
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			To Giovanni,

			Brother and sister

		

	
		
			Praise for Sandro Veronesi’s The Hummingbird

			‘The Hummingbird is a masterly novel, a brilliantly conceived mosaic of love and tragedy. Veronesi creates a thought-rich and ultimately comic meditation on human error and lost chances. It’s a cabinet of curiosities and delights, packed with small wonders, strange and sudden turns, insights of great poise and unusual cultural reference points. The Hummingbird is an object lesson in authorial control. Veronesi truly knows and loves all matters of the heart’

			Ian McEwan

			‘Somehow or other Sandro Veronesi pulls off the extraordinary feat of making you believe he is writing for your ears alone. I cannot tell you what The Hummingbird is about because that would be to betray a confidence. But I can tell you it’s a mightily clever novel’

			Howard Jacobson 

			‘A profound story about the myriad ways in which human passions collide with forces beyond human control. From its first page to its last, it’s as full of surprises as it is jolts of recognition. Sandro Veronesi has overcome the ultimate, and most difficult, of any novelist’s challenges – he has created a story of such depth and scope that it can stand unembarrassed alongside life itself. It’s a remarkable accomplishment, a true gift to the world’

			 Michael Cunningham

			‘Much more than a novel about a family – which its deceptively unadorned surfaces might suggest it to be – The Hummingbird portrays a subtle and intriguing political vision, depicting the reach of history into the lives of people we might well believe are outside history’s notice’

			Richard Ford

			‘Long considered one of Italy’s leading writers, Sandro Veronesi has dazzled both readers and critics with novels that are not only page-turners but profoundly literary. An heir to Italo Svevo, he explores, from book to book, intergenerational conflict, existential anguish and the passage of time. These themes, in Veronesi’s hands, burst with vitality. Trained as an architect, he plays inventively with form, producing works that are unconventional, disarming and profoundly humane. With his latest novel, The Hummingbird, he has rewritten the family saga. Ardent, gripping and inventive to the core, it has already been hailed a classic’

			 Jhumpa Lahiri

			‘Reading The Hummingbird is a spellbinding experience; it’s so clever, funny and deeply moving’

			Roddy Doyle

			‘An extremely beautiful and generous novel about time, family, home, love and loss, passion and pain. Funny, heartbreaking, eccentric, tender and completely brilliant. A triumphant, life-affirming novel. Now I want to read everything by Sandro Veronesi’ 

			Edward Carey

			‘I have known for quite some time that Sandro Veronesi was one of the most skilful and profound Italian storytellers of the past thirty years. But The Hummingbird is the decisive proof of his sensitivity, of his extraordinary strength as a writer’ 

			Domenico Starnone, National Book Award finalist 

			‘Excellent: Marco Carrera is a compelling main character, a devoted father, an oblivious husband, a dutiful son and an inadequate brother. The novel’s conclusion is a beautiful study of the resilient bonds of flawed love’

			Times Literary Supplement

			‘Outstanding. A perturbing masterpiece’

			Corriere della Sera
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			I can’t go on,

			I’ll go on.

			Samuel Beckett

		

	
		
			One might say (1999)

			The Trieste neighbourhood in Rome is, one might say, one of the focal points of this story that has many other focal points. The neighbourhood has forever oscillated between elegance and decay, luxury and mediocrity, privilege and insignificance, and that should suffice for now: no point describing it further, because describing it at the start of the story might turn out to be tedious, or even counterproductive. At any rate, the best way to describe a place is to describe what happens in it, and something important is about to happen here.

			Let’s put it this way: one of the key events in this tale of many tales takes place in the Trieste neighbourhood, in Rome, on a mid-October morning in 1999, and specifically at the corner between Via Chiana and Via Reno, on the first floor of one of those buildings that, as promised, we won’t bother describing here. Except what is about to happen here is a decisive and – one might say – potentially fatal event in the life of the main character in this story. ‘Dr Marco Carrera, ophthalmologist’ reads the nameplate on the door – the door which, for a little while yet, separates him from one of the most crucial moments in a life full of many other crucial moments. Inside his practice – as it happens, on the first floor of one of those buildings (etc.) – he is writing a prescription for an old lady suffering from ciliary blepharitis. Antibiotic eye drops: follow-up medication after an innovative – revolutionary even, one might say – treatment consisting of N-acetylcysteine drops instilled in the eye, which for many of his patients has already averted the main complication of this condition, namely its tendency to become chronic. Outside, however, destiny is lying in wait in the shape of a little man named Daniele Carradori. Bald and bearded, he possesses a magnetic – one might say – gaze, which will shortly be directed at the ophthalmologist’s eyes, instilling in them first disbelief, then anxiety and finally sorrow – none of which his (the ophthalmologist’s) science will be able to cure. The little man has made up his mind by now, a decision that has brought him to the waiting room where he is currently sitting, looking at his shoes, not taking advantage of the many magazines on display on the coffee tables (brand-new magazines, not the stuff from last year that falls apart when you pick it up). No use hoping he’ll change his mind.

