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Emilia in front of the kitchen door

I grew up in Livorno, a boisterous town in Tuscany. In Livorno, the flavors of food, the colors of nature, and the scent of the pittosporum bushes along the passeggiata a mare, the beautiful promenade along the sea, are bolder and less domesticated than anywhere else in elegant Tuscany.

The nonaristocratic beginnings of my natal town have chiseled a certain expression on its people’s faces and marked their vernacular with a wit that lashes out and leaves a mark. The word that describes our most characteristic traits is beceri (boorish), and the Livornesi have almost managed to convert this admittedly insulting adjective, used strictly in Tuscany, into a term of affection. Yes, loud and boorish we definitely are, and we take pride in the countless tales of pirates and brigands indissolubly linked to our history.

I lived for a great part of my childhood with my parents and grandparents in a big three-story house. My parents always ate downstairs at the table in the dining room with my grandparents, Nonno GianPaolo and Nonna Valentina. My brother, my sisters, and I were supposed to take our meals upstairs. The exclusion from the adults’ table itself was enough to make me wish to be part of their evening ritual, even if it meant only being allowed to say two phrases during the entire meal: “Grazie,” “No grazie.” The few times we were allowed to dine downstairs, flawless dishes would be brought in by Emilia, our beloved cook, who bustled unperturbed between her stove and the dining room. The food was invariably white—uniformly white—and bland. Always very good, always impeccably executed, but so bland. Many soufflés, lots of sformati (timbales), paste al gratin, and beautiful fish—maybe a merluzzo (a small Mediterranean cod), steamed to perfection, with a whisper of extra-virgin olive oil. Food was judged by the same standard as fashion: spiciness was as vulgar as a skintight dress.

One day as I passed through the kitchen after playing in the garden, my senses were suddenly awakened, stirred by a vivid aroma that I had never experienced at the table with my family. Emilia was eating the meal she had prepared for herself. It was an explosion of colors: vermilion tomatoes, green basilico and parsley, and contrasting black pepper dots. And the smell! Pungent, strong, and exotic enough to stop me, and my seven-year-old nose, in my tracks.

Emilia must have recognized a soul mate in my startled, hungry look. “Vuoi provare?” She scooped up some of that wonderful redness with a big morsel of bread and offered it to me. “Oh, Emilia!” I gushed. “This is so tasty.” I had finally discovered real food, and I was hooked forever. Now I knew that life—real life—happened behind the kitchen doors and not in the subdued, elegant atmosphere of my grandparents’ dining room.

Having shared her food with me, Emilia went a step further and offered to give me cooking lessons. I eagerly accepted.

Emilia was a fierce, thickset woman, one of many siblings born in a small fishing village a few kilometers south of Livorno. Sent to work at a very early age—as was the custom at the time—she had come to the big city in search of a good job and somehow landed in our home, becoming a constant presence in our life. Emilia had been there for us children since our births.

At the start of our afternoons together, Emilia enveloped me tightly in the blue-and-white-striped apron that would protect my clothes. She carefully rolled up the sleeves of my dresses and sweaters to avoid likely disasters and showed me how to wash my hands thoroughly, scrubbing fingertips and nails with ruthless vigor. Only after she was satisfied that the garden grime had been scoured from my arms, hands, and fingertips did she allow me to dip a spoon into a dish of flour or to help her knead dough.

Emilia asserted that a good cook had to be able to handle the range of more disgusting chores, and I obeyed wholeheartedly. “Attenta, Bimba! Be careful not to leave any trace of bile, or the chicken will be unbearably bitter. Look inside the stomach and scrub it meticulously; the bile is dark and easy to spot,” Emilia cautioned. The tiny brown livers had to be put aside for future gourmet usage. I gingerly played with their spongy consistency, examining the white filaments that enshrouded them like a fishnet. Within hours they would end up in delicate ragù sauces or—mixed with veal and prosciutto—become a delicious filling for the little vols-au-vent often served as appetizers.

