell you that the anguished woman ascending to Nisida is not an inmate. She’s a fifty-year-old woman and she married late, for a number of reasons but mostly because she had travelled a lot to stand in for other teachers. She has been to Treviso, has learned to drink white wine in the morning, to drive in the snow. She has learned to kill time, to dance the tango in Frosinone; she has helped the custodial staff hang up a sheet at the weekend to use as a screen for a film projection. And when she got back, it was very late indeed.


But that’s not the point either. The point is that before she gets to the prison and when already beyond the barrier, if you look closely, you can see it: she’s feeling a strange kind of relief. Maybe people used to travelling feel the same thing when the plane takes off. The only things taking off here are a few seagulls, and a rock that rises like a pinnacle just as the road swerves. All else is silence. The silence you can never hear elsewhere: away from the sailing routes, far from any road, inaccessible sea all around, diving into Vesuvius on the right and into the Italsider plant on the left. But today everything is idle, including the volcano and the steelworks.


 


The moment of comforting relief lasts for the turn in the road and then I’m already faced with the pottery buildings, the workshops. Inside the barrier but still outside the prison, in the cold morning, the cold air, I am the car boot weighed down by a life of labour. I see the kids in their hoods, in their jackets, smoking by the side of the road. I don’t remember their faces, I don’t recognise any of them when they wave hello: a car, a teacher, a dog, you always wave hello to a guest. I recognise their roles: these are the ‘article 21s’, people on day release who only need return at night. Inside the same institution there are different circles to which inmates belong, to the point of adopting its name. They form spontaneously, unspoken, relative to the type of imprisonment, the length of the sentence, how long they’ve been inside, the way they behave. The ‘fourth wing’ are the ones who can eat in their room without having to attend the refectory. The article 21s are looking at me through the windscreen, and I need to act under their watchful eyes. I can’t let the car stall, I need to find a spot immediately, I need to park. I need to be competent, because they’re looking at me and their judgement wears me out.


I choose the low parking area, the furthest away and probably the emptiest. And here is a new truce, rising from a patch of shade cast by the Posillipo promontory on to Vesuvius, hiding one of its humps. And from the fact that, across all that water, down there, you can see Capri. Capri is a place where everyone is well, tourists take the cable car, stopping in the tiny piazza. Foreigners live there all year round, their kids in high schools speak English, Russian, Ancient Greek; four steaks are 150 euros. Capri shows its best side in winter: it’s clear to see, even from here. And I need to leave my phone behind soon, and it won’t be my fault.


As I walk towards the bulletproof glass, I feel I will finally cast aside the ropes mooring me to this weary life I’ve ended up with. It’s the rules, my hands are tied: for the next five hours it will not be down to me and just like everyone entering Nisida I will be free again, a child again.


The guard asks my name and surname, surly, unsmiling, not inviting at all. Other times, other days, better guards, one more smile.


My name is Elisabetta Maiorano. I think somewhere in my past there must have been some kind of royal ambition. The only thing I inherited, in the end, is a shoebox full of silverware. I was preparing for an exam, living in pyjamas most of the time and I regularly slipped through the courtyard of statues, reappearing in the university library. As I was photocopying something, as I wore my desert boots, as it rained in via Mezzocannone, thieves broke into my student house and that box was the only thing they didn’t take.


(‘It was Gypsies: Gypsies hate silver,’ said my neighbour, with no trace of doubt.


And the police: ‘Why are you living alone?’


‘Why is that any of your business?’)


They hand me a key that fits a locker. I make a pouch out of my bag, I punch it, squash it, make it fit, I turn the key and leave. I leave inside the locker the solitude of the only child, the pain in the ear of an illness-induced eruption, the shadow cast over the wall of my bedroom that terrified me in the afternoons. The answer I snapped back that caused my mother to stop talking to me for days. Their hands still over you when you don’t really want them, wanting more hands on you and not being able to ask. The first panic attack in a hotel room in Paris, after leaving school. And the holiday with a man older than me, during which I cried every day.
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