			Here we go. The door opens, the old blepharitic lady walks out and turns to shake the doctor’s hand, then heads towards the reception desk to pay for the treatment (120,000 lira) as Carrera pops out to call in the following patient. The little man gets up and comes forward, Carrera shakes his hand and welcomes him in. Nestled in the shelving unit next to the trusty Marantz amp and two mahogany AR6 speakers, a vintage Thorens record player (now obsolete but one of the best in its time – that is, a quarter of a century ago) is playing Graham Nash’s Song for Beginners at a very low volume. The enigmatic record sleeve – propped up against the above-mentioned shelving unit and picturing the above-mentioned Graham Nash holding a camera against a rather obscure background – is the most eye-catching element in the whole room.

			The door closes. Here we go. The veil separating Dr Carrera from the most devastating emotional shock in a life full of many other emotional shocks has fallen.

			Let us pray for him, and for all the ships out at sea.

		

	
		
			Poste restante postcard (1998)

			Luisa LATTES

			Poste Restante

			59–78 Rue des Archives

			75003 Paris

			France

			Rome, 17 April 1998

			Working and thinking of you

			M.

		

	
		
			Yes or no (1999)

			–	Good morning. My name is Daniele Carradori.

			–	Marco Carrera, good morning.

			–	Does my name ring a bell?

			–	Should it?

			–	Yes, it should.

			–	What did you say your name was?

			–	Daniele Carradori.

			–	Is that my wife’s therapist’s name?

			–	Correct.

			–	Oh. I’m sorry, I never thought we’d meet. Please, take a seat. What can I do for you?

			–	You could listen to me, Dr Carrera. And once I’ve told you what I have come here to tell you, perhaps you could decide not to report me to the National Order of Physicians, or worse to the Italian Psychoanalysts’ Association – which, as a colleague, you could do quite easily.

			–	Report you? Whatever for?

			–	Because what I’m about to do is forbidden and severely punished in my line of work. I had never even dreamed of doing something like this, ever in my life – I had never imagined I could even conceive of such a thing – but I have reason to believe you are in grave danger, and I am the only person in the world to be aware of this. Therefore, I am here to inform you, even though by doing so I am breaking one of the most sacred rules in my profession.

			–	Goodness! I’m listening.

			–	I’d like to ask you a favour first.

			–	Is the music bothering you?

			–	What music?

			–	Never mind. What did you want to ask me?

			–	I’d like to ask you a few questions to confirm what I’ve been told about you and your family: it would help me exclude the possibility that the account I’ve been given is somewhat misleading. I think it is unlikely, but still: I cannot completely exclude it. Do you understand?

			–	I do.

			–	I’ve brought some notes. Kindly answer me only ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

			–	All right.

			–	May I begin?

			–	Please.

			–	Are you Dr Marco Carrera, aged forty, raised in Florence, with a degree in medicine from La Sapienza University in Rome, specialising in ophthalmology?

			–	Yes.

			–	Son of Letizia Calabrò and Probo Carrera, both architects, both retired and living in Florence?

			–	Yes. My father is an engineer, though.

			–	Oh, right. You have a brother named Giacomo, a few years younger than yourself and living in the US, and – forgive me – a sister called Irene, who drowned in the early 1980s?

			–	Yes.

			–	You are married to Marina Molitor, a Slovenian national working for Lufthansa?

			–	Yes.

			–	You have a daughter, Adele, aged ten, currently in year 5 at a state primary school near the Coliseum?

			–	Vittorino da Feltre primary, yes.

			–	And was Adele, between the age of two and six, convinced there was a thread attached to her back, which prompted you and your wife to seek the help of a child psychology specialist?

			–	Manfrotto the Wizard . . .

			–	I beg your pardon?

			–	That’s the name he used with the children.

			–	I see. So it is true you went to see a child psychologist?

			–	Yes, but I don’t see how this has anything to do with—

			–	You do understand why I’m asking these questions, don’t you? I only have one source, and I am verifying it is a reliable one. It’s a precaution I have to take, considering what I came here to say.

			–	That’s fine. But what have you come here to say?

			–	A few more questions, if you don’t mind. These will be of a slightly more intimate nature, and I’d like you to answer with the utmost sincerity. Do you think you can do it?

			–	Yes.

			–	You gamble, don’t you?

			–	Well, not anymore.

			–	But in the past, would it be fair to say you were a gambler?

			–	Yes.

			–	And is it true that up until the age of fourteen, you were much shorter than other kids your age, so much so that your mother had nicknamed you ‘the hummingbird’?

			–	Yes.

			–	And that when you were fourteen, your father took you to Milan to undergo an experimental hormonal therapy, after which your height went back to normal and you grew over six inches in less than a year?

			–	In eight months, yes.

			–	And is it true that your mother was opposed to the treatment, and taking you to Milan was the only time your father exercised some authority as a parent, seeing as in your family – and forgive me for reporting this exactly as it was reported to me – ‘no one gives a fuck about what he says?’

			–	Ha! That’s not true.

			–	It’s not true that your mother was opposed to the treatment, or that no one gives a fuck about what your father says?

			–	It’s not true that no one gives a fuck about what my father says. It’s just what people think, especially Marina. They’re such completely different characters, my father and her, that most of the time—

			–	You don’t need to explain anything to me, Dr Carrera. Just answer me yes or no. Is that all right?

			–	Yes, fine.