Inserting my fingers into the gills and guts of fish and poultry were all part of my formal kitchen education. I learned to scale fish, standing on a stool in front of the gray marble counter, and instantly took to this particular task. The messiness of sending millions of translucent, silvery scales flying all over the sink and onto the kitchen floor fitted beautifully with my innate love for visual anarchy. I quickly learned the secrets of sending to the tavola dei Signori the perfectly elegant sformati while savoring the conspiratorial joy of producing strong, lush sauces to complement spaghetti, polenta, meats, and fish for just Emilia and me. We prepared thick ragùs with veal, sausages, and prosciutto. We sautéed the dark leaves of cavolo nero (Tuscan black cabbage) in olive oil, red pepper, and lots of garlic. I no longer yearned to sit at the adults’ table; my meals with Emilia were far better!

Herbs were an essential part of Emilia’s cooking, though not all of them were destined for my grandparents’ table. Oregano, which has to be used in small quantities to avoid prevailing over other savors, was an important and acceptable addition. She sent me to the garden to pick what she needed for both my grandparents and herself: basil and parsley from the pots immediately outside the kitchen door, the other herbs from the patch near the chicken pen, where a few bushes of rosemary and sage grew tall and lopsided under the old medlar tree. I learned the characteristics and value of particular spices when she taught me her favorite dishes, the food from her family tradition. I learned to love the spiciness of peperoncino rosso, the strong red pepper from Campania, in the south of Italy, and the pungent bite of the black peppercorns she crushed into meat and fish.
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EMILIA’S TOMATO SAUCE


Emilia would add a sprig of basil or rosemary or a glass of red wine along with the tomatoes, according to her mood. The sauce always turned out a bit differently yet it was always delicious.

1 medium yellow onion

1 medium carrot

1 clove garlic

½ stalk celery

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 pound ripe tomatoes or one 14-ounce can crushed tomatoes

Pinch of red pepper flakes (optional)

Salt and freshly ground pepper a piacere (to taste)

Peel and finely chop the onion, carrot, and garlic. Finely chop the celery. Sauté the vegetables in the olive oil in a medium saucepan over low heat, stirring, until they begin to soften, about 5 minutes.

Meanwhile, if using fresh tomatoes, peel and seed them, then roughly chop.

Stir the fresh or canned tomatoes into the vegetables. For extra zing, add some red pepper flakes. Simmer gently for 2 hours, stirring occasionally, until the sauce is thick and flavorful. Season with salt and pepper.

Makes about 2 cups
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The kitchen in my grandparents’ house was larger than the dining room and opened directly onto the garden. Tall French doors with imposing green shutters led to a small semienclosed patio full of plants and Emilia’s household implements. An upside-down shabby millet broom, a scrubbing brush, and a pail—on top of which a dingy scouring cloth was laid to dry—rested in a corner. A proletarian gray stone terrace on the kitchen side marked the boundary of Emilia’s kingdom, and a high wall separated it from the “elegant” side. There, in front of the living room, big square tiles of white Carrara marble extended for several meters into the garden, forming a graceful strip skirted by lusciously blooming flowerbeds. On la terrazza, weather-worn wicker chairs formed an inviting circle, and behind them a wrought-iron flower étagère stood against the wall. Myriad geraniums spilled from their pots: pink, red, orange, white.

A huge plumbago bush almost entirely covered the kitchen wall, its pale blue flowers looking as if drawn by a child’s hand: five simple petals emerging from long, spidery stems. At the foot of the wall, more pots of multicolored geraniums and intensely perfumed herbs were set on simple wooden shelves, supported by unadorned bricks. I spent many hours strolling in and out of the kitchen where I had found my culinary calling and where my aptitude had unquestionably elevated me to a higher position in Emilia’s eyes.

Unfortunately, I was not a perfect disciple, stubbornness being one of the most distinctive features of my personality. One day I spent several hours standing with my face turned to the plumbago blossoms, punishment for having treated Emilia rudely during one of our cooking sessions. “Lo pulisci tu! Clean it yourself!” I had answered petulantly to Emilia’s order to clean up the puddle of milk I’d spilled on the kitchen floor. My mother, who had just happened to wander into the kitchen and witnessed my insolence, made me stand on the kitchen patio facing the wall without moving until I was ready to apologize.