			–	Is it true you have always been in love, and for many years have engaged in a relationship with a woman named Luisa Lattes, currently liv—

			–	What? Who told you that?

			–	Guess.

			–	Never! It’s impossible, Marina could never have told you that—

			–	Only answer yes or no, please. And do try to be honest. Are you, or could you have led your wife to believe that you are still in love with this Luisa Lattes, yes or no?

			–	Not at all!

			–	So you’re not secretly seeing her when you happen to attend a conference in France, or Belgium, or The Netherlands, or anyway not far from Paris, where Ms Lattes lives? Or during the summer, in Bolgheri, where you happen to spend the month of August in two neighbouring holiday homes with your families?

			–	That’s ridiculous! We see each other every summer at the beach with our children, that’s true. We talk a little, but we’ve never dreamt of ‘engaging in a relationship’ like you said, let alone meeting in secret when I travel for work.

			–	Look, I am not here to judge you. I’m only trying to understand if what I’ve been told about you is true or false. It is false, then, that you and this woman are secretly seeing each other?

			–	False, yes.

			–	And can’t you entertain the idea that your wife might believe this is true, even though it isn’t?

			–	Of course I can’t! They’ve even become friends. They go riding together, I mean the two of them, alone: they dump the kids with us men and ride around the countryside all morning.

			–	That proves nothing. You can befriend someone and spend time with them every day precisely because you are morbidly jealous of them.

			–	Yes, but that’s not the case here, believe me. Marina is not morbidly jealous of anyone, I’m faithful to her and she knows it. And now will you please tell me why I’d be in danger?

			–	So you haven’t been writing to each other for years, you and this Luisa?

			–	No!

			–	Love letters?

			–	Not at all!

			–	Are you being honest, Dr Carrera?

			–	Absolutely!

			–	I’ll ask you one more time: are you being honest?

			–	Of course I’m being honest! Will you tell me—

			–	In that case I apologise, but contrary to what I believed – strongly believed, I assure you, or I wouldn’t have come here – your wife lied to me and so you are not in danger as I thought, therefore I won’t bother you any longer. Kindly disregard my visit and above all don’t mention it to anyone.

			–	What? Why are you getting up? Where are you going?

			–	I apologise again, but I have made a serious mistake. Goodbye. I know the wa—

			–	Now look here. You can’t come here, tell me I am in grave danger because of something my wife told you, cross-examine me and then just leave! You better tell me what’s going on or you bet I will report you!

			–	The truth is I shouldn’t have come at all. I always thought I could trust your wife and I have formed a detailed opinion about her condition precisely because I have always believed her. Based on this opinion and faced with what I thought was a very serious situation, I decided to act outside the limits of my profession’s code of ethics. But now you are telling me your wife has been lying to me on a key issue, and if she lied to me about this she probably lied about many other things, including those that led me to conclude that you were in danger. As I said, it was my mistake, and I cannot but apologise once again, but ever since your wife stopped coming to see me, I have been wondering about—

			–	Wait, what? My wife has stopped coming to see you?

			–	Yes.

			–	Since when?

			–	Over a month ago.

			–	You’re joking.

			–	You didn’t know?

			–	No.

			–	She hasn’t been to see me since our last session on . . . on the sixteenth of September.

			–	But she tells me she’s still seeing you. On Tuesdays and Thursdays at 3.15 p.m. I pick up Adele from school as always, because Marina is with you. I’m meant to pick her up this very afternoon.

			–	I’m not at all surprised she’s lying to you, Dr Carrera. The problem is, she lied to me too.

			–	Ah come on, she lied to you about one thing. And then, forgive me, but aren’t lies supposed to be more revealing to you therapists than the truth that is being concealed?

			–	Says who?

			–	I don’t know, you . . . people. No? Since I was little I’ve been surrounded by people in therapy and I’ve always heard that setting, transfer, dreams, lies, all that stuff matters precisely because that’s where the truth hides. What’s the problem now if Marina made something up?

			–	No, if this story about Luisa Lattes is only a fantasy of hers, that changes everything, and it’s your wife who is in danger.

			–	But why? What danger?

			–	Look, I’m really sorry but it’s no longer appropriate for me to be talking to you. And don’t tell your wife I came here, I beg you.

			–	Do you seriously think I’m going to let you go after what you’ve just told me? Now I demand—

			–	No point threatening me, Dr Carrera. Feel free to report me, if you wish: I deserve it, considering the mistake I made. But you can never force me to tell you what—

			–	It’s not a fantasy of hers.

			–	I beg your pardon?

			–	What Marina told you about Luisa Lattes is not a fantasy. It’s true, we’re seeing each other, we write to each other. Except it’s not a relationship, and I’m certainly not being unfaithful to my wife: it’s just our own thing and I wouldn’t know how to define it, and I can’t understand how Marina knows about this.

			–	Are you still in love with her?

			–	That’s not the point here. The point is—

			–	Forgive me but I must insist: are you still in love with her?

			–	Yes.

			–	You met in Louvain in June?

			–	Yes but—

			–	In one of your letters from a few years ago, did you write to her that you like the way she dives into the sea from the shore?

			–	Yes but how on ear—

			–	Did you and Ms Lattes take a vow of chastity?