“Come ti permetti? How could you answer back in such an unpleasant way? Remember that you owe Emilia the same respect you owe your family,” Mamma admonished sternly. “You will stand here until you say you are sorry.” My seven-year-old pride forbade me from apologizing too quickly, so I waited until a reasonable amount of time had expired and my status slowly turned into quasi martyrdom. I felt queasy, my legs throbbed from standing, and my eyes were tired from wandering over the plumbago bush. For a couple of hours, I counted each blossom and closely studied each petal and leaf. Holding my hands tightly crossed behind my back, I carefully scrutinized every string and thread of Emilia’s scrubbing brushes and mop. I focused my attention on a tiny column of black ants courageously crossing the cats’ dish to steal forgotten crumbs.

In the end, I dragged my unwilling feet in front of an embarrassed Emilia. “Scusa,” I mumbled, hiding consonants and vowels under my uncooperative tongue. I scowled, my eyes fixed on the gray tiles, my face barely visible under the wisps of hair escaping from my tightly pulled braids.

My mother did not like what she witnessed and, taking me firmly by one arm, said in her calmly threatening way, “Either you feel what you are saying, or else.”

I ran sobbing into Emilia’s arms and all was forgiven.

In the kitchen we had a late-nineteenth-century stove made of white enamel and iron. It came with big concentric rings that could be removed or added to accommodate different-sized pots and pans. The fewer rings, the more heat: the flames flared up, flickering under the larger pots, licking their sides and leaving behind long dark stains. A rectangular copper cauldron filled with water boiled steadily for the continuous needs of the house. A solitary ladle emerged from the bubbling water, its handle bobbing in unison with the rhythm of the heat waves, ready to fill a pot of tea or add liquid to a risotto.

This stove required constant stoking with coal. Emilia trotted up and down the steep stairway that led to the coal room, situated directly under the kitchen in the basement. The most forbidding room in the house and the quintessence of darkness, the coal room featured a small window that allowed only traces of spooky light to filter in. Intrepid Emilia carried up the coal to stoke the fire, managing to keep the heat at a controlled temperature, ready to raise it when needed.

Big white cupboards, decorated with carved fruits and leaves, stood along the south wall of the kitchen, holding simple everyday utensils and humble plates and vases. The big pots, mementos of the better times before World War II, when the family had entertained lavishly, lay abandoned in a cluster on the bottom shelves except for the three occasions a year—Christmas, New Year’s, and Easter—when they finally came alive.

A rectangular wooden table with a white marble top stood in the center of the room, in front of the stove. A substantial number of wooden spoons resided in its drawer, carefully categorized according to which foods they were supposed to stir, whip, or fold. “Non confondere i mestoli! Make sure you never mix up the spoons!” A strict de facto segregation reigned in the formal meritocracy of Emilia’s spoons, and I had to learn its rules, dictated by the food being cooked. The long-handled spoons destined solely for pasta and needed to reach the secluded recesses of the huge pots occupied the left side of the drawer.

“Wood absorbs the flavors, sta attenta!” Emilia cautioned. Flavors could not be muddled; this would alter the taste.

My favorite spoon was the small crooked one that for decades had been used for chocolate, to stir the rich mousse au chocolat, or the budino di cioccolato e pere, the chocolate and pear pudding I loved so much. Its sides were bent and worn by the many years of immersion in melting chocolate. There was a missing piece, a notch that gave the spoon the look of a five-year-old whose smile is missing a tooth. I could recognize it among all its companions with my eyes shut, simply by feeling its uneven edge with my fingers.
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CHOCOLATE AND PEAR PUDDING


This is one of the dishes my brother and sisters asked Emilia to make most frequently. Good news: it is easy, and it can be prepared the day before. When the pudding is cool, refrigerate it, but bring it to room temperature before serving. For my first attempts, Emilia had me use a soufflé dish. She could serve it from the mold and I didn’t risk ruining it or losing face! Keep in mind that the baking time will be slightly different depending on the mold you use (heavy or light, metal or ceramic).

For the pears

2 ripe but firm Bosc pears

3 tablespoons sugar

Juice of 2 lemons

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

Peel, halve, and core the pears. Put them in a saucepan with the sugar, lemon juice, and cinnamon, add water to cover, and bring to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer for about 20 minutes, or until the pears are tender when pierced with a knife. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the pears to a plate to cool, then cut into bite-sized pieces.

For the pudding

3⅔ cups milk

4 ounces bittersweet chocolate

4 ounces (about 20) Amaretti di Saronno cookies (available in Italian and other specialty stores), crushed

4 ounces (about 12) savoiardi cookies or ladyfingers, crushed

¼ cup sugar

3 large eggs

5 tablespoons finely ground almonds

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

Bring the milk to a boil in a medium saucepan. Finely chop the chocolate, and put it into a bowl. Pour about ⅔ cup of the hot milk over the chocolate, and whisk until smooth. Add the chocolate mixture to the saucepan, along with the amaretti, savoiardi, and sugar. Whisk over low heat for 10 minutes, or until smooth. Transfer to a bowl and set aside to cool to room temperature.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter a 9-inch Bundt pan, and dust with sugar, tapping out the excess. Fill a roasting pan with 2 inches of hot water.

When the chocolate mixture is cool, whisk in the eggs one by one, followed by the almonds, cinnamon, and diced pears. Pour the mixture into the mold. Put the mold into the roasting pan and carefully transfer to the oven. Loosely cover the mold with aluminum foil, and bake for 1 hour and 15 minutes.

Remove the foil, increase the oven temperature to 400°F, and bake for 10 minutes more. Tap the pan lightly; the pudding should be set but still a bit wobbly. Remove from the oven, and let cool to room temperature.

Makes 6 servings
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Emilia was graced with a pair of steel hands; scorching-hot pots and pans never affected them. Under my incredulous eyes, she lifted lids, inspected food, and tasted piping-hot sauces without using the crocheted pot holders Mamma and Nonna industriously produced. She persistently snubbed those unshapely multicolored remnants of former favorite sweaters that hung from the wall. “Vedrai, Bimbo, è una questione di tempo,” she asserted, offering hope that time and experience would likewise transform my hands into calloused instruments impervious to heat and flames.

The huge black cast-iron pots Emilia maneuvered with such dexterity—on the rare occasions she was allowed to prepare fried dishes—had to be meticulously oiled after each use. For this task, she used a special saffron-orange paper, the kind with which butchers and fishmongers wrapped food. She carefully unfolded the fillet of fish or the pound of ground meat as soon as she returned from the market, smoothing wrinkles, pressing borders, and straightening the big square pieces of paper, accumulating them day after day in tidy heaps on one of the shelves of the pantry armoire. The moment she finished using a pot, Emilia took a piece and wiped away the grease with a circular movement of her hand.

Not a drop of dish soap was allowed to interfere in the cleansing of those pots. “Il sapone distrugge il ferro,” Emilia scornfully claimed; it was a well-accepted domestic axiom that any trace of soap would quickly ruin the iron. Emilia continued to swab the sides and the bottom of the pot until it was clean, retaining a faint shine, still resplendent with the oil’s luster. Only then did she carefully pile it atop the other pots inside the big armoire.

“Pulisci mentre cucini!” Emilia counseled. Cleaning up as you cooked was an imperative: a real cook had to learn to keep the kitchen spotlessly clean and tidy, especially during the preparation of an elaborate meal.
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PANFRIED MULLET


1 medium onion

1 clove garlic

½ cup packed flat-leaf parsley leaves

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

6 whole mullet (each about 7 ounces), scaled and gutted

Salt and freshly ground pepper a piacere

3 tablespoons flour

½ cup Emilia’s Tomato Sauce (page 5)

½ bay leaf

Peel and mince the onion and garlic. Finely chop the parsley and combine with the onion and garlic.

Warm the olive oil in a heavy frying pan, preferably castiron, over medium heat. Pat the mullet dry with a paper towel. Season with salt and pepper, and dust lightly with the flour. When the oil is hot, put the mullet in the pan and cook for 3 minutes. Turn them delicately, and cover with the parsley mixture. Pour in the tomato sauce, add the bay leaf, and cook for about 3 minutes more, until the fish flakes easily when poked with a fork. Discard the bay leaf before serving.