			–	Yes but, honestly, how can Marina know about this? And why don’t you just say what you have to say instead of going round in circles? There’s a marriage at stake here, for fuck’s sake! A daughter!

			–	I’m sorry to say this to you, but your marriage has been over for a long time now, Dr Carrera. And there will be another child shortly, but it won’t be yours.

		

	
		
			Sadly (1981)

			Luisa Lattes

			14 Via Frusa

			Florence 50131

			Bolgheri, 11 September 1981

			Luisa, my Luisa,

			No, not mine sadly, just Luisa (Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa): I ran away, you say. It’s true, but after what happened, for those long, unimaginable days I was racked with guilt, and I wasn’t myself anymore – I was no one. I went into some kind of a trance, I thought it was all my fault, because I was with you while it happened, because I was happy with you. I still think it is my fault.

			Now they’re all saying it was God’s will, or destiny and all that bullshit, and Giacomo and I were at each other’s throats, and I blamed him, and I can’t even look my parents in the face. If I ran away, my Luisa – no not mine sadly, just Luisa (Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa) – I ran in the wrong direction, like those pheasants I saw in a forest fire once, back when I was a fireman: terrified of the blaze, they leapt up and, instead of flying away from it, they flailed towards the flames, getting closer, too close, until they fell in. The fact is, I didn’t realise I’d run away: there were so many things to take care of – all of them terrifying – and there was that ridiculous Montagues and Capulets farce that made it impossible for me to venture past the hedge (of course it was possible, Luisa, I’m not denying it, Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa, but I was beside myself, Luisa), and so I didn’t, and didn’t even say goodbye.

			And now I’m here, alone, and I mean truly alone: everyone has left, they say they’ll never come back, sell the house, never set foot on a beach again, never go on holiday again. And you all left too, and I venture past the hedge all the time, now, and no one can see me, and I go to the beach, to Mulinelli, behind the dunes, and there’s no one there and I should be studying but I’m not even pretending, and I think of you, I think of Irene, of the happiness and the desperation that crashed down on me at the same time and in the same place and I don’t want to lose either of them, yes I want them both, but I’m afraid I’ll lose them too, lose this pain, lose the happiness, lose you, Luisa, like I lost my sister, and maybe I’ve lost you already because you say I’ve run away and sadly that’s true, I’ve run away but not from you, I’ve only run away in the wrong direction like those pheasants Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa Luisa I’m begging you, we’ve only just begun don’t you die too, and even if I’ve run away wait for me forgive me hold me kiss me I haven’t run out of things to say I’ve run out of paper,

			Marco

		

	
		
			The eye of the storm (1970–1979)

			Duccio Chilleri was a tall and gangly boy, quite gifted at sports, although not as gifted as his father thought. Black hair, horsey teeth, so thin he seemed to be always in profile, he had a reputation for bringing bad luck. No one could tell exactly how and when that rumour had started, and so it felt like it had always followed him around, just like the moniker that came with it – The Omen. During his childhood, he had another nickname: ‘Blizzard’, after the ski brand, because of the way he always triumphed in local skiing competitions.

			Like most things, that rumour did indeed begin somewhere – namely during one of those very skiing competitions, a giant slalom regional qualifier at the Zum Zeri – Passo dei Due Santi ski resort, in the Tuscan–Emilian Apennines. Duccio Chilleri had finished second in his category in the first round, behind the favourite, a smug little boy from Modena named Tavella. The weather conditions were appalling. Despite the strong winds, the run was shrouded in fog, to the point that the judges seriously considered cancelling the race. Then the wind relented and the second round got the go-ahead, even though the fog had thickened. As they waited for the race to start, Duccio’s father (who was also his coach) massaged his legs, urging him to charge down the run, go in for the kill and beat that Tavella. When he got to the starting gate, ready to pounce down the now nearly invisible run – his father telling him he could do it, he could win, he could beat Tavella – Duccio Chilleri was heard uttering the following words: ‘He’s going to fall anyway, and hurt himself too.’ Duccio finished with the best time and then it was Tavella’s turn. No one saw exactly how it happened because of the fog: all they heard was a horrifying scream coming from the run-off after a steep incline. The judges rushed there to find Tavella on the ground, unconscious, with half a pole sticking out of his thigh (the gates were still made of wood back then and sometimes the wood snapped). A pool of blood glimmered like red lacquer in the milky blur of snow and fog. Tavella didn’t bleed to death only because the pole, having gone through his leg muscle, had barely brushed against the femoral artery. It became the most serious accident in the history of that ski resort, destined to be remembered for many seasons to come – together with Duccio Chilleri’s words.

			Thus began his reputation as a jinx: it happened all at once and with no hope of redemption. No one had even bothered making a connection between the accident and his childhood moniker (Blizzard), which effectively already placed him within the same ominous karmic field better exemplified by his adult nickname. Nor had anyone speculated on the origin of his surname – quite rare in Italy and only present in certain parts of Tuscany – which, rather aptly in his case, sounded like ‘killer’. (Had they made that connection, they would have been wrong anyway: his surname probably originated from a consonant swap with the more widespread ‘Chillemi’, a family name which could boast a noble branch in Lombardy, and a more prevalent common branch in Sicily.) Either way, no one cared – which goes to show just how easily and casually the rumour spread, to what point his new reputation went completely unchallenged. He was a jinx and that was that.

			As he transitioned from Blizzard to The Omen, the wealth of friendship he’d built through his sporting prowess began to slowly dwindle and at the age of sixteen Marco Carrera was the only friend he had left in the whole of Florence. They had sat together in primary school, played tennis together, skied together until Marco stopped competing, and even though they now went to different schools they still saw each other every day. They spent a lot of time listening to West Coast folk rock (The Eagles; Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young; Poco; The Grateful Dead), which they were both obsessed with. But above all – above all – what had cemented their friendship was the discovery of gambling. In all fairness, Duccio was the real fanatic, Marco simply went along with his friend’s passion, and together they enjoyed the thrill of freedom – or of liberation, one might say – which gambling brought to their lives. Neither of them, in fact, belonged to a family that had ever harboured that demon, even in days of old: no great-uncle plunged into poverty by the fascist aristocracy’s baccarat tables, no nineteenth-century fortune squandered by a great-grandfather who’d lost his marbles in the Great War. Quite simply, gambling had been their discovery. Duccio, in particular, used it to escape the gilded cage his parents had built for him: the prospect of frittering away their wealth in casinos and gambling dens appealed to him at least as much as the prospect of accumulating it had appealed to them. And at any rate he was fifteen, sixteen, seventeen: how much can you possibly squander at that age? As generous as his weekly allowance was (about twice as much as Marco’s), it’s not as if those sums could chip away at his family’s fortune. At worst, when he was going through a bad streak, he might run up a few debts at Mondo Disco, the record store on Via dei Conti where he and Marco would stock up on imported music – debts that he’d easily pay off himself in a few weeks, without his parents even noticing.

			The fact is, most of the time he won. He was good at it. When he played poker with friends in those harmless Saturday-night games where you’d win 20,000 lira at most, there was simply no contest. This, compounded by his new reputation as a jinx, meant that he was soon banned from attending. Not Marco though, he was not banned, and for a while he continued to play (and to win) until he decided to abandon those harmless games and follow his friend on to a more professional route – horse races to begin with. Being a minor, Duccio Chilleri couldn’t get into gambling dens, let alone legitimate casinos, but the bookmakers over at the Le Mulina racecourse never asked for ID. He had a real talent for that too, and he didn’t leave anything to chance: he would skip school and spend entire mornings at the racecourse, watching horses trot with phlegmy old men who initiated him to the secrets of the racing world. And Marco would join him, time and again, for those precious morning lessons, or in betting shops in the afternoon, or back at the racecourse again in the evening. They’d bet on horses they’d researched, or on the favourites in the fixed races they heard about. Once again, more often than not, the two friends would win.

			Unlike Marco, however, who had always kept this venture of his from his family, and who hadn’t neglected other friends, or sports, or girls (i.e. all the hallmarks of the successful life everyone believed he was destined to), Duccio used gambling to permanently sever all links with his middle-class future. As humiliated as he’d felt upon discovering his new reputation, he later learnt to draw strength from it. Despite his former friends avoiding him like the plague, he’d still see them every day in school – and because Florence isn’t Los Angeles, he’d also bump into them in town, in cinemas or cafés. On those occasions, Duccio had learnt that anything he said would take on the sinister undertones of a curse.

			As implausible as that sounds, in the 1970s people did indeed believe that Duccio Chilleri was a jinx. Marco didn’t, of course, and the question everyone ended up asking him was always the same: ‘Why do you still hang out with him?’ His answer was always the same, too: ‘Because he’s my friend.’ And yet, even though Marco would never have admitted it, his real motives were perhaps less honourable. First, as we said, there was the gambling. With Duccio, Marco experienced unparalleled adrenaline highs, earned good money and discovered an underworld that his elegant mother, his meek father, and his siblings could never conceive of (Irene was four years his senior and completely absorbed by her boy problems; Giacomo was only a little younger than him and destructively competitive). The other reason he still spent time with Duccio was hopelessly narcissistic: he alone could be forgiven for fraternising with an outcast. Perhaps because he was so smart, so friendly, so generous; whatever the reason, Marco had enough clout to ignore the herd’s rules and get away with it – and basking in this power was extremely gratifying. Truth be told, as the years went by and the shared interests their old friendship was built on vanished one after the other, these were his only surviving ties to Duccio Chilleri.

			Duccio, in fact, had changed and – as Marco suspected was the nature of all change – he had changed for the worse. In terms of physical appearance, he’d become quite unpresentable: a white froth had begun to gather at the corners of his mouth when he spoke, his jet-black hair was greasy and dandruff-laden, and he seldom washed properly. As time went by, he lost all interest in music: Britain was back on the scene (The Clash, The Cure, Graham Parker & the Rumour, the shimmering world of Elvis Costello) but he didn’t care, he didn’t buy records anymore and didn’t listen to the tapes Marco made for him. He didn’t read books or newspapers, only Horse & Hound. At the same time, his vocabulary had descended into expressions that were completely at odds with his age: ‘groovy’, ‘all righty’ or even ‘okey-dokey’, ‘crumbs!’, ‘don’t mind if I do’, ‘tickety-boo!’, ‘wet my whistle’. Girls didn’t interest him, everything he needed he got from the whores over at Le Cascine.