When you are finished, remember to clean the pan!

Makes 6 servings
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One day, when I was eight, Emilia announced that she would take me to Vada, the small village on the sea a few kilometers from Livorno where her entire family lived. My mother granted permission, and off we went. Taking la corriera, the old blue bus that carried all sorts of people and merchandise from town to town, was part of the wonderful adventure.

“Vestiti elegante,” she made sure to instruct me. Naturally, I had to dress up; Emilia wouldn’t have it otherwise. It was a question of “face”: certainly I would have lowered her social status in the eyes of her neighbors had I appeared in my everyday clothes. Consequently, I put on my elegant yellow dress with the smocked front. My mother pulled my hair into the usual tight braids; I wore my brown sandals, and held Emilia’s hand in great anticipation. “Allora? Quando arriviamo? How long before we get there?” I skipped and bounced, tugging at her brown sweater sleeve.

Vada exerted a powerful attraction. I knew that at Emilia’s home I would be the center of attention. It seemed like a great idea for a short respite from my everyday life where my brother, Paolo, and my newborn sister, Giovanna, crowded the via Roma house, competing for attention, taking away from my important status of eldest child.

The corriera took us slowly to Vada, stopping at every town and village along the way, finally delivering us outside the tiny station in the middle of the village. From there a broad avenue, flanked by centuries-old plane trees, took us directly to the beach. Humble one-story houses opened up in an orderly line along the sea. They all looked alike: red tile roofs, faded ocher walls that had seen better days, and tiny pieces of land, optimistically called i giardinetti, the small gardens in front. Rosemary, basil, zinnias, and roses lived together, sharing a crowded space, resilient in the salty winter winds, impervious to the summer heat waves. Superb white calla lilies adorned the front doors, recipients of vigorous downpours of dishwater after the end of every meal. Italian housewives have always been convinced that this treatment is precisely what these plants wish for: they, in fact, seem to respond exuberantly, thriving under soapy blitzkriegs.

I sat and ate with Emilia’s sister Ada, her two brothers, and sisters-in-law; they were a family of fishermen, and the food on the table surpassed even my wildest dreams. Emilia and the women of the family served us cacciucco, a thick fish soup with morsels of every conceivable marine creature, generously ladled over great slices of bread rubbed with garlic. We devoured pasta al pomodoro, with red pepper flakes and basilico, and triglie al tegame, the crimson skin of the mullet competing in redness with the garlicky tomato sauce. Why couldn’t my grandparents understand the superiority of Emilia’s taste? Why on earth did they want to stick to their bland food?

We ate perfect Tuscan sweet peas, tender green beans, and young spinach quickly sautéed in olive oil, while Emilia poked her little finger into the trays to single out the best bits of food for me, whispering, “Prendi questo! Take this!” To my grandmother, this “pinky-poking” represented the single most infuriating aspect of Emilia’s behavior. But Emilia just couldn’t refrain from it, especially when she thought that “her” children could benefit from her knowledgeable choice of the most tender morsel of veal or the perfect piece of cheese. At our table, it amused me to see a cloud of unhappiness shrouding Nonna’s face as soon as Emilia perpetrated this ill-mannered action. No warnings or lectures ever stopped her.
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SWEET PEAS WITH HAM


Emilia, of course, used only fresh peas. After returning from the market, we sat around the kitchen table or out in the garden, shelling pisellini, sweet peas. Separating the tiny peas from their pods was a delicious exercise: handfuls always had a way of ending up in my mouth rather than in the white enamel bowl.

2 pounds peas in the pod, shelled, or one 10-ounce package frozen fancy petite peas, thawed

1 medium onion, peeled and finely chopped

½ cup finely chopped ham, prosciutto, or bacon

4 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

1 teaspoon sugar

⅓ cup chicken broth

⅓ cup dry white wine

Salt and freshly ground pepper a piacere

Sauté the peas, onion, and ham in the butter and olive oil in a large saucepan over medium heat, stirring, until the onion begins to soften, about 5 minutes. Add the sugar. Pour in the chicken broth and white wine, season with salt and pepper, and simmer until the peas are tender and most of the liquid has evaporated, about 10 minutes.