			Marco still cared about him, but as a friend Duccio Chilleri had become rather unsustainable – and not because of his reputation. On the contrary: Marco kept obstinately denying those rumours, especially when he was with a girl he liked. When his girlfriends started enumerating the accidents, calamities and bouts of rotten luck brought about by Duccio’s mere presence, he would counter by saying, How can you believe that? Look at me, for Christ’s sake! I hang out with him. Nothing ever happened to me!

			But by then Duccio Chilleri’s reputation was too deeply ingrained, and his critics had come up with an argument to refute Marco’s defence: the eye of the storm. It went like this: just as those who find themselves at the centre of a devastating tropical cyclone will suffer no damage, the same was true of those, like Marco, who kept in close contact with The Omen. The slightest deviation from the centre – a casual encounter, a car ride, even just waving hello from a distance – and you’d end up wiped out by the cyclone like one of those unfortunate coastal villages.

		

	
		
			This thing (1999)

			Marco Carrera

			c/o Adelino Viespoli

			21 Via Catalani

			Rome 00199

			Italy

			Paris, 16.12.1999

			I got your letter. Oh, I got it all right. I got it and no one noticed. It’s a tough letter, Marco, and I don’t know what to say, as usual.

			You’re right – I’m not happy, but that’s nobody’s fault, the fault is all with me. No that’s not right, I shouldn’t have said ‘fault’, maybe I should say ‘thing’ rather than fault.

			I was born with this thing, I’ve been carrying it around for thirty-three years and it’s nothing to do with anyone else, it’s just the way I am.

			So what do you want me to say? I could tell you that now you’d really have a chance to see if what you wrote to me is true. You’re clean, and blameless, and free as a bird now: you can start from scratch, you can even make mistakes if you want to (you can always go back, after all).

			But not me, Marco, my situation is completely different – I’d have to turn my life upside down, it would all be my fault, and then perhaps I really wouldn’t be able to find peace anymore. But I know you’ll understand, because you’re like me: we love in the same way, you and I, we’re terrified to hurt those around us.

			I think you’re the best part of my life – the part without all the lies, the deceit and aggravation (the phone is ringing, it’s you, now I’m about to lose it), the part you can dream of, even at night, because I still dream of you.

			Will it remain a dream? Will it happen? Will anything happen? I’m here, waiting, I don’t want to do anything, I want things to just happen by themselves. That’s rather shitty logic, I know, because nothing ever happens to me – but I can’t make a decision, not about this thing, not right now.

			Maybe I’ve been practising doing nothing all these years, so I can succeed at this thing. What thing? I don’t know, I don’t know, I’m not making any sense, I’ll stop now.

			Luisa

		

	
		
			A happy child (1960–1970)

			Throughout his childhood, Marco Carrera hadn’t noticed anything. He hadn’t noticed his parents were fighting all the time, he hadn’t noticed his mother’s hostile indifference, his father’s exasperating silences, the hushed-up quarrels at night, their voices lowered to a whisper so the children wouldn’t hear (and yet his sister Irene did hear them and took a perverse pleasure in meticulously recording every detail in her memory). He didn’t know the reason behind those rows, those fights that were so transparent to his sister. The reason was that his mother (a southerner called Letizia, meaning ‘joy’, which couldn’t have been further from the truth) and his father (a northerner who was true to his name, Probo, which meant ‘honest’) were simply not made for each other, despite both of them being expats of sorts in Florence. They had practically nothing in common; in fact, there were perhaps no two people less alike on the face of the earth. She was an architect, all abstract thought and revolutionary ideas; he was an engineer, all calculations and practicality. She had been sucked into the vortex of radical architecture; he was the best scale model builder in central Italy.

			Marco hadn’t realised that underneath the flabby, affluent bubble he and his siblings were being raised in, his parents’ relationship had failed: it only produced bitterness and guilt and resentment and recrimination and provocation and humiliation and resignation. That is to say, he hadn’t realised his parents didn’t love each other at all, or at least not in the most common sense of the phrase ‘to love each other’, which implies reciprocity. There was indeed love in their relationship, but it was entirely one-sided: unrequited love; heroic, dog-like, unshakeable, unspeakable, self-harming love; love his mother was never able to accept or return, but couldn’t reject either, seeing as no other man in the world could ever love her in such an all-consuming way. And so that love had become a tumour, a malign, burgeoning lump that tore her family apart from the inside and kept Letizia nailed down to the unhappiness that had surrounded Marco Carrera from the day he was born.

			He hadn’t realised that unhappiness oozed from the very walls in his house. He hadn’t realised there was no sex in that house. He hadn’t realised that his mother’s many obsessions – architecture, design, photography, yoga, psychotherapy – were just an attempt to find balance, or that those obsessions included cheating on his father, rather clumsily at times. Her lovers were selected from the ranks of those intellectuals who (perhaps for the last time in history) were putting Florence back on the international scene: the ‘high priests’ from Superstudio and Archizoom and their followers. Although older than them, she still considered herself part of that group and she was wealthy enough to be able to spend time on her young idols’ initiatives without making a penny in return.