Makes 6 servings
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After lunch, Emilia and her family took me to the beach. “Do you want to see the hut where my brothers keep all the fish and lobsters?” she suggested with an anticipatory smile. The prospect of a walk to the immense beach that ran for kilometers, empty except for a few fishermen’s shacks, was greatly alluring. The seemingly endless flat vistas were interrupted only by the towering chimney stacks of Stabilimento Solvay, the mammoth Belgian factory that produced sodium carbonate. A perpetual plume of silvery smoke rose high from the funnels, drawing fantastic arabesques that evaporated imperceptibly in the afternoon sky. The strip of sea immediately in front of the factory appeared an extraordinary shade of chalky white, due to the residues of soda continuously spewed into the Tyrrhenian waters.

Down we went, that Sunday afternoon, to the gray hut. Nets and buoys, old rags, and battered olive cans were stacked in front of the door. Emilia’s family’s venerable rowboat was tightly secured to a large cement block with several ropes, and the few wooden planks used to drag it from the sea lay neatly at its side. It was a wonderful afternoon, serene and calm, the waves now relaxed into a gentle washing against the sandy shore. One of Emilia’s brothers sat on the sand, patiently preparing the nets for the evening. He gently unfolded them inch by inch, cleaning them, extracting clots of dry seaweed and twigs stuck inside the holes, leftover from the early morning catch. His eyes focused on the task, removing old barnacles and efficiently repairing the tears caused by the strong Mediterranean tuna and the frantically gyrating squid. “Guarda!” He nodded toward the black ink stains that blotched sections of the net; the squid must have been desperate to free themselves. He worked methodically, without wasted movements, the experience of a lifetime reflected in his efficient handling of the bulky nets. He accumulated the cork-ball floats—their original color faded by the intense sun—on one side of the boat and folded the mesh in tidy, regular layers on the other. As I looked on, absorbed by the uniform repetition of his work, the afternoon breeze sprayed a salty mist of sea and sand on my face. The fishing equipment emanated its distinctively acrid smell of old ropes, decaying marine life, and desiccated shells.

The other brother, a short olive-skinned man, squatted at the water’s edge, rhythmically hurling a big gray octopus against one of the rocks. Wham! Slam! Bam! He took his prey by the tentacles and bashed it ten, twenty times against the hard surface. “Vedi? We must soften it, otherwise it isn’t good to eat,” Emilia explained, noticing my surprise. “The octopus flesh can be very hard and inedible; it is important to tenderize it correctly before cooking,” she continued. Her brother put his hand inside the octopus and turned it inside out like an old sock. The poor beast sprawled on the sand, a light gray heap of limp arms and deflated pink suckers. He grabbed it and started to scrape it against the rock exactly the way I had seen Emilia wash the collars of my grandfather’s shirts. A whitish, slimy foam began exuding from the octopus, dribbling down the rock, shining under the sun’s rays. I had never seen anything like this, and stored the information inside, savoring the moment I would disclose it to my brother, Paolo. Life with Emilia was indeed full of surprises.

“Fatto! The octopus is ready!” Emilia’s brother announced. Emilia picked it up and placed it in a basket, ready to transport it to Livorno to make a good cacciucco for us.

“Have you ever seen live lobsters?” one of the brothers asked me, gently pushing me inside the open door to admire the catch of the day. What seemed like hundreds—better thousands—of huge, beet-red lobsters clamored and clumped, thundered and banged, clattered and bawled, crawling toward me. I screamed with all the force of my lungs and ran into Emilia’s arms. Her brothers, amused by my shock, collapsed on the white sand, laughing goodnaturedly at the sight of the little city girl terrorized by a few defenseless crustaceans.

Late in the afternoon, Emilia filled her bulky black bag with all kinds of fish and vegetables, carefully topping it with ricotta made from sheep’s milk, fresh figs, and the octopus whose untimely end I had witnessed. It was time to go back to Livorno, and Ada, Emilia’s sister, would take the corriera with us.