			Marco didn’t realise that his father knew about these infidelities either. He had gone through those years completely oblivious to everything, and for this reason alone his was a happy childhood. What is more, because he (unlike Irene) had never doubted his parents and had failed to understand that they were anything but role models, Marco actually looked up to them. He structured his identity around an assortment of traits he’d picked up from one or the other – those very same traits that had proved utterly incompatible in his parents’ attempt at a relationship. What did he pick up from his mother as a child, when he knew nothing? And what from his father? And what, conversely, would he end up rejecting for the rest of his life, once he understood everything? He inherited his mother’s anxiety but not her radical ideas, her curiosity but not her craving for change. From his father he learnt patience but not prudence, the ability to suffer, but not to suffer in silence. He had his mother’s eye, especially for photography, and his father’s craftsmanship. On top of that, growing up in that beautiful house (i.e. having sat, from birth, on those chairs, fallen asleep on those armchairs and sofas, eaten at those tables, studied on those desks lit by those lamps, surrounded by those modular bookshelves, etc.) had given him a sense of arrogant superiority typical of Italian middle-class families in the sixties and seventies: the feeling of living, if not in the best possible world, at least in the most beautiful. And the proof of that achievement lay precisely in all the stuff his mother and father had accumulated (the gulf that separated his parents, in fact, instantly dissolved when it came to choosing furniture).

			This, rather than nostalgia, was the real reason Marco Carrera would always find it so hard to part with the objects that had surrounded his family, even when he learnt the truth about them, and even when his family, technically, did not exist anymore. Because those objects were beautiful, still beautiful, beautiful nonetheless – and that beauty was the spit that held his parents together. After their death, faced with the painful prospect of selling the family house on Piazza Savonarola and everything in it, he ended up cataloguing those objects one by one (while his brother, firmly clinging to his decision never to set foot in Italy again, instructed him to ‘get rid of them’ over the phone). As a result, Marco wound up stuck with those objects for the rest of his days.

			His father’s obsession with tidiness (which, in fairness, Probo never demanded of anyone else, but which remained an absolute, intimidating and – towards the end – even violent neurosis) made Marco an unabashedly unkempt individual. His mother, for her part, was responsible for his unconquerable aversion to psychotherapy, which would become a key trait of all his subsequent relationships with women. All the women in his life, in fact, starting from his mother and his sister Irene, and then on to friends, girlfriends, colleagues, wives, daughters (in short all of them bar none) would invariably end up in the grip of various psychotherapists. This only confirmed – as a son, brother, friend, boyfriend, colleague, husband and father – what he’d grasped from the off: that exposure to ‘passive psychotherapy’, as he called it, is seriously harmful. None of these women, however, seemed to care, not even when he started actively complaining about it. Every family, they’d say to him, every relationship causes damage, to everyone: considering therapy more harmful than say, chess, was just prejudice. And perhaps they were right, but because of all the suffering it caused him, Marco always felt justified in believing that psychotherapy was like smoking: it wasn’t enough not to do it yourself, you also had to stay away from those who did. Unfortunately, the only known defence against passive psychotherapy is to go to therapy yourself, and on that point he had no intention of yielding.

		

	
		
			An inventory (2008)

			To: Giacomo jackcarr62@yahoo.com

			Sent: 19 September 2008 16:39

			Subject: Piazza Savonarola inventory

			From: Marco Carrera

			Dear Giacomo,

			You keep ignoring me and I keep writing. I intend to keep you informed of my efforts to sell the house on Piazza Savonarola and rest assured I won’t be deterred by your silence. The news is I called Piero Brachi (remember him? The guy from STUDIO B where Mum and Dad bought all our furniture) and I asked him for a valuation of all the pieces in the flat – he’s retired now, and manages an auction website specialising in design from the sixties and seventies. As I thought, there are a few gems in there, and the total estimate is really rather impressive (especially considering that, for all the calamities that led to the collapse of our family and consequently to that house being abandoned, those pieces are mostly in excellent condition). Many of them, says Brachi, are exhibited at MoMA. We need to decide what we want to do with them when we sell the house, because apparently we won’t get a higher price for it if we leave them where they are. We could give them to Brachi himself to sell off little by little on his site, or divide them up between the two of us based on what we need or like. Do please give some thought to this, Giacomo, because as I’m sure you realise it’s not just about the money: this is all that’s left of a life and a family that are no more, but that you and I were a part of for over twenty years – and though things went the way they did there’s no reason, believe me, to ‘get rid of them’ like you said the last time, rubbing salt in the wound. I mean, even Brachi was moved, seeing all those beautiful things he’d sold us: I can’t believe you don’t care about having a say in what’s going to happen to them. I promise there won’t be any arguments, I will do exactly as you say, if only you’ll acknowledge that it’s not fair to just throw them out. Things are innocent, Giacomo.

			I’m attaching the inventory Piero Brachi sent me with a separate valuation for each item. It’s very dry and impersonal, as I requested and as I imagine you’d prefer, even though he knew many intimate details about each of those pieces: who it was bought for, in what room it was, etc.

			Furniture inventory for the house on Savonarola Square:

			2 x two-seater ‘Le Bambole’ sofas, metal, grey leather, polyurethane, by Mario Bellini for B&B, 1972 (€20,000)

			4 x ‘Amanta’ armchairs,* glass fibre and black leather, by Mario Bellini for B&B, 1966 (€4,400)

			1 x ‘Zelda’ armchair, Rosewood-tinted wood and tan leather, by Sergio Asti and Sergio Favre for Poltronova, 1962 (€2,200)

			1 x ‘Soriana’ armchair, steel and brown aniline leather, by Tobia and Afra Scarpa for Casina, 1970 (€4,000)

			1 x ‘Sacco’ armchair, polystyrene and brown leather, by Gatti, Paolini and Teodoro for Zanotta, 1969 (€450)

			1 x ‘Woodline’ armchair, heat-bent wood and black leather, by Marco Zanuso for Arflex, 1965 (€1,000)

			1 x ‘Amanta’ coffee table, black glass fibre, by Mario Bellini for B&B, 1966 (€450)

			1 x ‘748’ side table, brown teak, by Ico Parisi for Cassina, 1961 (€1,100)

			1 x ‘Demetrio 70’ side table, orange plastic, by Vico Magistretti for Artemide, 1966 (€150)

			1 x ‘La Rotonda’ table, natural cherry wood and crystal, by Mario Bellini for Cassina, 1976 (€4,000)

			1 x ‘Dodona’ modular bookshelf, black plastic, Ernesto Gismondi for Artemide, 1970 (€4,500)

			2 x ‘Sergesto’ modular bookshelves, white plastic, by Sergio Mazza for Artemide, 1973 (€1,500)

			1 x ‘O-look’ ceiling light, aluminium, by Superstudio for Poltronova, 1967 (€4,400)

			1 x ‘Passiflora’ table lamp, yellow and opal Perspex, by Superstudio for Poltronova, 1968 (€1,900)

			1 x ‘Saffo’ table lamp, silver-coloured aluminium and glass, by Angelo Mangiarotti for Artemide, 1967 (€1,650)

			1 x ‘Baobab’ lamp, white plastic, by Harvey Guzzini for iGuzzini, 1971 (€525)

			1 x ‘Eclisse’ lamp, red metal, by Vico Magistretti for Artemide, 1967 (€125)

			1 x ‘Gherpe’ table lamp, red Perspex and chrome steel sheets, by Superstudio for Poltronova, 1967 (€4,000)

			1 x ‘Mezzachimera’ table lamp, white acrylic, by Vico Magistretti for Artemide, 1970 (€450)

			3 x ‘Parentesi’ ceiling lights, metal and plastic, Achille Castiglioni and Pio Manzù for Flos, 1970 (€750)

			12 x ‘Teti’ ceiling/wall-mounted light fixtures, white plastic, by Vico Magistretti for Artemide, 1974 (€1,000)

			1 x ‘Hebi’ reading light, metal and white corrugated plastic, by Isao Hosoe for Valenti, 1972 (€350)

			3 x ‘Telegono’ table lamps, red plastic, by Vico Magistretti for Artemide, 1968 (€350)

			3 x ‘Graphis’ desks, wood and white lacquered metal, by Osvaldo Borsani for Tecno, incl. drawers, 1968 (€3,000)

			1 x ‘TL 58’ table, core plywood and solid walnut, by Marco Zanuso for Carlo Poggi, 1979 (€3,000)

			3 x ‘Uten.Silo 1’ wall-mounted storage units, red, green and yellow plastic, by Dorothee Becker for Ingo Maurer, 1965 (€1,800)

			4 x ‘Boby’ storage trolleys, propylene and white, green, red and black printed ABS, by Joe Colombo for Bieffeplast, 1970 (€1,000)

			7 x ‘Modus’ swivel chairs, metal and plastic, several colours, by Osvaldo Borsani for Tecno, 1973 (€700)

			4 x office chairs, chrome steel and leather, by Giovanni Carini for Planula, 1967 (€800)

			7 x ‘Plia’ chairs, aluminium and clear plexiglass, by Giancarlo Piretti for Castelli, 1967 (€1,050)

			4 x ‘Loop’ wicker chairs, France, 1960s (€1,200)

			4 x ‘Selene’ chairs, beige polyester, by Vico Magistretti for Artemide, 1969 (€600)

			4 x ‘Basket’ chairs,* steel and beige rattan, by Franco Campo and Carlo Graffi for Home, 1956 (€1,000)

			1 x ‘Wassily Modello B3’ chair, brown leather and chrome-pleated steel, by Marcel Breuer for Gavina, 1963 (€1,800)

			1 x drafting machine with spring counterweights, wood with iron arms, by M. Sacchi, CEn for M. Sacchi CEn Ltd., 1922 (€4,500)

			2 x vintage bedside tables, brown teak, by Aksel Kjersgaard for Kjersgaard, 1956 (€1,200)

			1 x ‘Sciangai’ coat stand, natural beechwood, by De Pas, D’Urbino and Lomazzi for Zanotta, 1974 (€400)

			1 x ‘Dedalo’ umbrella stand, orange plastic, by Emma Gismondi Schweingberger for Artemide, 1966 (€300)
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