Ada was casually and affectionately referred to, by her own loving sister, as la mi’ Ada strabica (my squint-eyed Ada). In fact, it seemed impossible to look straight into her eyes, as they had a very unsettling way of wandering elsewhere even while she concentrated on us. My brother and sisters and I loved her very much. Smaller than Emilia, and round as a doughnut, she frequently came to spend the night at our house. She wore her hair in a tight bun, with big brown pins that often escaped from the knot.

“Dai, Ada! Ti posso pettinare?” I loved being allowed to loosen and comb her chestnut tresses. I would step on a chair to reach her head and, with great satisfaction, stick those pins inside her mane to better support her elaborate coiffure. Mamma didn’t really approve of my early passion for hairdressing and outlawed what she deemed an unseemly activity. I naturally thought otherwise and made sure to escape her surveillance, plunging my willing hands into Ada’s abundant hair as often as possible.

Ada was Emilia’s useful alter ego; no matter what was said or done in our home, Emilia always declared that her sister knew better. If, for example, my grandmother had instructed Emilia to prepare a Chantilly cream for dessert, Emilia would answer that “la mi’ Ada strabica thinks we should prepare a zabaione.” It was a fight between titans, my gentle but firm grandmother and Emilia’s almost invincible surrogate. Sometimes Nonna decided to let herself be beaten at the game and exhaustedly lifted her hands in the air proclaiming: “Va bene, va bene … …”

Emilia was very stubborn. When I was eight, my mother received a washing machine, an extravagant Christmas gift from our famous uncle Corrado, the richest person in our family. The bulky contrivance, built of heavy wood and metal, was placed prominently in the big bathroom on the third floor. A wooden roller connected to a big crank that looked like a huge flexed arm protruded awkwardly from the machine; its purpose was to squeeze water from the linen. Paolo and I loved to feed the ominous-looking roller with dripping sheets, one of us in charge of the crank, the other receiving the cloth emerging from the other side. “Attento, Paolo! Here it comes!” We were mesmerized by seeing those voluminous bedsheets reduced to flat pancakes.

“È un’ invenzione del diavolo. It’s an invention of the devil,” Emilia proclaimed. I can still see her drying her hands on the big apron wrapped tightly around her stocky little body, shaking her head with disdain at the idea of this intrusion into her well-ordered life. “Il Buon Dio has given us a pair of hands,” she grumbled. What was, nel nome di Dio, a fabrication like that doing in a proper house like ours? Surely it had been invented to steal jobs from the pitiable wage earners like herself. She refused to use the machine.

Sparkling brass was one of Emilia’s great prides. It had to glimmer and shine. Brass and silver were treated with the same unremitting respect. Their care added to the daily work load, but their luster affirmed the household’s elegance and therefore the superiority and indispensability of its sovereign: our beloved Emilia. The Italian phrase sugo di gomito (elbow grease) aptly describes the high-energy, high-endurance scrubbing and scouring that regularly went on at our doorstep. The most activity was lavished upon the big knobs that decorated the massive walnut front door. Emilia seemed convinced that her social status and the subsequent respect she gained were directly related to the luster of these knobs. Arriving home at midday, when our school day was over, we would find her outside the door, stretching on her tiptoes to reach her target, armed with pieces of old cloth and the bottle of Sidol, the smelly cleaning liquid.

We children were absolutely forbidden to touch the brass; if we dared, we would suffer Emilia’s wrath. Unfortunately, the adults had to use an enormous black iron key to open the door and in so doing had to give the knobs a vigorous yank, leaving behind a trail of fingerprints. “Dio bonino! Madonnina mia,” Emilia would say with a sigh, asking God and the omnipresent Virgin Mary to help her. It was not her position to complain, but she made her unhappiness very clear to anyone who saw her lips tighten into a thin line. She rolled her eyes to the sky, imploring Gesummaria e tutti i Santi (Jesus, Mary, and all the saints) to provide her with great patience. Emilia herself had no reason to touch the knobs, since she used the service entrance. “È tutta colpa loro,” she often muttered. It was solely my family’s fault if the fingerprints ravaged the elegant entrance to our house.
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